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Opening Words [Last week America lost a great poet--  Lucille Clifton died at the age of 73, after a long battle with cancer.  Her poems are concise, powerful, and heartening--  I encourage you to read some of them for yourselves.  She was a great American of African descent, and was Poet Laureate of Maryland.  Our Opening Words this morning are her poem, “i am running into a new year:”
i am running into a new year 

and the old years blow back 

like a wind 

that i catch in my hair 

like strong fingers like 

all my old promises and 

it will be hard to let go of what i said to myself 

about myself 

when i was sixteen and 

twenty-six and thirty-six 

even thirty-six but 

i am running into a new year 

and i beg what i love and 

i leave to forgive me.

The Morning Reading, from, Aunt Jane of Kentucky, by Eliza Calvert Hall [excerpts about quilts and quilting]:
“I’ve had a heap o’ comfort all my life makin’ quilts, and now in my old age I wouldn’t take a fortune for ‘em…  You see, some folks has albums to put folks’ pictures in to remember ‘em by, and some folks has a book and writes down the things that happen every day so they won’t forgit ‘em; but, honey, these quilts is my albums and my diaries, and whenever the weather’s bad and I can’t git out to see folks, I jest spread out my quilts and look at ‘em and study over ‘em, and it’s just like going back fifty or sixty years and livin’ my life over again…  Did you ever think, child, how much piecin’ a quilt’s like living a life?  And as for sermons, why, there ain’t no better sermon to me than a patchwork quilt…  You see, you start out with just so much caliker; you don’t go to the store and pick it out and buy it, but the neighbors will give you a piece here and a piece there, and you’ll have a piece left every time you cut out a dress, and you take just what happens to come.  And that’s like predestination.  But when it comes to the cutting out, why, you’re free to choose your own pattern…  and there’s a heap more in the cuttin’ out and the sewin’ than there is in the caliker…  I’ve been a hard worker all my life…  but ‘most all my work has been the kind that perishes with the using, as the Bible says.  That’s the discouraging thing about a woman’s work.  Milly Amos used to say that if a woman was to see all the dishes that she had to wash before she died, piled up before her in one pile, she’d lie down and die right then and there…  But when one o’ my grandchildren or great-grandchildren sees one o’ these quilts, they’ll think about Aunt Jane, and, wherever I am then, I’ll know I ain’t forgotten.  I reckon everybody wants to leave somethin’ behind that’ll last after they’re dead and gone.  It don’t look like it’s worthwhile to live unless you can do that…  Now, some folks has money to build monuments with--  great, tall, marble pillars, with angels on top of ‘em…  And some folks can build churches and schools and hospitals to keep folks in mind of ‘em.  But all the work I’ve got to leave behind me is just these quilts, and sometimes, when I’m settin’ here, workin’ with my caliker and gingham pieces, I’ll finish off a block, and I laugh and say to myself, ‘Well, here’s another stone for the monument.’”
Sermon:


I collect quilts.  As it happens, my quilts are reminders of the congregations and other communities I have served as a minister.  I have a small hand-made one from the first church I served:  the Universalist Church of Pittsfield, Maine.  I won it in their Ladies Alliance raffle; it has butterflies appliquéd onto fabric of rust-colored and other earth tones.  I have one from the seminary I attended:  Bangor Theological Seminary, in Bangor, Maine.  It was also from a raffle sponsored by a Ladies Circle, of a church served by one of my classmates, Karl Schrader.  Karl is no longer alive.  So that quilt is an even more precious reminder of my seminary community, and the ministry all of us, especially Karl, were doing in rural Maine.  And I have another quilt, also hand-made, but I don’t know by who, that I rescued from the rummage sale sponsored by the Religious Education team of First Unitarian Church, South Bend, Indiana, where I was the interim minister last year.  That poor quilt was all muddy--  somebody was about to throw it out--  Maybe it had been used for a dog bed.  But I saw its inherent worth, dignity, and beauty and brought it home, and gave it a good wash, and now it’s lovely and cozy.  I also have a quilt from the seven years I was a minister in north central Massachusetts and southern New Hampshire.  But it wasn’t made by anyone who viewed me as their minister.  It was from Bed, Bath, and Beyond.  When I saw it up on the wall, I knew I had to have it.  It has all my favorite colors in it:  lavender, sage, muslin, yellow, and a deep purple.  So I bought it with money I earned doing a wedding for a truly nice couple up there.  Since quilts are so portable, I knew I could take it with me wherever my travels led afterwards.  

“Enriching Our Tapestry” is the theme of this Sunday’s service, because the Stewardship Committee chose that as the theme of our Stewardship Campaign this year.  It warms my heart to say that each and all of you are the quilt, or tapestry, that I treasure from this community that I am honored to serve.  A stewardship campaign isn’t just about asking people for money.  It’s also about lifting up the things in our Fellowship that are true and good and worthy of sustaining, and helping one another imagine all the great possibilities for its future.  It’s about clarifying why our Fellowship is worth investing in.  To me, you, the members and friends of our congregation are the most important reason why our Fellowship is worth investing in.  Our Fellowship is here to help us all care for each other’s hurts and hopes, so our spirits will be well-fed enough to then feed the spiritual needs of the wider world which is so spiritually hungry.  Our Fellowship is here to keep providing high quality Sunday Services; religious education programming for children, teens, and adults; meals and celebrations; lively discussions and debates; music that takes our breath away; Community Circles where our hearts’ desires are expressed and truly heard; and a vehicle toward a more tolerant and progressive world.  You are each a part of making those programs, services, and activities continue to thrive.  You are each an essential part of the tapestry that is the Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Fredericksburg.  
That’s why, in your order of service this morning, inside the announcements insert, you have each received one quilting square.  [Everyone who comes to the Stewardship Gala this Saturday night, at 6:30 p.m., at the Dorothy Hart Center, will receive another quilting square.]  This very creative idea was not my idea.  It came from someone I work with each week who is far better at visual art than I am.  But she doesn’t want me to name her because she’d like someone else to volunteer to be the one to make all your separate quilting squares into one beautiful tapestry [that we could one day hang in our new building].  Did I see a hand?  Did I hear a voice saying, “I will!”?  In the meantime, your singular piece of cloth is to remind you that you are a dearly valued part of the UUFF tapestry, and to remind you of the whole UUFF tapestry of which you are a part.  Take a moment now to hold your square up beside a few other squares, and notice how beautiful they look when they are together.  Imagine the rich and varied beauty that is created if all of the pieces, and all of us, are joined together as one unique hand-made quilt.

When the Stewardship Committee told me that this year’s theme was, “Enriching Our Tapestry,” the first image that came to my mind was a Navaho tapestry.  So I am happy to share some Native American wisdom this morning.  Navaho weavings are made with an intentional flaw.  As such, those tapestries allow for distinct differences, and weakness as well as strengths.  A Navaho weaver’s goal is, not perfection, but excellence.  Our Board of Trustees, in conversation with the Finance Committee, and the Council of Committees, has created a budget that is not so far out of reach that we would end up having the discouraging experience of needing to cut it down.  But they purposely did create a budget inspired by this congregation’s desire to continue our ministry and programming, our social justice work in neighborhoods near and far, our intellectual discussions, and our social times together, and to compensate our staff, Janet and Steve, Cindy and Greg, Kira, and Hannelore.  So in asking you to pledge to the Fellowship’s 2010-2011 fiscal year, our goal is, not perfection, but excellence.  We understand that these are hard economic times in which there are limits on what you will be able to pledge.  We ask only that you do the very best you can do to make our Fellowship the strongest, healthiest, and loveliest tapestry it can possibly be.  

I think we’re all feeling that this is a hard time to hold a Stewardship drive.  There are hard times both within and without our Fellowship walls.  Our Fellowship has been through a great deal of stress and strain this past year, with moving, changing ministers, and delays in the dream of our new building.  Yet there are so many ways our Fellowship is remarkable, resilient, brave, and strong.  And I have great hopes for many happy successes in the coming years, including the continuation of the valuable programs and services we provide, and the building of, and moving into, our new building.  Our Fellowship has been tested of late, and is somewhat strained.  But as the Board said to me at our mid-point appraisal last month, “Our Fellowship is not broken; it’s just stressed right now.”  I couldn’t agree more.  There are hard times in the wider community outside of our Fellowship, too.  Everywhere I turn, I hear discouraging news, particularly economically.  So that negative energy that we feel around us at this point in time--  I think we need to reverse it--  I think we need to dare to be the strongest, healthiest, smartest, and loveliest UU Fellowship we can possibly be, at this time, and in this place--  I think we need to not be afraid of our own greatness--  We need to dare to be as strong and proud and smart and beautiful as we have it in ourselves to be, both in parts and as a whole cloth. 
 
And so I’ll close this morning with this Native American story, from a girls’ basketball team of the Oglala Sioux Lakota tribe of Pine Ridge, South Dakota, of a young girl just barely in her teens, who lived not very long ago at all.  It’s from Ian Frazier’s book, On the Rez:
“When [basketball] teams from Pine Ridge play non-Indian teams, the question of race is always there…  occasionally at away games their kids will be insulted, their fans will not feel welcome, the host gym will be dense with hostility…  One place where Pine Ridge teams used to get harassed regularly was in the high school gymnasium in Lead, South Dakota…  In the fall of 1988, the Pine Ridge Lady Thorpes went to Lead to play a basketball game.  SuAnne [Big Crow]… was a freshman, fourteen years old.  Getting ready in the locker room, the Pine Ridge girls could hear the din from some of the fans.  They were yelling fake-Indian war cries, a “woo-woo-woo” sound.  The usual plan for the pre-game warm-up was for the visiting team to run onto the court in a line, take a lap or two around the floor, shoot some baskets, and then go to their bench at courtside.  After that, the home team would come out and do the same, and then the game would begin.  Usually the [Lady] Thorpes lined up for their entry more or less according to height, which meant that senior Doni De Cory, one of the tallest, went first.  As the team waited in the hallway leading from the locker room, the heckling got louder.  A typical kind of hollered remark was “Squaw!” or “Where’s the cheese?” [the joke being that if Indians were lining up, it must be to get commodity cheese]; today no one remembers exactly what was said.  Doni De Cory looked out the door and told her teammates, “I can’t handle this.”  SuAnne quickly offered to go first in her place.  She was so eager that Doni became suspicious.  “Don’t embarrass us,” Doni told her.  SuAnne said, “I won’t. I won’t embarrass you.”  Doni gave her the ball, and SuAnne stood first in line.  She came running onto the court dribbling the basketball, with her teammates running behind.  On the court, the noise was deafeningly loud.  SuAnne went right down the middle; but instead of running a full lap, she suddenly stopped when she got to center court.  Her teammates were taken by surprise, and some bumped into one another…  SuAnne turned to Doni De Cory and tossed her the ball.  Then she stepped into the jump-ball circle at center court, in front of the Lead fans.  She unbuttoned her warm-up jacket, took it off, draped it over her shoulders, and began to do the Lakota shawl dance.  SuAnne knew all the traditional dances  --she had competed in many powwows as a little girl--  and the dance she chose is a young woman’s dance, graceful and modest and show-offy all at the same time.  “I couldn’t believe it--  she was powwowin’ like, ‘get down!’” Doni De Cory recalled.  “And then she started to sing.”  SuAnne began to sing in Lakota, swaying back and forth in the jump-ball circle, doing the shawl dance, using her warm-up jacket for a shawl.  The crowd went completely silent.  “All that stuff the Lead fans were yelling--  it was like she reversed it somehow,” a teammate said.  In the sudden quiet, all you could hear was her Lakota song.  SuAnne stood up, dropped her jacket, took the ball from Doni De Cory, and ran a lap around the court dribbling expertly and fast.  The fans began to cheer and applaud.  She sprinted to the basket, went up in the air, and laid the ball through the hoop, with the fans cheering loudly now.  Pine Ridge went on to win the game.”  [pp. 208-209] 
“America is a leap of the imagination.  [Frazier writes]  From its beginning, people had only a persistent idea of what a good country should be.  The idea involved freedom, equality, justice, and the pursuit of happiness; nowadays most of us probably could not describe it a lot more clearly than that.  The truth is, it always has been a bit of a guess.  No one has ever known for sure whether a country based on such an idea is really possible, but again and again, we have leaped toward the idea and hoped.  What SuAnne Big Crow demonstrated in the Lead high school gym is that making that leap is the whole point.  The idea does not truly live unless it is expressed by an act; the country does not live unless we make the leap from our tribe or focus group or gated community or demographic, and land on the shaky platform of that idea of a good country which all kinds of different people share.” [p. 213]


And all we are being asked to do, in this place and time, is to, please, enrich our tapestry.
Parting Words [the Rev. Gordon McKeeman]:

“Ministry is a quality of relationship between and among human beings that beckons forth hidden possibilities.  It is inviting people into deeper, more constant, more reverent relationship with the world and with one another.  …Wherever there is a meeting that summons us to our better selves, wherever our lostness is found, our fragments are reunited, our wounds begin healing, our spines straighten, and our muscles grow strong for the talk, there is ministry.”
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