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The Morning Reading, the title essay from Sarah Vowell’s, The Partly Cloudy Patriot:
“My ideal picture of citizenship will always be an argument, not a sing-along.  I did not get it out of a civics textbook, either.  I got it from my parents.  My mom and dad disagree with me about almost everything.  I do not share their religion or their political affiliation.  I get on their nerves sometimes.  But, and this is the most important thing they taught me, so what?  We love each other.  My parents and I have been through so much and known each other for so long, share so many in-jokes and memories, our differences of opinion on everything from gun control to Robin Williams movies hardly matter at all.  Plus, our disagreements make us appreciate the things we have in common all the more…  --because [my parents] have always enjoyed playing up the things we do have in common, like Dolly Parton or ibuprofen.  Maybe sometimes, in quiet moments of reflection, my mom would prefer that I not burn eternally in the flames of hell when I die, but otherwise she wants me to follow my own heart.  I will say, [Ms. Vowell says] that in September [of 2001], atheism was a lonely creed.  Not because atheists have no god to turn to, but because everyone else forgot about us…  I waited in vain for someone like me to stand up and say that the only thing those of us who don’t believe in god have to believe in is other people and that New York City is the best place there ever was for a godless person to practice her moral code.  I think it has something to do with the crowded sidewalks and subways. Walking to and from the hardware store requires the push and pull of selfishness and selflessness, taking turns between getting out of someone’s way and them getting out of yours, waiting for a dog to move, helping a stroller up steps, protecting the eyes from runaway umbrellas. Walking in New York is a battle of the wills, a balance of aggression and kindness. I’m not saying it’s always easy. The occasional ‘Watch where you’re going [lady]’ can, I admit, put a crimp in one’s day. But I believe [Ms. Vowell writes] that all that choreography has made me a better person. The other day, in the subway at 5:30, I was crammed into my sweaty, crabby fellow citizens, and I kept whispering under my breath, ‘We the people, We the people’ over and over again, reminding myself we’re all in this together and they had as much right –exactly as much right– as I to be in the muggy underground on their way to wherever they were on their way to.”
Sermon:
Last week I taught a class session at Germanna College to undergraduates of a wide range of religious beliefs, including several different Christian denominations; and atheists and agnostics; and Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists.  This was the second time their teacher, Rick Mitchell, had asked me to do that.  In October, he asked me to talk about Unitarian Universalism, historically and today.  This time he asked me to talk about “UU Views of God,” including humanism, atheism, agnosticism, and Bertrand Russell’s essay, “Why I am not a Christian.”  Professor Mitchell is a Christian and teaching people information about, and respect for, all the best religions and philosophies of the world is deeply important to him.  So I was happy to cover what he asked me to cover, and also Process Theology; earth-centered spirituality, which is Pagan or Native American; and also the question of theodicy, which is the question:  “Why do bad things happen to good people.”  
During each of those classes, I told the students about what a wide range of differing beliefs there are in Unitarian Universalist congregations.  During each of those classes, the students were absolutely amazed that we do what we do--  both during Sunday mornings, and in our congregational life all year long.  “How on earth do you ‘all do that?!” They asked me, and “Don’t people argue?” and “Aren’t people competitive with each other?” and “What about people who believe really strongly that their religious path is the one and only true religious path?”  I told them that we don’t actually argue about religion all that much--  I said it is more likely that tension would arise over other affiliations, such as whether or not to support one non-profit charity or similar organization, based on its values and practices.  And one of the students answered the question about religious stances that could clash with each other by saying, “If a person felt so strongly that their path was the only correct path, then they probably wouldn’t become a member of one of your congregations then, right?”  I said that is probably true.  People are members of our congregations in part because they are choosing to learn about beliefs that differ from theirs.  If at first we feel we might not like a certain religion, we try to stay open to the fact that some of it may be helpful to us in our lives.  I also said that our congregations often have groups that meet during the week at certain times, maybe Jewish interests on Friday evenings, a Buddhist meditation group on Saturday mornings, a Pagan group on Wednesday nights; that way people can explore their interest more deeply.  I then told them my vision of, in a congregation like that, those separate groups all getting together three or four times a year to eat together and chat and socialize and learn from each other.  The class liked that idea.  If you think about it, that class itself is an example of a multi-faith, multi-philosophy group getting along companionably and learning from each other, thanks to their teacher’s passion for inter-faith dialogue and understanding…
In this morning’s reading, Sarah Vowell, one of my favorite contemporary authors, describes how her family continues to be in loving relationship with one another, even though their beliefs differ greatly.  We, here in our Fellowship family, know what that experience is like.  We are a congregation of people who extend themselves to one another with care in times of concerns and joys, even though our religious and political beliefs and other affiliations differ greatly.  Each of you is helping to hold this diverse congregation together as a whole caring community.  There are many ways this congregation is held together really well--  There are also many ways the connections between individuals and groups could be deepened and strengthened. 
The Rev. Norbert Capek, creator of the Unitarian Flower Communion ceremony knew what it’s like to try to hold a diverse group of people together lovingly.  The Unitarian congregation he served in Prague had 3,200 members and nearly 300 children.  He wanted that congregation to have a ceremony which symbolized that, though they held widely differing religious beliefs, they all had gifts and graces they contributed to their church life.  So on June 4, 1923, he introduced the Flower Ceremony to them.  “People were asked to bring a flower of their choice, either from their own gardens or from the field or roadside…  Each person was asked to place their own flower in the vase.  This signified that it was by their own free will they joined with the others.  The vase that contained all the flowers was a symbol of the united church fellowship…  After,… people… each took a flower from the vase other than the one that they had brought.  The significance of the flower communion is that as no two flowers are alike, so no two people are alike, yet each has a contribution to make.  Together the different flowers form a beautiful bouquet.” [Reginald Zottoli, UUA article about Flower Communion]  Over three thousand adults and nearly three hundred children--   I am just picturing how beautiful all those flowers and greens must have looked.  There would have been the possibility of some of their colors and shapes and textures clashing or looking unharmonious--  Yet when the members stepped back and looked at the larger picture, they would have seen an arrangement with a unity that transcended its internal diversity.  
Capek’s view of what Unitarianism should do for that multi-generational congregation was that Unitarianism should help us stretch ourselves to be better people.  Capek wrote, “Every person is an embodiment of God and in every one of us God struggles for higher expression…  Religion should, before all else, provide that inner harmony which is the precondition of strong character, good health, joyful moods, and victorious, creative life.”  And his view of Unitarian religious education was that it should be, “an endeavor to awaken the inner forces of the child and teach him [or her] how to organize, harmonize, and adapt [those forces] to the ever-changing influences which come to him from outside [including] the ability to have faith and confidence, the ability to hope, the feeling of worship [as akin to Albert Schweitzer’s ‘reverence for life’], charity or selfless love, and conscientiousness.”  In short, Capek was saying that a culture of people helping each other and learning from each other across generational lines can make individuals healthier and happier, and can make whole communities healthier and happier.
This is essentially what Malcolm Gladwell also says in the introduction of his book, Outliers.  Gladwell describes the town of Roseto, in the foothills of eastern Pennsylvania, which was settled by Italian immigrants in the late 1890s.  In the late nineteen fifties, a physician named Steward Wolf discovered that the residents of Roseto were dramatically healthier and happier than the residents of their neighboring towns, and even than most Americans.  He set out to figure out why, doing medical examinations, looking at their diet and lifestyle choices, even considering the geography of the town itself.  None of that explained their health and happiness.  Wolf found, “There was no suicide, no alcoholism, no drug addiction, and very little crime.  They didn’t have anyone on welfare.  Then we looked at peptic ulcers.  They didn’t have any of those either.  These people were [only] dying of old age.  That’s it.”  So then Wolf “walked around the town... [and] looked at how the Rosetans visited one another, stopping to chat in Italian on the street, say, or cooking for one another in their backyards.  They learned about the extended [families] that underlay the town’s social structure.  They saw how many homes had three generations living under one roof and how much respect grandparents commanded.  They went to mass… and saw the unifying and calming effect of the church.  They counted twenty-two separate civic organizations in a town of just under two thousand people.  They picked up on the particular egalitarian ethos of the community, which discouraged the wealthy from flaunting their success and helped the unsuccessful obscure their failures.”  When Wolf presented his findings to his colleagues, they didn’t want to believe it. But the Rosetans’ longevity was due to “the mysterious and magical benefits of people stopping to talk to one another on the street and of having three generations under one roof…  No one was used to thinking about health in terms of community.”

I love that story because that is exactly the sort of health and happiness that a congregation like ours can produce, when we extend ourselves to one another in care, rather than in competition.  Though it’s harder to do in this small rented building--  But this congregation has risen nobly to the challenge of continuing to be in caring community together in this building, in other community centers, in the library, and often in people’s homes.  We can create a culture in which people are helped and encouraged to be their best most joyous selves.

That story also reminds me of a movie, so quietly done, but with such a transcendent message, called, Akeelah and the Bee, written and directed by Doug Atchison.  Akeelah is a fictional eleven year old girl from south Los Angeles. Like her late father, she has a love of words and a rare gift for spelling them.  Her principal finds her a coach so that she can compete in regional spelling bees and qualify for the Scripps National Spelling Bee in Washington, DC.  Now maybe you dislike the idea of spelling bees--  I used to, myself.  But the whole point of the movie is, as Atchison said, “It’s the idea of not being afraid of that thing that you do the best, of not allowing other people to define who you are…  It’s overcoming the fear of being great, before you can be great.”  The first thing Akeelah’s coach asks her is if she has any goals--  What does she want to be when she grows up?  A doctor, a lawyer, a stand-up comedienne?  Akeelah hasn’t really thought about that.  And that’s what a good coach does:  helps people to express their goals--  That’s what a good interim minister does--  helps members to articulate their goals for themselves and for the whole congregation.  Akeelah says, “I don’t know; the only thing I’m good at is spelling.”  Even at only eleven years old, she is already better at spelling than most adults.  Yet she is downplaying her rare ability.  Her coach then asks her to read a quote framed on his wall by Marianne Williamson. Akeelah reads:
“Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small does not serve the world. There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won't feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do. We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It's not just in some of us; it's in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.”

One of the first words that trips Akeelah up in her early efforts is “pulchritude.”  So of course she looks it up to get it right, and learns that it means, beauty.  She then embarks on a whirlwind of competitions, expanding her horizons, becoming more poised and confident, and making new friends.  But she doesn’t forget her family and neighbors back home--  They all coach her in learning more and more words--  Her endeavor brings her community together in a more unified way.  And they each begin to re-connect with their own unique potential for greatness.  It is both through helping and encouraging Akeelah and through being helped and encouraged by her that the members of her community become better happier people and the neighborhood becomes a better happier unit.   My favorite character in the movie is her young friend Javier.  He is enjoying the ride of the taking part in the spelling bees so much that he never lets the competition stress him out.  He is so good at “letting go of outcomes,” which is, in fact, one of the first rules of how to collaborate harmoniously.  Javier does not win the national spelling bee that year; he comes in fifth.  On learning that, as always trying to cheer other people, Javier blows kisses to the audience and makes an elaborate bow.  It may seem like a trifling thing, but it isn’t.  He accepts that they result is less than what he had wanted with graciousness and good humor, saying to Akeelah, “Thirteenth last year, fifth this year, next year I’ll take it all.  Now you go on and give ‘em all you’ve got.”  Javier and Akeelah help each other out along the way.  They also help and encourage their main competition, a Korean boy named Drew.  They learn to share their power. In doing so, they feel more empowered.  Now I’m not going to tell you how the movie ends, because I don’t want to spoil it.  But one of the final words Akeelah is given to spell happens to be, “pulchritude” [that one that had tripped her up back in the beginning].  “Is it from the Latin root, ‘pulcher,’ meaning beautiful?” she asks.  “That’s correct,” the judge says.  Akeelah has learned to express the ways she is uniquely beautiful.  I want our congregation to be a place where each of you can be your best selves and express your best values--  An interim period is an especially good and important time for you to do that.  This needs to be done delicately--  just as flowers and greens are so delicate.  It isn’t always easy.  But when done well, it’s so fruitful--  And it’s what Norbert Capek wanted us Unitarians to do.
Parting Words [Hosea Ballou]:
“If we agree in love, there is no disagreement that can do us any injury, but if we do not, no other agreement can do us any good.  Let us endeavor to keep the unity of the spirit in the bonds of peace.”
6

