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In this sermon and service for Annual Meeting Sunday, we honor this year in the life of UUFF, including lifting up what we have accomplished and can celebrate, as well as the goals this Fellowship has stated it dreams of completing in the coming years.  The service and sermon will weave together familiar myths, legends, stories, poems, and songs, including the myth in Homer’s Odyssey about the tapestry Penelope creates while waiting for Odysseus to return from the war.
Opening Words [Rainer Maria Rilke, from Letter Eight]:
“We have no reason to harbor any mistrust against our world, for it is not against us. If it has terrors, they are our terrors; if it has abysses, these abysses belong to us; if there are dangers, we must try to love them. And if only we arrange our life in accordance with the principle which tells us that we must always trust in the difficult, then what now appears to us as the most alien will become our most intimate and trusted experience. How could we forget those ancient myths that stand at the beginning of all races, the myths about dragons that at the last moment are transformed into princesses? Perhaps all the dragons in our lives are princesses who are only waiting to see us act, just once, with beauty and courage. Perhaps everything that frightens us is, in its deepest essence, something helpless that wants our love.” 
The Morning Reading [“Penelope,” by Elaine Maria Upton]:
I am Penelope and I sat here weaving

all these years, weaving and waiting.

My story may seem very dull,

the story of weaving and waiting,

unless, of course, you want to add

some Hollywood or Cannes/Riveriera intrigue

and write of all my suitors, and my temptations

to an adulterous life, and unless you want

to write that I worried about Telemachus,

my son, and his ability to endure the slander

of his father's name. But even that

seems dull beside tales of one-eyed monsters,

Scylla and Charibidis, and all that drove

my husband round the world. No, waiting

is not particularly an exciting tale to tell.

You'd have to be here, to live

where narrative is swallowed up

in the turns of a spinning wheel,

and a particular herb tossed 

in the noon meal soup. The herb

would make you drunk with sleep

and you'd dream of spinning and

of looms where names  and forms

are woven while the sun falls slowly 

in the long Mediterranean afternoon.

And you'd wake to a tapestry

that your fingers followed into being,

a tapestry of names, colors, shapes

to hang on a wall, or to drape 

the backs of children, old women,

and returning kings. This woven

thing--this tapestry--would remind us

that history and time, like distant horizons

elude us forever, and this body,

this adventure, these wars, these seas,

are but the densest measure of a dream.

Wait, then,  upon the fuller dream, the one

woven in the loom, lent us by the weaving stars.

The morning sermon:


Good morning!  It is a real pleasure to be with you on this, your Annual Meeting Sunday.  It’s a Sunday for us to honor this past year in the life of the Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Fredericksburg.  In my Minister’s Annual Report, during the meeting that will follow this service, I will lift up what we have accomplished and can celebrate, as well as the goals this Fellowship has stated it dreams of completing in the coming years.  This service and sermon weave together familiar myths, legends, stories, poems, and songs, that are relevant to UUFF’s past year.


To begin with, this year the theme of our Stewardship Campaign was, “Enriching Our Tapestry.”  And so I have been thinking about tapestries, and the art of weaving them.  A few weeks ago, I was reading the mystery novel, Blacklist, by Sara Paretsky.  [I still haven’t finished reading the novel.  It’s been a very busy past few weeks for us all…]  Ms. Paretsky’s novels feature a female private detective named, V.I. Warshawski.  It was written shortly after September 11, 2001.  And the detective’s boyfriend, Morrell, is away in Afghanistan as a wartime journalist and correspondent.  She is longing for him to return.  But at one point she becomes frustrated and impatient with the fact that she is accomplishing so few of her own goals on the home front.  So she says to herself, “’Okay, Penelope, time to start weaving that tapestry.’  [she says]  …I was acting like the woman of tradition, home alone and anxious, while my hero lover wandered the globe seeking adventure.  [she says]  That is not the story of my life…  I do not sit around waiting, for you or any person, Morrell.” [pp. 50,51]

The short passage intrigued me enough to go down to the public library downtown and check out Homer’s, The Odyssey, as research for this sermon.  [I also checked out the “Cliffs Notes.”]  Here’s what I learned.  Penelope’s husband, Odysseus, has been away following the war for so long that over a hundred suitors have started hanging around her estate, eating her out of house and home and generally being rowdy, all asking her to marry one of them, since Odysseus is probably dead.  Penelope’s family and friends think she should just decide on one of the suitors and marry him.  She doesn’t want to give up on Odysseus, nor commit to any one of the suitors.  So she says she is weaving a shroud for her father-in-law, Laertes, to be buried in in style, once he dies.  Everyone sees her weaving the tapestry during the day.  But at night, she unweaves it, so its completion, and her time of decision, will be delayed.  In the passage, the suitors say [lines 100-110]:
“So she spoke, and the proud heart in us was persuaded.

Thereafter in the daytime she would weave at her great loom,

but in the night she would have torches set by, and undo it.

So for three years she was secret in her design, convincing 

the Achaians, but when the fourth year came with the seasons returning, 

one of her women, who knew the whole of the story, told us, 

so against her will and by force, she had to finish it.” 

There are periods in each of our lives that feel like that--  doing and undoing, creating and waiting, two steps forward and three steps back.  It’s understandable.  Penelope was grieving, after all. And there are ways this past year has felt like that--  goals we’ve said we plan to achieve have been deferred; work that was starting to bear fruit then had set-backs; things we longed to have achieved by one year from now will take longer than that after all.  And that’s okay.  This Fellowship is grieving, after all, for multiple losses, including former buildings and former ministers.  But in such a period of weaving and waiting, weaving and waiting, what’s most important is to keep before you the beautiful images of what your dreams will look like and feel like once they do become fulfilled.  Keeping those beautiful images before you is what will help you to rise above the inactivity that fear and mistrust can cause.  As Rainer Maria Rilke wrote, for our Opening Words this morning: 

“Perhaps all the dragons in our lives are princesses who are only waiting to see us act, just once, with beauty and courage. Perhaps everything that frightens us is, in its deepest essence, something helpless that wants our love.”  

And so I wonder what was up with Penelope--  What was really going on in her head and her heart and her soul?  Did she need to believe in herself and her abilities and her dreams in a fuller, more healthy way?  Was she feeling ashamed of herself? Was she being too hard on herself?  --for reasons she should not have been beating herself up over?  Did she need to forgive herself for being, after all, not one of the gods or goddesses, but simply a human, and only too human.  And all human beings have periods when they look back and wish they had accomplished more.  And so do all congregations.  There’s one thing that would have helped Penelope, though.  The project she was working on wasn’t collaborative enough.  I feel her loneliness just thinking about her working on it during the day, and undoing it in the dark of night, without the joys of talking with people about her progress and collaborating on the design and the work.  The best creative projects, and the best solutions to problems are achieved collaboratively.  I commend the collaborative efforts I have seen and been part of in this congregation this year. And I encourage you all to be more collaborative as you work toward this Fellowship’s current and future goals.  
There have been many wonderful successes in the life of this Fellowship this past year.  Among them are high quality worship services and music and religious education programming and discussion groups on Sundays; Community Circles in which people listen well and feel they’ve been heard and known by a caring small group; musical and dramatic programs and fundraisers that raised our spirits as well as raised funds; and pastoral care and assistance to members, friends, and the wider community.  Even so, this Fellowship is on a threshold, as it were--  an in-between time when the new building you’ve dreamed of for so long and the new minister you’ve described so articulately that you need are not yet in your sight.
Sometimes the feeling that we are at a threshold in our lives is so pronounced that we feel spiritually ill at ease. Sometimes that feeling of being neither here nor there can prevent us from moving forward with our lives--   can prevent us from even discerning clearly which direction to go next. Those threshold times are times when our souls and the spiritual aspect of our lives need extra attention.  When feeling spiritually conflicted, our instinct is usually to try to escape into places, habits, or things which feel immediately gratifying. But wise spiritual teachers of mature faith of many religious traditions will say that, in those times of spiritual conflict, what we really need to do is pay attention to what is immediately around us and within us. We will find that there are tasks we need to attend to that are not glamorous, and feelings brimming up that we have been overlooking. Attending to them is how, in the long run, the spiritual aspect of our lives becomes more deep and rich, and our sense of calling, mission, and purpose becomes more clear. In time, the next direction in which we should go will become clear. But first there is always a period of feeling spiritually neither here nor there.  In his essay, “Neither Here nor There,” spiritual teacher Thomas Moore writes:


 “I have a fascination for doors, doorways, and vestibules.  In another life, I’d like to be a maker of extraordinary doors. They are actual thresholds and at the same time images for the deep transitional passages.  Standing in a doorway, you are forced into the imagination, wondering what you will find on the other side.  It is a place full of expectant fantasy( The key point about thresholds [is]:  ...in their narrow confines you may find fantasy, memory, dream, anxiety, miracle, intuition, and magic.  These are the means by which the deep soul prospers... This is a good place from which to make a decision and get a hunch.  It is the true home of creativity.  It is also the claustrophobic place of greatest fear(  It takes considerable courage to stay as long as needed in a place between, and it requires a degree of holy foolishness to seek one out.  We may need a threshold experience just to find the needed threshold.  [Moore ends his essay by saying] My personal favorites are a piano, a Gothic cathedral, a megalith, dessert, a forest path(  Lord Peter Wimsey, aftershave, the moors, and honeysuckle.  Each of these stands to the side of life’s central concerns, and yet each makes life worth living.”


Thomas Moore’s writings come out of the Christian tradition of Spiritual Direction--  the specific, focused, intentional practice of dialogue with a Spiritual Director in order to, after years, develop a closer relationship with that which is divine, or to come to know “god” better. Contemporary Buddhist teacher Pema Chodron describes a process that is similar, except that the eventual goal is enlightenment. In both the Christian and the Buddhist traditions, spiritual depth comes from paying attention to that which is immediately right around us and within us. Pema Chodron writes [see pp. 29-30 of The Wisdom of No Escape]:


 “If you want to attain enlightenment, you have to do it now(  the more you open your heart, the more you make friends with your body, speech, mind, and the world that’s inside of your circle  --your domestic situation, the people you live with, the house you find yourself eating breakfast in every day--  the more you appreciate the fact that when you turn on the tap, water comes out.  If you have ever lived without water, you really appreciate that.  There are all kinds of miracles. Everything is like that, absolutely wonderful(  Our life’s work is to use what we have been given to wake up.  If there were two people who were exactly the same  --same body, same speech, same mind, same mother, same father, same house, same food, everything the same--  one of them could use what he has to wake up and the other could use it to become more resentful, bitter, and sour.  It doesn’t matter what you’re given, whether it’s ugliness, mental stability or mental instability, life in the middle of a madhouse or life in the middle of a peaceful, silent desert.  Whatever you’re given can wake you up or put you to sleep.  That’s the challenge of now:  What are you going to do with what you have already--  your body, your speech, your mind?”

And so to wait fruitfully is an art, one we can get better at.  In her essay called, “Waiting,” Edna O’Brien writes: “To train myself in the art of waiting, I sometimes think of insufferable situations– I think of people in prison having to fill up the hours, I think of people in hospitals or in asylums.”  She then mentions a speech by Vaclav Havel, who was president of Czechoslovakia when it was under Communist rule. I found the speech, which Mr. Havel delivered to the Institute of France in 1992. It’s called, “Planting, Watering, and Waiting.”  In it he says that, in a period of waiting when hope is almost impossible to find, “to resist by speaking the truth is a matter of principle.  Such waiting is strengthened by the conviction that to repeat the truth has meaning in itself, if only to tear a breach in an uninterrupted tissue of lies; and it is inspired by the conviction that the seed, once sown, will take root and germinate one day, even if no one knows when.” He expresses his frustration that he “wanted [his] work at the head of the country to finally achieve some visible, tangible, undeniable result. It was hard for [him] to resign [himself] to the idea that politics, like history, is an endless process.”  In this, I agree with him. Our individual efforts to change things for the better are all collaborative, and are all part of ongoing efforts toward a greater good.  The only way I have ever been able to do any social work or ministry at all is to keep in my mind the fact that social work and ministry are cumulative. Our humble efforts today will result in good we may never see, for people we won’t ever know.  Mr. Havel went on to say:

“I thought time belonged to me. This was a great error. The world and history are ruled by a time of their own, in which we can creatively intervene but never achieve complete control... [he says] I had wanted to make history move ahead in the same way that a child pulls on a plant to make it grow more quickly.  I believe we must learn to wait as we learn to create. We have to patiently sow the seeds, assiduously water the earth where they are sown and give the plants the time that is their own. One cannot fool a plant any more than one can fool history. But one can water it. Patiently, every day. With understanding, with humility, but also with love.”

May your hopes and dreams, for yourselves, your loved-ones, and this congregation, receive all the tender nurturing they need to mature and, in good time, come true.
Parting Words [Herman Melville]:
	“We cannot live only for ourselves.  A thousand fibers connect us with our fellow men [and women]; and among those fibers, as sympathetic threads, our actions run as causes, and they come back to us as effects.”
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