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Opening Words:

“"Beauty is not democratic; she reveals herself more to the few than to the many..." [from, 'Notes on the Way' Time and Tide by C.S. Lewis]
Introduction to the Morning Offering:

“Our Morning Offering will be done a little bit differently this morning.  Instead of passing around baskets, we’ll ask you to come forward with your offering.  And so we ask you to kindly assist anyone who is unable or uncomfortable coming forward, by bringing their offering to the front for them.  In grateful appreciation of our shared hopes and dreams, the morning offering will now be given, and received.”

Offertory [Cindy Ross]

First Reflection:  “Pearls Before Breakfast”

Way back last August, when I first arrived to serve here as your Interim Minister this year, your Music Director, Cindy Ross, suggested an intriguing idea for a Worship Service.  Cindy not only conducts our Adult Choir and Hand Chimes Choir, she is also an accomplished violinist.  She suggested a collaboration between she and I based on a true story that is probably familiar to many of you.  It was an experiment intentionally set up by “The Washington Post,” and then described in their article of April 8, 2007, called, “Pearls Before Breakfast.”  The setting was the mundane, crowded L’Enfant Plaza subway station in Washington, D.C., during rush hour, no less.  A street musician is playing for loose change.  Other than his tee shirt, jeans, and Washington Nationals baseball cap, he is non-descript.  The Washington Post set out to answer the question:  “In a banal setting, at an inconvenient time, would beauty transcend?”  Technology has advanced considerably since the article was published in 2007.  You can now see some video of the commuters’ response to the violinist on You-Tube.  They barely glance up from the rushing they are undertaking.  They reach for whatever change happens to be in their pocket, then toss it into his violin case.  They hardly slow their gait at all; they don’t even make eye contact with him.

Now whenever I begin to discuss this experiment with a group of people, someone always asserts that it was entirely understandable that people barely noticed this violinist.  The set-up was unfair from the start, people say.  The context was actually detrimental to anyone pausing to see the musician and listen to the music.  Given the choice, a street musician would have set up on a platform where people were standing around, not the passageway through which commuters rush.  I understand that line of thought.  But moments of awe-inspiring beauty, wisdom, insight, and truth do, in fact, come to us from banal settings, at inconvenient times, and from people we almost overlooked.  One of the main reasons this congregation exists is to help us all notice, remark on, discuss, and lift up the beauty, wisdom, insight, and truth that is right alongside us, and that we almost let pass us by.

So there are a few things the rushed commuters neglected to notice.  One was the violin the musician was playing.  It was handcrafted by Antonio Stradivari in 1713, produces some of the most beautiful sound of any violin on the planet, and is worth about 3.5 million dollars.


They also neglected to notice which category of people did not neglect to notice this violinist.  The ones who stopped and stood in awe and listened and smiled were the children.  Children have an openness and appreciation of beauty that most adults lose as they get older.  One of the main reasons this congregation exists is to help the children among us notice, remark on, discuss, and lift up the beauty, wisdom, insight, and truth that is right alongside us.  The children of this congregation continually help us adults to do that.

But the main thing the rushed commuters did not notice was that this particular street musician was the world-renowned violinist, Joshua Bell.  Just a few days before, Bell had played in the Symphony Hall in Boston for one hundred dollars a ticket.  He was a child prodigy, and is enormously well-known and popular.  He’s also pretty adorable.  I saw him the other night on PBS television’s, “Live from Lincoln Center.”  He seems like quite a grounded, personable, all-around-nice-guy.  It’s just also true that, as a professional violinist, he’s probably one in a million.

And so when those rushed commuters learned after the fact who they had not stopped to hear and appreciate, nor to meet and to greet, they must have regretted their neglect [especially the ones of whom there is now video on You-Tube!]  And so this morning, Cindy and I are inviting you to reflect on meetings and partings that are well done, and on noticing and lifting up the beauty, wisdom, insight, and truth right alongside us, so as not to let them pass us by.

Special Music:  “From a Distance” [Cindy]
Reading:  excerpt from the Rock Star Musician named Bono’s Keynote Address at the 54th National Prayer Breakfast in Washington, D.C. [February 2006]

“…..Now, one of the things I love about this country is the separation of Church and State…..I presume the reason for this gathering is that all of us are here Muslims, Jews, Christians, are all searching our souls for how to better serve our family, our community, our nation, our God. And some of us are not very good examples….. I am certainly searching, and that, I suppose, is what led me here. Yes, it is odd, having a rock star at the breakfast. But maybe it's odder for me than for you, because, you see, I've avoided religious people most of my life. Maybe it's something to do with having a father who was a Protestant and a mother who was a Catholic in a country where the line between the two was, quite literally, often a battle line; where the line between Church and State was, at the very least, a little blurry and hard to see….

[Now, one of the things I love about this country is the separation of Church and State (but)] [w]hen churches started demonstrating on debt, governments listened and acted. When churches started organizing, petitioning, and even that most unholy of acts today, God forbid, lobbying on AIDS and global health, governments listened and acted. I’m here today in all humility to say: you changed minds; you changed policy; and you changed the world. So, thank you.

Check Judaism. Check Islam. Check pretty much anyone. I mean, God may well be with us in our mansions on the hill. I hope so. He may, [He] may well be with us in all manner of controversial stuff. Maybe, maybe not. But the one thing we can all agree [on], all faiths, all ideologies, is that God is with the vulnerable and poor.  God is in the slums, in the cardboard boxes where the poor play house. God is in the silence of a mother who has infected her child with a virus that will end both their lives. God is in the cries heard under the rubble of war. God is in the debris of wasted opportunity and [wasted] lives, and God is with us if we are with them.”

Second Reflection:  “A Book is More than its Cover”

This philosophy that Bono expressed in his address at the National Prayer Breakfast is called, “Liberation Theology.”  It is the school of thought that we must notice peoples in hardship, people on the margins of things, people who are powerless or oppressed, and work to assist and empower them.  A Liberation Theologian’s interpretation of the Hebrew scriptures and the Christian scriptures is that “God” has a special concern for people who are vulnerable or poor, and that so should we all have.  Liberation Theology has within it the term which was my favorite thing I learned while in seminary:  “epistemological privilege.”  It is the view that people who are poor or oppressed have a special and better knowledge of God, or of that which is divine, than people who have more privilege or power.  That is not to say that suffering is inherently worthy.  Suffering is not.  But certainly for us to notice and assist, and to listen and learn from, people who are somehow on the margins of things is, in my view, a paramount teaching of, not only Biblical scripture, but of the great religions and philosophies of the world.  [How nice to see, also, that the rock star Bono shares that view…]

Who are some of the people who have been portrayed on Sunday mornings this year?  […most of them as real as you and me; some of them portrayed through poetry, fiction, or film…]  This week I looked at those people who are “whole books,” much more than their covers--  beginning with just last month, and looking back to our first Sundays together…

On May 23rd, our Annual Meeting Sunday, we saw the mythical Penelope, weaving her tapestry during the day, then unweaving it at night, three steps forward, two steps back, in her grief for her husband who was missing at war;

On May 16th, we saw our Coming Of Age Teens who grew into poised, insightful young ladies right before our eyes;


On May 9th, Mother’s Day Sunday, we considered:  If God were a person, what if God were a woman? If that which is divine were like people, what if the divine has feminine attributes?


For our Intergenerational Earth Day Service on April 25th, we saw how much more there was to Unitarian Beatrix Potter.  She was hugely successful at business and marketing, an exquisite artist, and a land conservationist way ahead of her time, who also got a second chance at love and marriage;

For Holocaust Remembrance Day on April 11th, we saw the depth of compassion and forgiveness within a survivor of Nazi Germany;

On Easter morning, we learned of several Unitarians who, ordinary and flawed as they first seemed, became martyred heroes;


On Flower Communion Sunday, we learned about the creator of that ceremony, whose enormous Unitarian congregation in Prague was as diverse in its religious beliefs as ours here is today;


In our service about planning a memorial service, we learned of a man who almost had no public honoring of his life and his gifts and graces, even though he was the world’s preeminent scholar on the history of beer;

On Leap Day weekend, we learned how much the religion and philosophy of The Shakers has in common with Unitarian Universalists today;

On Stewardship Sunday, we learned of a teenage Lakota Sioux girl who became a leader and inspiration to her Native people, and to us all;


In January, we were inspired by a man who would never have thought of himself as a hero, yet, almost miraculously, he landed a plane on the Hudson River, saving the life of every person on board;

In December we learned of a scientist from the earliest days of astronomy who, though he was Catholic, held religious beliefs and philosophies which were essentially Unitarian;


In November we learned of Walt Whitman’s self-sacrifice and charity as a volunteer nurse during the Civil War;

And earlier that month, we listened to the words of a young mother in the waiting room of a Jiffy Lube, encouraging her boy that he could achieve any career he put his mind to, yet scared to death that he would go off to war;


In September we considered the Prodigal Son’s repentance, and how his family found a way to forgive his transgressions and begin anew with a fresh start and a clean slate; 

And on our first Sunday together, we learned of a jazz pianist from Italy, who journeyed to Elkhart, Indiana, whose music holds a key to our souls.

Each are people I would have regretted neglecting the opportunity to meet and appreciate.

Special Music: “Londonderry Air” [Cindy]
Reflection:  “On Meetings and Partings”


And so we have come to the time when you and I have to part.  This whole congregation has been wonderful about saying thank you and farewell to me.  You have sent cards and e-mails; you have come right up and expressed your appreciation of my work and my presence this past year, and said fond goodbyes, and wished me well.  Those kind sentiments you have given me are the greatest gift this Fellowship has given me.  I could not ask for more.  Yet small groups of you have also said, as we have chatted during a farewell meal, “Why didn’t we do this sooner?  Why didn’t we intentionally make more time, earlier in our time together, to just sit around together and just enjoy being together?”  And so I want to say to you, do not feel regretful that we did not do more of that sooner.  I think it is simply human nature that, when faced with a parting, people come together sentimentally, and wonder why they neglected to make opportunities to do so before.  When I have been gone from you for awhile, and newer members ask, “Who was that minister called ‘Rev. Jennie,’ anyway? What was she like?” please say, “Oh, she had such great affection for us and our Fellowship!  She often signed her e-mails with the word, ‘affectionately.’”  And wherever I am then, I will still really miss that while here I got to go to Wegmans all the time; I will continue to say “route” instead of “root;” and I will also still say, “you ‘all,” a very useful phrase. And I will be thinking of you ‘all, so affectionately, even still.
Service Reflections

Closing Hymn: #298
Parting Words [use #688, by Nancy Wood]
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