Mission Statement Sunday 2010

Waking Up Wonderful

Rev. Jennifer Emrich

First Universalist Church of Yarmouth

Sunday, January 24, 2010
In the circle of life there are many peoples. The human people in the circle are incredibly vulnerable. We don’t have hair, or feathers, and we don’t have wings. We walk on only two feet. Our eyesight is terrible, and our hearing is worse, and we make a lot of noise so that our predators can track us with ease. We have a gift, though, and that is our ability to make meaning, to predict, and to make one thing into something else entirely. We are the great adapters, the great mimics, users of tools, and we follow deep myths wherever they take us – the songlines that the Aboriginals – the “Real People” - sing into Dreamtime.

My soul follows certain myths, certain songlines, and so does yours. It’s Joseph Campbell who said, “I don’t think people are really seeking the meaning of Life. I think we’re seeing an experience of being alive.”There are 6 stages of faith development that allow me to follow my songline, know my soul, and live out the life I am here to live.  They apply to all of us. Daniel O’Rourke speaks about them in his lecture Stages of Faith In Our Lives.

I experienced the first stage of faith when I was a very young child, before I went to public school, and so did you. The world was magical, and I found meaning in all that magic.  I faced the world with a sense of wonder, and awe.
 

When I went to school, and until I was about 12 years old, I lived in the second stage of development, one in which I took myths and stories literally, and sought to live inside of them. I understood family in concrete terms, and I wanted to know the faith of my family so that I, too, could adopt it. 

When I was a teenager I reached the third stage – I was an adolescent, completely immersed in my peer group, and thus completely influenced by them. I accepted the faith we all believed in. Had this faith matched the faith of my family group, as it does for many people around the world, I might have stayed in stage three forever. It’s a difficult thing to do: question all that your culture and your family and your peers tell you is true. But, I did question it, largely because of my peer group in high-school, and because of that I moved into stage four of faith development. 

In Stage 4 I broke away from the faith of my culture, away from the faith of my family, and I put everything I learned through the lens of what Daniel O’Rouke and other religious writers call “reason.” My reasoning around faith was rational, and it was, as O’Rourke writes, “radically personal.” Mine was a highly individualistic faith, and I found Unitarian Universalism, which accepted me and my personal faith, in this, my first liberation. I found Unitarian Universalism, and I stayed there.

Most Unitarian Universalists are in Stage 4 of faith development.  We are the people who have poked at the norms handed to us – both cultural and religious- until they broke open and we stepped out. The problem, and it is a problem in our faith, is that we get comfortable in Stage 4, and we stay there. We experience the first liberation, and we don’t realize that a second one is waiting in the wings. Let me give you an example. 

Our District has two youth councils, two places where youth ministry operates at a district level. Things haven’t been going so well with either council. I was asked by YAC, the Maine-based Youth-Adult Council to come and speak to them about teen sensuality, inclusive vs. exclusive behavior, power, and safety. You see, YAC wanted to use Ferry Beach, our Unitarian Universalist camp and conference center here in Maine, for their Spring Conference. But Ferry Beach, in relationship with our southern cluster of Directors of Religious Education (who know everything that can and has gone wrong at YAC sponsored events over the years) was on the verge of saying “No”. 

As a minister, either student or settled, I myself have steered clear of YAC throughout my years in Maine.  But, I have this thing for motherless children. This is one note in my songline. I just can’t stand to see abandoned children. When I saw them on the streets of Chicago I became a guardian ad litem, putting so many hours into my volunteer job that I nearly lost my paying one in book publishing. When I meet them in Gyepes I find myself reaching deep into all my personal, and all our collective, resources.  When I found out YAC was struggling to meet District standards with no ministerial involvement, my heart just went out to them, and my mother bear instincts kicked in. 

I agreed to facilitate a three hour meeting, and there was plenty of questioning and resistance in the planning of this thing. No one knew me, and they weren’t sure what they were getting themselves into. The District wasn’t sure they wanted me there. Safety and healthy sexual behavior were not new topics for this group – how was this going to make any difference? The teenagers had been told everything they needed to know.

And that was true. The teenagers had been told. They’d been told, and told, and they’d made huge strides. The thing was, they were stuck in Stage 3 or 4 of their faith development, being lead by open-hearted but very busy volunteers, who are also in Stage 4. Everyone was focused on their own individual beliefs, experiences and needs. Everyone was talking to and at and past one another, but no one knew how to invite everyone to move on to something beyond the individual, and beyond a leads to b, leads to c.

We checked in about who we are and where we’re coming from, and reported to one another the sweetest thing in our lives while we ate chocolate at a very early hour. We played games in getting to know one another, and we played games that let us explore what it is to follow a covenantal faith rather than a creedal one. We played games about power, and games about appropriate touch and boundaries.  By then we were in a safe place, and we could talk about what it means to give up individual power, preference and exclusive behavior; behavior that may give us a lot of personal pleasure, but is, inadvertently, leaving other people out. The teens were honest with one another. We moved into inclusive behavior, and we decided, together, that inclusive behavior would get the teens what they REALLY want – more teens at their cons, and more safe adults involved who can provide registration, scholarships, ministry, and great programming.

These teens, at least in this arena of their lives, had moved on to Stage 5 of their faith development, and their organization had moved with them.

In Stage 5 we can hold the truth of paradox. We move away from either/or, black or white thinking and into the intuitive, feeling acceptance of BOTH/AND.  Stage 5 is all about BOTH/AND. Once again the universe is full of mystery and wonder, and our imaginations can take us to new ways of knowing and being with other people. We become connected, once more, to all living beings, because of our deep, inclusive behavior. We gave something up, to get here, but we gained even more.

Unitarian Universalism invites us again and again to reach Stage 5 of faith development.  I believe it is inherent in our faith, one need not look to Buddhist or Jewish or Christian allies for this. Our own Transcendentalists made it possible. It was Emerson and Thoreau and Fuller who took the “dry corpse” Unitarian Christianity of their Boston contemporaries and infused it once again with heart and soul. It was Emerson and Thoreau and Fuller who said that REASON is not LOGIC. You must pass your faith through the fire of reason, yes, but reason is tied to heart, it is tied to intellect but it resides in the body, not only the mind, and it is a great yearning inside of you that is connected to your soul. Reason is intuition, wildness, a dance – the difference between Stage 1 of young childhood, and Stage 5 of a mature and truly inclusive faith, is that you’ve mastered the steps so well you can dance with anyone, to any music, anywhere in the world….with just a little practice.

A well-written and oft used Mission Statement is a symbol of a Stage 5 people and their organization. Robert Latham is a Unitarian Universalist minister and church health specialist. He’s the person who created the concept and model of Shared Ministry, which we strive to practice here at First U. He writes about a set of Governing Principles that create and sustain a thriving, flagship church, which we are striving to be. About the Mission Statement he writes: The ultimate social power of a congregation is commensurate with its measure of focus on its religious mission. This focus involves clarity of the mission, leadership investment in the mission, organizing around the mission, and devotion to the mission. Ministry is everything a congregation does to fulfill its mission. The greater the ownership of the laity of the congregation’s mission the more profound their commitment to creating a powerful ministry. 

Mission is not just about social justice work. It’s also not just about how we get fed, physically and spiritually inside these walls. Mission is about the focus and intentions of a particular people of faith. A Mission Statement is the whole. No one can tell you what your Mission is, not a Robert Latham, not your District Executive, not your church staff, nor your Minister.  To reach into the hearts and souls of a people and find out what makes them bigger than their individual selves, you have to do what your Board has done, you have to ask them, and then you have to listen to what they tell you about who they are.

Once you’ve got that Mission Statement, things do change. Strides are made. That in-between place we’ve been in for such a long time, we move out of it, we wake up and realize all the wonderful new possibilities available to us.  We collectively leave that seductive, individualistic, logical - but not reasonable - Stage 4 behind and follow our faith into Stage 5. The Mission Statement, only a symbol, helps us do this because of Latham’s second principle: That, the most profound form of community is created by a common commitment to a noble and transcendent purpose….

A subtle trap awaits those for whom community is the primary criteria for joining a religious institution. This trap is viewing community as an end to itself. It is natural, in a culture that is designed to alienate and create allegiance through false community, that the appeal of community would be so high and that the desire for community for its own sake should become a goal for so many people.

However, a community that exists for the sake of the experience of community leads a very precarious life. Since its members participate for the purpose of direct self-fulfillment it is consumer oriented and the strength of the community engendered is commensurate with the fragility of the egos involved and the group’s capacity to minimize differences. It can only inspire a sacrifice that fulfills individual  member goals. It is forever tired to the satisfaction of this conglomerate of self-centered needs for its success. Thus it can never rise above this baseline of member needs. It remains a psychological whirlpool that sucks all expressed energies inward.

On the other hand, community that is bonded around an “outside of our own skin” purpose that partakes of nobility creates the most profound form of human bonding. This form of community is a by-product rather than a goal. Its bonding is able to transcend ego fragility and lesser differences. It empowers the spirit of sacrifice with a concern for the needs of others because its primary makeup is by individuals with a group agenda whose fulfillment is outward. Thus, its energies can easily be invested in an outward focus whose investment, paradoxically, creates a new energizing of the community’s life. (165-166)
As I say occasionally during the Children’s Time, let me try this another way: 

Everyone gets criticized in their jobs, especially ministers, and teachers, and other people who stand up in front of the room where one makes a very good target for rotten tomatoes. There’s a set of criticisms that I’ve received, ever since you called me to be your Minister,  that let me know I’m doing this ministry well. I’ve been criticized for being too strong of an institutional leader. I’ve been criticized for upholding policy over the individual. I’ve been told I don’t show enough emotion, and that you don’t know what I, personally do in the arena of social justice, if I do anything at all.  We’re two and a half years into this adventure of shared ministry together and I’d venture a guess that a lot of you are still unsure of what shared ministry means, and not sure at all that you know much about me as an individual.

I’m like everyone else. I want to be loved, I want to be liked, and I want to be recognized for the service I do in the world (if, in fact, I do any at all). These criticisms affect me as an individual human being. But, as a Minister, they’re also exactly what I want to hear. Because, ministry is a mutually-defining act between a minister and a congregation, and I was called to do a very particular ministry here. It’s not the ministry Bangor asked me for when I was their student minister, not the ministry Castine or Dexter hired me to do. I was called, by your leadership, and by you through them, to create a strong foundation under this wild and wonderful place and the group of wild and wonderful people in it. I was called to help change an organism into an organization, and help people both grieve and celebrate that change. I was called to provide consistent pastoral care, not need it. I was called to establish firm boundaries around professional behavior in our office and staff, and around the role of the Minister, and I was called, above all else, to listen into the light your deepest GROUP AGENDA and to help usher it into being. 

It always takes years to know a minister who’s got good professional boundaries, and I’m not here to tell you what I do with my personal time and my personal passions; I’m the midwife waiting with you to help birth the next stage of your existence as a powerful, inclusive, inwardly as well as OUTWARDLY fulfilled people of faith with a noble cause that you found within and amongst yourselves.  The only way I fail as your Minister is to see in you, in us, a people capable of Stage 5 in our faith development, and allow us to stay in Stage 4 because it’s easier and I get my feelings hurt less often. Let’s take mutual responsibility, through our Mission Statement and the Strategic Plan we create from it, to fully engage in the ministry we are called to do here in this time, in this place. Let’s live into OUR paradox, our mystery and wonder, it is this: We are a people who value community above all else, who want to be loved and want our children to be included, and at this time in our development, funnily enough, that means it’s time to give up community as a goal in and of itself, and get our hands dirty and get our minds and hearts shaken up DOING something together, and following, with intensity and integrity, the mission statement that we, all of us, but especially your Board and your Writing Team have listened into being. That is our paradox. That would be our second liberation.

We are the human people. Hairless and virtually blind all the time, vulnerable in more ways than one. Our strength is in our souls, our songlines, our yearning toward the good and our ability to follow complex myths and symbols to get there.  May our deep need to be loved and known and protected be met here in this place, AND, may our deep need to be loved and known and protected lead us ever onward into our deep ABILITY to transcend that personal need and strive together toward that most “profound form of human bonding” – the desire to partake, together, in a noble purpose.

Sarah and Ann will present our new Mission Statement. Let’s take a look at it, and read it together when we’re ready. Thank you.

� The discussion of the stages of faith development in this sermon refers back to “Stages of Faith In Our Lives”, by Daniel O’Rourke from The Observer. Dunkirk, NY. 12/10/09


��� The discussion of church health and mission statement in this sermon refers back to Moving On From Church Folly Lane: The Pastoral to Program Shift. Rev. Robert T. Latham. 2006. Tuscon, AZ: Wheatmark.  For this particular sermon see Chapter 18 “Governing Principles”. A copy of this book is available in our church office.





