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READING 
Genesis 1:1-31 (edited)

In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.  Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness. God called the light Day, and the darkness…Night. And there was evening and there was morning, the first day.  And God said, “Let there be a dome in the midst of the waters….” And it was so.  God called the dome Sky….And God said, “Let the waters under the sky be gathered together into one place, and let the dry land appear.”  And it was so.  God called the dry land Earth, and the waters that were gathered together [God] called Seas. And God saw that it was good.  Then God said, “Let the earth put forth vegetation….” And it was so…And God saw that it was good…..And God said, “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across the dome of the sky….” And God saw that it was good. God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and multiply….”  And God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind: cattle and creeping things and wild animals of the earth of every kind.” And it was so…And God saw that it was good.  Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness…So God created humankind in [God’s] image, in the image of God were they created; male and female.  God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and [be accountable for taking care of it]….”  And it was so.  God saw everything that was made, and indeed, it was very good.



SERMON
Emerging from Chaos
Reverend Kent Hemmen Saleska

Just a little over three years ago, on December 16, 2008, the City of Wayzata denied the request of this congregation to rezone a piece of residential property a mile and a half east of here so that we could construct a new church building.  That decision from the City Council was devastating for us.  We had worked hard to do the right things to ensure our rezoning request would pass.  We had met with city officials, met with residents of the Holdridge Neighborhood, conducted soil tests, traffic studies, and hired an architectural firm to designs our new building.  We even conducted Phase One of our capital campaign, called “Moving in Faith,” in which we raised nearly one million dollars, most of which was to pay for the plot of land itself and the work of our architect.
	Then, three years after the Relocation Task Force began its work, and a year and a half after I had been called as the new minister of this church, the city denied our rezoning request.  Among the comments made by Holdridge neighbors was that our church would be a “cancer” if it was built there.  Most of us were stunned.  In the subsequent months, we went through the whole range of feelings.  We were despondent.  We were frustrated.  We were sad.  We were self-righteous.  We were resigned.  We were angry, and we wanted to do something.  A few months later, on March 8, 2009, I gave a sermon titled, “Sitting in Chaos.”  In that sermon I said:

…we Unitarian Universalists are direct descendants of the Puritans.  It seems to be ingrained in us that if we are not doing something, then we are useless.  Even closer to the bone, perhaps, it seems to be our sense that if we are not doing something, then we are not worthy or worthwhile people.  So [my] suggestion to “sit in chaos” may seem to some as though I am suggesting that we do nothing… But it takes patience, effort and discipline to sit in chaos.

As opposed to standing, or running around in frantic reactivity, the image of sitting in chaos is one of radical presence and attentiveness amidst the swirl of activity.  Sitting in chaos does not involve shutting down, it involves opening ourselves up.  Sitting in chaos isn’t a matter of doing nothing; it is a matter of being aware of everything.  Sitting in chaos involves being responsive, but not reactive…When we are responsive to chaos…we observe and incorporate vast amounts of information, and let it mingle with our sense of who we are and what we want to do with our lives.  We allow for space and time to occur so that we can see what emerges.

	And sit we did.  Over the past three years, many things emerged.  In direct response to my sermon from three years ago about sitting in chaos, today I want to share with you some of what I’ve seen emerge from these past three years of chaos.  Even more, I want to explore with you what our emergence and evolution from chaos might look like from this point forward.
	Because, you see, while we have been sitting in chaos for the past three years, that does not mean we have been stagnant.  In the midst of the chaos of our uncertain future, we allowed space for us to open up, to be aware, to be attentive, and to be responsive and not reactive.
Many years ago, John Lennon said that “Life is what happens to you when you are busy making other plans.”  In our case, his words could not be more true.  Contrary to his meaning, however, which was made as more of a warning, we here at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Minnetonka engaged that saying as a statement of fact.
Of course, the most obvious and the most visible thing that emerged was our lawsuit against the city in Federal Court, based on religious freedom laws.  But while we were busy making those “other plans,” we were also deeply engaged in vibrant congregational life.
In those same past three years of creative chaos, we also held a “Social Justice Empowerment Workshop” to determine our top social justice priorities.
We made the risky and bold move to give away our entire offering each Sunday, at both services, all year long, and we are now in our second year of that weekly spiritual practice of generosity.
We reshaped our governance structure to charge and empower our Board with more vision, and our ministry with more freedom and accountability.
In alignment with our desire to be more of a family-friendly and communal congregation, we are now in the second year of offering monthly multigenerational worship services.  These services prove to us that having our children with us for the entire worship service does not “dumb down” our worship experience; rather, it enhances the worship experience because it puts into action our belief that we learn and grow and tend to the spiritual needs of the entire lifespan of people who attend our congregation.
We also created a Covenant of Right Relations, which helps guide us in our most difficult moments of pain and frustration with one another by reminding us to relate well through respect, trust, inclusion, and honor.  This behavior covenant became a powerful and compassionate tool during our months of discernment over whether or not to pursue litigation against the city in federal court.
As a metaphor for our long-term relocation efforts, almost 15% of our members readily, willingly, and even joyfully ran in one of the events on the Twin Cities Marathon weekend.
And to my great personal and professional joy, this year we began an internship program, with Leslie Mills as our first Ministerial Intern in 30 years.  We are now learning how to be a teaching congregation, and in the process of shaping ministers, we are helping to shape the future of Unitarian Universalism.
	Above all else, the one thing I am most proud of about this congregation after the city’s 2008 denial of our rezoning request is that we did not allow our despondency, pain, frustration, and anger to turn inward.  We did not devour one another in bickering in our pain.  We did not destroy ourselves or implode.  On the contrary – we became inspired.
And this is key.  This is important.  May we never allow ourselves the misguided modesty to brush off this amazing accomplishment.  We could have eaten ourselves alive.  There were so many easy ways and reasons to do that, if we wanted to find them.  But we chose to be inspired.  We chose to look deeply and realize that a new church building is not the entirety of our communal vision.  No.  Over the past three years, we came to understand more deeply that our new church building is, and will be, in service to our communal vision.
Let me say that again in a different way: our new church building will not be a golden calf, a mere idol we falsely believe encompasses our entire sense of identity.  That new building, whenever it takes shape, and whatever it will look like, and whenever it is completed, will be a beautiful building.  I guarantee it be beautiful because it will arise from our own vision and approval.  But it will not be who we are.  Our new building will be a physical construct that provides us the space to offer the radical hospitality that will be in service to the generous people we want to be, and in many ways, to the generous people we have already become.
In the process of preparing for this sermon, I discovered that January 6 is the day of Epiphany in the Christian tradition.  Epiphany is the culmination of Advent.  It is the 12th day of Christmas, which we love to sing about here every year during our annual Christmas pageant.  According to Christian tradition, Epiphany is the time of the liturgical calendar when the magi meet the baby Jesus.  That is, this is when Jesus makes his first appearance to the gentiles, to the world.  In practice, that means that Epiphany is when the church focuses more mindfully on its calling and mission – in particular, how the church will engage with the wider world.
Wow.  What an amazing and appropriate metaphor for our work, for our time and place as a congregation.  As most of you already know, just a little over two weeks ago, on Thursday, December 22, 2011, after the third court-ordered mediation process, we came to an agreement with the city that will not only allow us to build on the land we originally asked for, but will also recoup all our expenses we put into this court case for the past three years!
	This is all we wanted: to build a new church that not only meets our needs now, but also serves our vision and practice for years to come.  And what is that vision?  Well, part of our vision is already alive and active through our behavior with one another during our three years of waiting.  Based on our behavior over the past three years, it is our vision and mission to be people of integrity, generosity, prophetic action, and of radical compassionate hospitality.
	So now what?  On the spiritual path, what do we do when a way is made open for us?  What do we do now?
	In this moment, we are charged by circumstance, and by our own relentless efforts, to shape form from the void.  We are charged with creating light in the darkness.  We are charged with separating land from water, with creating vegetation and swarms of living creatures, blessing those swarms and saying to our creations, “Be fruitful and multiply.”  We are charged with making it so, with seeing what we make, and seeing that what we make is good.
	For a long time now we have been in conflict with the city of Wayzata.  For the past three years, this conflict has been part of our identity.  And now, in this moment, we have abundant opportunity.  We sit here in a moment of time with dozens of choices about how we want to behave, how we want to be in the world, how we want to be known in this city from this day forward.  
	Recently I was talking with a ministerial colleague, and in our conversation we were reminded that all conflicts are opportunities for intimacy.  In conflict, we hold the attention and the intention of our partner in the struggle.  We may choose not to use the opportunity for intimacy, or we may waste the opportunity for intimacy, but the opportunity is there, nonetheless.
	In our continuing relationship with the City of Wayzata and the Holdridge Neighborhood where we will build our new church, we could continue as antagonists.  After winning this legal struggle, we could move right onto our new land in our new location in our new building, arrive on Sunday morning and leave on Sunday afternoon, and ignore or bicker with “those people” surrounding our church as much as we want.
But I don’t believe that is what we want.  If we learned how not to devour, destroy, or implode on ourselves in a time of great stress and challenge, I don’t believe we will want to do that with our new neighbors.  In this new opportunity for intimacy, we have the opportunity to use our moral imaginations.
By “moral imagination” I mean that we have the opportunity to explore the best of what it means to be a Unitarian Universalist and bring that to our creativity as we build new relationships.  Over the coming weeks and months and years, as we start up the second phase of our capital campaign, as we re-engage the architects we hired, as we converse and debate over what we want in our new building, as we move in to it, as we determine the size of the mortgage, we will need to hold in our continual awareness the twin convictions of what may arguably be the two most meaningful and relevant of our seven Unitarian Universalist principles – the inherent worth and dignity of every person, and the interdependent web of existence of which we are part.
If we truly believe in inherent worth and interdependence, then it cannot be our behavior to continue as antagonists with our neighbors.  At this moment, we have the opportunity to change the conversation.  Over the past three years the conversation has been framed as “us” versus “them.”  From now on, the conversation will be simply about “us.”  In the coming weeks and months and years, we will need to engage in a spiritual practice that allows us remove our own blinders that cause us to see the Holdridge residents as our opposition so that we can begin to view them and interact with them as our neighbors.  In that process, we will learn how to see ourselves as Holdridge residents. 
In any conflict, we may be able to engage the conflict as an opportunity for intimacy.  Conflict becomes an opportunity for intimacy when we see that our fellow wrestlers hurt and that our fellow wrestlers get scared.  This does not mean that we need to agree with our partners in conflict, but it does mean we can enter the conflict with a compassionate presence.  Conflict becomes an opportunity for intimacy when we engage it with a sense of humility, knowing that we hurt, too; knowing that we get scared, too; knowing that we make mistakes, too; knowing that we are imperfect beings, too.
Over the past three years, particularly in the realm of our legal struggles, we’ve been providing leadership amongst ourselves and in this city by engaging in a lot of doing.  Maybe it is time that we lead simply by being.  In 2008, one of our new neighbors argued against having us move into the Holdridge neighborhood by comparing us to a cancer.  Well, with our opportunity to change the conversation, what if we behaved like white blood cells, the part of the body’s immune system that fights infection?  We will not be known for “cancer” if we are known first for kindness and compassion.
This is our choice.  Our Epiphany.  Our opportunity.  Our chance at emergence and evolution.  As we learn to lead by being, may we learn to be the change we want to see in the world.
 





Closing Hymn #126	 “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing”

Come, thou fount of every blessing, tune our hearts to sing thy grace
Streams of mercy never ceasing, call for songs of loudest praise
While the hope of life’s perfection fills our hearts with joy and love
Teach us ever to be faithful, may we still thy goodness prove

Come, thou fount of every vision, lift our eyes to what may come
See the lion and the young lamb dwell together in thy home
Hear the cries of war fall silent, feel our love grow like the sun
When we all serve one another, then our heaven is begun.

Come, thou fount of inspiration, turn our lives to higher ways.
Lift our gloom and desperation, show the promise of this day.
Help us bind ourselves in union, help our hands tell of our love.
With thine aid, O fount of justice, earth be fair as heaven above.







BENEDICTION

Epiphany Blessing
(For January 6)
Jan Richardson

If you could see 
the journey whole 
you might never 
undertake it; 
might never dare 
the first step 
that propels you 
from the place 
you have known 
toward the place 
you know not.
Call it
one of the mercies
of the road:
that we see it
only by stages
as it opens
before us,
as it comes into
our keeping
step by
single step.

Text from an Epiphany blessing by Jan Richardson in “The Painted Prayerbook”. 

