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FIRST READING
The Liberal Church Finding Its Mission: It’s Not About You (edited for this reading)
Blog entry by Reverend Peter Boullata

A non-UU acquaintance of mine described how he explained Unitarian Universalism to his 13-year-old son. My friend said, “I told him, ‘Well they don’t really believe anything specific. It’s a religion where whatever you think or believe or feel is what the religion is all about.’ And my son said, ‘That’s the kind of church I want to go to!’” And the fellow chuckled and we had some pleasantries about his teenager being a Unitarian Universalist without knowing it.
	However, I soon realized, here was an outsider who received this message about us: It’s about whatever you want it to be about. It’s all about you. There’s a difference between a free and disciplined search for truth and meaning, unencumbered by doctrine and “a religion that’s all about you and whatever you want.” How does, “You are responsible for discerning your spiritual path” become “Whatever you think, believe, or feel is what the religion is”?  
	A good deal of this slippage comes from a lack of opportunities for faith formation in our congregations, especially among adults. A disciplined search for truth and meaning takes effort.  Not being constrained by creedal formulations seems to have been translated into an abandonment of theological reflection altogether.  We offer a non-dogmatic approach and context to religious inquiry without equipping members of our communities for the search. Discerning your spiritual path is difficult without tools, without support.
	I also find it telling how Unitarian Universalists like to speak, when they do at all, of “spiritual practices,” but almost never “spiritual disciplines.” Being together in community takes discipline and effort. I think we have become lazy and simply tell each other, “You do your thing, and I’ll do mine. You have your spiritual practice and I have my book discussion group. Whatever.”
I am skeptical about Unitarian Universalism ever becoming the sort of missional religious movement that some of my colleagues and friends are imagining. A group of like-minded individuals doing community service together with no theology, no discerned sense of vocation, is not a faith community; it’s the Rotary Club. A group of people dedicated to liberal ideals with no shared theology, shared sense of vocation is not a church. It’s a political club. 
Inasmuch as Unitarian Universalist communities continue to neglect theology, discipline, spiritual practice, faith formation, vocation and engagement with our historic testimonies and tradition, we will never be a missional religious movement. As long as we are known as the church of individual seekers we will never have the kind of impact that a missional religion has on transforming the world. It should go without saying that the chronically self-involved have no interest in serving the needs of others.
	What would it take for our communal calling as a faith community to become as important as our much-vaunted individual spiritual journeys?  What would it take for us to be the religion that puts its faith in something larger than you?

SECOND READING

Reflection from Jami Stromberg
Worship Associate
I am a member of the worship arts ministry, where we plan…well…worship. In our meetings we often discuss worship and what that means, which leads us to discussions of faith, God, and spirituality. And the overlying theme is: What makes our church a church? 
I agree with what Reverend Bullata wrote, we are a group of like-minded people who come together every week or so to commune and discuss topics of interest. Many of these topics delve into philosophy, justice, community, and sometimes even religion. We also support each other in times of need and work together towards common goals, such as finding a new building or raising funds to support a charity we believe in. But does that make us a church?
We have discussed Unitarian Universalism and the difficulties inherent in having a creedless religion. In fact, because UUs are so diverse and so politically correct, we don’t want to offend anyone who subscribes to the principles of Unitarian Universalism, regardless of what their spiritual beliefs are. I take the reverend’s word even further and think that many times we remove religion from the whole conversation. We talk about “spirit” and “faith” but what does that really mean, when one member believes that Jesus Christ is the son of God and the person sitting next to her gets his sense of spirituality by following the practices of Buddha?
In fact, I think it is interesting that I really don’t know the spiritual beliefs of the vast majority of people who attend church here. This even includes some of my closest friends. Why not? And why do so many UUs have such a hard time discussing faith and spirituality? Most of us arrived in this faith because we were running away from the faith we were brought up in. And in many cases, our only serious study of Unitarian Universalism was the 6-hour UU 101 class we had to take to become members. Beyond that, what are we doing, individually or as a team, to explore our faith and spiritual practices?
In one of our worship arts meetings a couple of years ago, we talked about worship, and how even the word causes hackles to raise in some people. If we aren’t worshipping, then what are we doing? What about the 20% of UUs, myself included, who do not believe that God even exists? Can they worship? Can they be spiritual? Can they really have a religious experience by attending UUCM, or to them (or us) is it really the social club referred to earlier? What about those people who claim that being in nature, or sitting still reading a book is a spiritual practice? Is that really being spiritual, or just being at peace? Or is there a difference? 
I posed these questions to Kent and gave him the task of finding some answers. I figured, he went to school for this, for crying out loud, so it shouldn’t be too hard, right? However, just from the conversations we have had in the worship arts ministry, I know that there probably isn’t one answer to each question. And true to the stereotype of UUs, I imagine that one of the answers is that spirituality is very individual. However, I also suspect that if we are willing to dig down and put some effort into the exploration, we can figure out how to make this church one that puts faith in something larger than any one of us. 
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	Twice every year – once in the fall and once in the spring – we have a class for people who are new to Unitarian Universalism, or new to this church.  The class is called UU 101.  Among a broad range of things we talk about, one thing we share is the five expectations for membership in this congregation, the very first of which is to engage in a spiritual practice.  	Of the five expectations, it seems the one we focus on least, almost to the point of discounting it, is the one about engaging in a spiritual practice.  I’ll be the first to admit that this is something we talk about here, but isn’t an area where we’ve taken much action.
	I’ll get to that a little later on.  Before that, though, I want to spend a little time responding to the comments Jami made earlier.  As she mentioned, the Worship Arts Ministry (WAM) meets each month to discuss and plan our Sunday morning worship services.  More and more, though, I urge the Worship Associates to move beyond simply administration, to see themselves as a ministry.  That is, not just creating and sharing interesting services, but to look at the needs of the congregation as a whole, to pay attention to the ways we may be becoming anxious, to the ways we are hurting, to the ways we seek challenge, support and renewal.  This approach makes for a much richer Worship Arts experience, certainly for those on WAM, but also for those who attend Sunday worship as well.
	As a matter of fact, if you are looking for a place in the church where you can “plug in” and get involved, and if this kind of experience sounds intriguing to you, I invite you to join us.  We meet on the first Tuesday night of every month!
	You may recall a sermon I gave last February called, “Worship?  To Whom?  For What?”  That service arose out of our discussions on WAM about why we call this Sunday morning gathering “worship”?  That sermon was an attempt at a response.  The service today arose out of another set of questions.  In January, I shared with the WAM the full blog entry from the Reverend Peter Boullata that Jami read earlier regarding how the liberal church finding its mission means that “it is not all about you.”  In the middle of our discussion, Jami asked about spirituality and spiritual practices.  She asked several questions, but three of them in particular stuck out for me:
1. What do we mean by “spirituality”?
2. What is a spiritual practice?
3. Is it possible for an atheist to use or identify with the word “spirituality,” or engage in a spiritual practice?
Great questions!
	As I approach it, spirituality involves above all an attitude of humility.  In particular, when I say “humility,” what I mean is that we need to engage an attitude and a way of life that recognizes the extent of our lack of control over our lives and over the universe.  If you don’t use the word “spirituality,” I’m not advocating for you to suddenly start using it.  But if someone has even the remotest desire to try out the word, or to explore the realm of a deeper, more meaningful life associated with it, I believe it is necessary to cultivate a healthy sense of humility.
	Sometimes our dreams don’t come true, and sometimes we are the recipients of almost unbearable pain.  Sometimes, though…sometimes, we find ourselves the beneficiary of unimaginable grace, a grace and good fortune that our circumstance does not warrant, and a grace we did not earn.
	In this religious community, when you are in that place of feeling lost and alone, or feeling astonished at the grace that washes over you, we offer healing and comfort.  We offer words of compassion and arms of love.  You are not alone.  We are here.  These connections are always here, but sometimes it takes brutal or beautiful life events that knock us off our feet before we recognize them.  That moment when we let go and find we are still being held, that moment of awe and wonder, that is one of those moments when we recognize our spirituality.
For me, spirituality involves recognizing our connections to something larger than ourselves, connections that help us find meaning, that help to ground us in our sense of self, and that bring balance to our lives.  Because of these connections that already exist I believe we are spiritual beings by nature.
As human beings, we can no more claim to exist and operate as individuals than a single cell of the human body can claim to exist alone, without needing help from any other cell.  Just as each cell of the human body depends on the trillions of other cells in the body for existence and function, so do we depend on other humans, on the plants, rocks, water, air, DNA, and gravity for our existence.  As part of this system, we are dependent on it all, and all this is dependent on us.  It is a balance.  And this is another part of the foundation of spirituality: balance.
	So for me, some of the essential qualities associated with spirituality include humility, the recognition of our connections, and balance.  The thing is, our lives can get really full really quickly.  Some of us have jobs, homes, partners, and children to keep us busy and moving at a frenetic pace.  Sometimes the opposite is true.  Some of us may be retired or living alone or without a job, so we may find ourselves with loads of empty time we don’t know how to fill.
	And here is where spiritual practice comes in.  Just about anything, actually, can be a spiritual practice.  Jami asked earlier, though, “What about those people who claim that being in nature or sitting still reading a book is a spiritual practice?  Is that really spiritual or just being at peace?”  Again, wonderful questions!  I have to say, it has been great having Jami on the Worship Arts Ministry, because she is part of what makes that group so wonderful.  It is fun responding to her questions because she is not just looking for an argument.  She is not just annoyed or being resistant.  She is genuinely looking for an honest answer.
	As I see it, a spiritual practice is something we do on a regular basis.  It is an activity that provides grounding, a reminder of who we are and who we want to be, which is another form of reminding us of our connections.  When we engage in regular activities that remind us of our connections, we learn humility and balance.
	Now, many things we do on a daily basis are not spiritual practices.  In general, I would not consider tooth brushing a spiritual practice.  And there are many things we may consider spiritual, but don’t do on a regular basis.  For example, as Jami mentioned, sitting in nature or reading a book.
	For me, the key piece of a spiritual practice is attention and intention.  As Mary Oliver wrote (in “Low Tide”), “The first, wildest, and wisest thing that I know is this: that the soul exists, and it is made entirely out of attention.”  Another word some of the great enlightened religious mentors use is “mindfulness.”  For example, reading a book is not a spiritual practice.  But if we set aside a specific time each day to read a poem or a passage and then reflect on how we connect with that poem or passage then we begin to enter the realm of spiritual practice.
	Similarly, sitting in nature or going camping may provide peace, or even offer profound spiritual experiences – but those are not spiritual practices.  If someone made a commitment to sit outside at a chosen time every day, though, no matter whether it is raining or snowing, cloudy or sunny, and concentrated on breathing, or focused on paying attention to the subtle changes in the backyard over the span of seasons, then that would enter into the realm of spiritual practice.
	Before I go further, it is important to acknowledge a communal spiritual practice.  It is something we do together each week.  It is this.  What we are doing right now.  Worship is our communal spiritual practice.  Any discussion we have, then, about spiritual practices is actually a discussion of further individual spiritual practices people might engage.  Many people come to church most weeks, bringing their whole selves and their full attention.  What does it say about us and those committed souls, if we speak of spiritual practices in a way that implies those who come here every week don’t have one?  If we do not allow ourselves to name this weekly gathering as a communal spiritual practice, then it is no wonder that people want to name sitting in nature or reading a good book as a spiritual practice.
	In early January, I wrote in my blog on the church website that, in preparation for this service today, I was going to engage in one month of a spiritual practice.  I wrote, “with the advent of a new year…and with the intention of reconnecting with more of my spirituality, I’ve made the commitment to write one page each day for a month in my journal, particularly focusing on gratitude.  [At our January WAM meeting] we resolved to offer a service on [the topic of spiritual practices] on February 5.  I’ll keep my journal for one month…and part of the service will be the story of how this month goes.”
	I’ve kept a journal for almost 30 years, and in my basement I have a huge plastic bin full of spiral notebooks and hardcover journals.  But my journal writing hasn’t always been a spiritual practice.  This month I decided to make it into one.  I wrote in my journal every day this month, except for three different days when I was travelling or working or lost track of time (the wonderful thing about spiritual practices, though, is that they are very forgiving and very full of grace – they will always allow you to come back the next day and start all over again!).  To help provide focus, I decided to begin each journal entry with the same line from an e.e. cummings poem.  So for the past month, each entry every day begins with the line: “I thank You God for most this amazing day.”  Some of you may know that e.e. cummings was a Unitarian, and that his father was a Unitarian minister.  You may recall that the entire poem goes like this:

i thank You God for most this amazing
day:for the leaping greenly spirits of trees
and a blue true dream of sky; and for everything
which is natural which is infinite which is yes

(i who have died am alive again today,
and this is the sun's birthday; this is the birth
day of life and of love and wings: and of the gay
great happening illimitably earth)

how should tasting touching hearing seeing
breathing any--lifted from the no
of all nothing--human merely being
doubt unimaginable You?

(now the ears of my ears awake and
now the eyes of my eyes are opened)
“I thank You God for most this amazing day.”  With the first line of this poem on the page, I would then continue my entry.  Usually I would write at the end of each day.  Sometimes I was tired enough that I only wrote half a page.  Other times I’d write two or three pages.  But no matter how my day went, whether work or my kids were frustrating, or even if it was a day of joy, I always began my entry with, “I thank You God for most this amazing day.”
	My intention behind this, as I said, was to practice gratitude.  It was amazing to notice the change in my mood when I began to write.  No matter how my day went, my spiritual practice was to give thanks.  After a few days, when I began to write, most of the time I could feel a sense of warmth and appreciation begin to flow through me.  As the weeks went on, each day I knew that later that night I’d have to write something about gratitude in my journal.  Eventually I discovered myself actually looking for things for which I could be grateful!  A couple of those days it was very hard to feel grateful, but because I had set out that task far in advance not tied to any particular events, I found lessons or some bit of growth.  If I couldn’t do that, I just simply gave a “thanks” to the universe for the fact that I made it through another day and had the good fortune to be able to go to sleep.
The more I learn about spirituality and spiritual practices, the more I grow to deeply honor those who are in various forms of recovery.  The 12-step programs, it seems to me, are about as clear an example of spiritual practices as anything we can imagine.  To be doing well in recovery means having a sense of humility and awareness of that which is larger than ourselves to which we are connected, a sense of balance that brings with it feelings of well-being, and an overall intention that makes that awareness, connection and balance occur every day.  This daily practice is contained in what has come to be known as “the serenity prayer,” which was originally an untitled prayer written by the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr:

God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,
Courage to change the things I can,
And wisdom to know the difference.

For me, I am merely disappointed when I miss a day of writing.  But for those who are in recovery, the consequences of letting one day slide are enormous.  For them recovery is not merely a spiritual practice, though.  It is their life, and the lives of the people they love.  So I have enormous respect for anyone in recovery.
To Jami’s third question, yes, I do believe that atheists can be spiritual, or have a spiritual practice, if they want to.  The Reverend Kendyl Gibbons at First Unitarian Society in Minneapolis, a long-time humanist congregation, gave a talk last year at the Prairie Star District conference in Des Moines.  Her talk was titled, “The Twelve Qualities of Spiritual Maturity.”  Ever since that conference I’ve been planning to create a sermon series with separate sermons addressing each one of those twelve points – so look for those in our coming years together!
Another deeply avowed atheist minister I know, Peter Richardson, wrote that there are two basic kinds of spiritual practice: subtractive practices that aim toward enlightenment, and additive practices that aim toward fulfillment.  In his opinion, “To have balance over the decades in our personal growth we need…both of these in more or less equal measure.”
Jami is right, and the Reverend Peter Boullata is right.  Even here in our church among our friends, we do not talk very much about our beliefs, or our spirituality or spiritual practices.  I’ve been wanting to address this for some time, but a few small things like our legal case and the transition to policy governance have taken priority!  But I plan to move more this way in spring, particularly with Small Group Ministry.  Small group ministry is a way for us to gather in groups of 6-8 people in order to learn and grow our skills and capacity for spiritual intimacy and spiritual maturity.  These are not affinity groups.  Rather, these are groups that meet on a regular basis from anywhere between six weeks and six months to respond to deep questions of the soul and spirit, and then reform into new groups.  The groups may not know each other well at first, but the more we meet – the more we practice with one another – the more we grow in our ability to listen to one another, be present with one another, and grow in the capacity to go deeply quickly with people.  We also practice hospitality by inviting visitors and new people into these regular gatherings.  Please let me know if you are interested in creating or participating in this.  We will get to work on this later in spring.
For now, let us continue our weekly communal spiritual practice of gathering and growing together.  And as we grow in spiritual maturity, may our days be filled with healthy humility, a recognition of deep connections, and a discovery of balance, all within our focus of mindful intention.
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