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READING: From Alice in Wonderland
By Lewis Carroll

Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank, and of having nothing to do…when suddenly a White Rabbit with pink eyes ran close by her.
There was nothing so very remarkable in that…but when the Rabbit actually took a watch out of its waistcoat-pocket, and looked at it, and then hurried on, Alice started to her feet, for it flashed across her mind that she had never before seen a rabbit with either a waistcoat-pocket, or a watch to take out of it, and burning with curiosity, she ran across the field after it, and fortunately was just in time to see it pop down a large rabbit-hole under the hedge.
In another moment down went Alice after it, never once considering how in the world she was to get out again.
The rabbit-hole went straight on like a tunnel for some way, and then dipped suddenly down, so suddenly that Alice had not a moment to think about stopping herself before she found herself falling down a very deep well.
Either the well was very deep, or she fell very slowly, for she had plenty of time as she went down to look about her and to wonder what was going to happen next…
Down, down, down. Would the fall never come to an end! `I wonder how many miles I've fallen by this time?' she said aloud. `I must be getting somewhere near the centre of the earth…`I wonder if I shall fall right through the earth! How funny it'll seem to come out among the people that walk with their heads downward!
Down, down, down. There was nothing else to do, so Alice soon began talking again. “Dinah'll miss me very much to-night, I should think!” (Dinah was the cat.) “I hope they'll remember her saucer of milk at tea-time”…She felt that she was dozing off, and had just begun to dream that she was walking hand in hand with Dinah…when suddenly, thump! thump! down she came upon a heap of sticks and dry leaves, and the fall was over.
Alice was not a bit hurt, and she jumped up on to her feet in a moment: she looked up, but it was all dark overhead; before her was another long passage, and the White Rabbit was still in sight, hurrying down it.  There was not a moment to be lost: away went Alice like the wind…






SERMON:	The Ringing Grooves of Change
Reverend Kent Hemmen Saleska

	Do you remember your first day of school?  I do.  I remember getting out of the car with my mom in preparation for my first day of kindergarten, and looking around seeing all these kids running around, playing tag, huddled together in little groups all over the school lawn talking to each other.  I didn’t know anyone, and of course, I imagined that everyone else had friends and knew each other.  I was scared, not knowing what the other kids would think, whether or not I’d make friends, whether or not I’d like the teacher, and whether or not I’d even like school.  And a more immediate concern, I was scared to be alone at the school after my mom left for work.
	At the same time, I felt excited, too.  I wondered who might become my friend, I was excited to meet the teacher, I was excited to see what the inside of the school looked like, and I was excited to be on my own after my mom left so I could do things on my own without a parent watching me.
	Years later, when we moved from Milwaukee, Wisconsin, to Gainesville, Florida during the summer between my 8th and 9th grade year, just before beginning high school, I remember similar feelings.  I sat between my brother and my dad in the cab of a U-Haul truck, and somewhere in the middle of Tennessee I talked to my dad about what it would be like to live in a new place.  In the midst of talking about my fears and curiosity, I remember realizing that I was going to a place where no one knew me, and that I could be – or pretend to be – anyone I wanted.  It wasn’t so much that I wanted to pretend to be someone I wasn’t, I just remember feeling how odd it was that no one would know me, and for all they knew, I could be a mean law-breaking deviant, or a kind-hearted animal lover.  More than anything, as I looked ahead to the next year, I remember being struck by the potential of it all and wondering what it might bring as I felt fear and anxiety on the one hand, and anticipation and excitement on the other.

Once again, that is where I find myself.  That is where we as individuals, and we as a congregation, rest at this moment.  As we look forward to the next year, we may fell anxiety or we may feel excitement.  Or as almost any child does upon entering school for the first time, we may feel both.
	The idea for this service originated late last spring.  Last year the teenagers of this congregation went through a religious education class called, “Coming of Age.”  It is the Unitarian Universalist equivalent of a confirmation or bar-mitzva class, except at the end of our Coming of Age course, we ask our youth not to recite a denominational creed, but to write and share a faith statement of their own creation, articulating their own beliefs.
As you may imagine, those ceremonies are always very moving and inspiring.  And from my perspective as a minister, it struck me how wonderful it would be to have them participate in or lead portions of our Sunday worship.  After the ceremony, one of the youth I spoke with was Nolan Watts.  He and I made arrangements to meet in June to talk about music he could play for a service sometime.  After I paged through his three-ring binder of songs he can play, we talked about what themes might work.  We came up with several ideas, and even some we might use later this year.  But one theme that became obvious, especially on a Sunday late in August just before the beginning of a new program year, was this one, about entering into a new year, entering into something new, or wondering what something new will bring.  So I am so happy Nolan was not just able to play this morning, but eager and willing to join in planning and sharing the beauty of his music here this morning!
And as I looked through the hymnal to choose the hymns for this morning, I rediscovered #143, our closing hymn, with the title, “Not in Vain the Distance Beacons.”  It is sung to the tune of Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy,” and the first verse of that hymn is: 

Not in vain the distance beacons.  Forward, forward, let us range.
Let the great world spin forever down the ringing grooves of change;
Through the shadow of the globe we sweep ahead to heights sublime,
We, the heirs of all the ages, in the foremost files of time. 

It was the second line of that hymn that caught my attention, and gave me what I thought would be a good title for this service: “The Ringing Grooves of Change.”  We don’t normally think of change involving grooves.  At least, I don’t.  And yet, in the context of a spinning world, of seasons and cycles, the image makes sense.  We return to this same point each year, except that it’s not quite the same.  The changing of the seasons and cycles are not so much a circle, where we would come around to the same point again and again, but more like a spiral.  We return, as in a groove, to late summer and early fall each year, and yet we’re not in the same place.  We are a year older.  Time has etched its days into our lives, into our soul.  We learned a few things in the past year.  We travelled, we read, we watched television.  We may have fallen in love, or someone we loved may have died.  Most likely we both trudged through some days of boredom or depression, as well as faced challenges and learned something.  And here we are again, poised at the beginning of a new year, a new spiral, full of both anxiety and excitement.
What will happen this year?  Which children will enter kindergarten this year?  Who among our beloved family and friends will die this year?  What frustrations and challenges will our church face?  What weddings and child dedications and life passages will we enjoy and celebrate?
It is a new year, full of all kinds of possibilities, all manner of potential.
	As we look forward to this next year, I couldn’t help but think of Alice in Wonderland.  At the beginning of the story, Alice was sitting quietly in her yard one summer on the bank of a little stream, when all of a sudden a curious white rabbit ran past close to her.  I like to think that we will jump in and engage the coming year in the way that Alice responded to the rabbit: “burning with curiosity, she ran across the field after it, and fortunately was just in time to see it pop down a large rabbit-hole under the hedge.  In another moment down went Alice after it, never once considering how in the world she was to get out again.”
	We have so many things going on here in our church to look forward to this next year, and if we so desire, if this is a community where we feel comfortable, and feel motivated and challenged to put our faith into action, it is entirely possible to jump right in, never once considering how we will get out.
	One of our biggest transitions has to do with our overall governance structure.  After two years of discussion and learning about it during our Board meetings, last May our congregation voted to move to Policy Governance.  What this transition will bring to us is much more clarity of roles and accountability between and among the Board, the Church Council, the staff, and me.  The Board will occupy the areas of visioning, fiscal oversight, and creating and monitoring the policies of how our church functions.  Then it will be up to the Council, the staff, and me, to find ways to implement that vision set by the Board.  At a very basic level, once we all learn more about and implement this form of governance, it will help to empower each one of us – paid staff, volunteers, and even newcomers – to make our vision happen.
One significant piece of this is that I will be working more closely with our Church Council this coming year, the people who facilitate the eight different ministries of our congregation.  I am very excited about this and have been working with the Council over the summer to change what had been my annual personal ministerial goals into shared goals between the Council and me.  Now we are moving into much more of a collaborative relationship, and I am excited to see where that will take us in this coming year.
	Another big area of anxiety and excitement for us has to do with our church relocation efforts.  Since 2005 we’ve had a Relocation Task Force in place, and we are striving to relocate and build on a piece of property just a mile and a half east of here.  The City of Wayzata does not have the same perspective on this as we do, and they have not granted us permission to relocate to the new property.  It is our assertion that in the process, the city has engaged in unfair zoning practices, so a year and a half ago we brought a case against the city in Federal Court.  We’ve been going through a lot with this, and our legal team has been working diligently this entire time, especially this spring and summer.  By necessity our legal team can’t say much about what’s happening, but they have been hard at work, and if no agreement or compromise is made before this fall, we will have our day in court sometime in December or January.  The results of that – either way – will have a big impact on where we go from here, either finally moving forward with our dreams and relocating, or continuing the process to search for a new home.
	Another area of church life I am very excited about and curious to see where it takes us is our Social Justice work.  Just a week ago I hosted an open event at my house for members of the congregation to meet the members of the Minnesota Unitarian Universalist Social Justice Alliance – or MUUSJA (Moose-jaw) – to learn more about what they do and to learn how we can collaborate.  One of the main things they’ll be working on this next year, and one thing we intend to support as well, is the defeat of the proposed Minnesota amendment to ban same-sex marriage.
	Some other Social Justice engagement this year includes the second year of working with Interfaith Outreach to serve our monthly meals as part of the Adopt-A-Neighborhood program; to continue giving away our entire Sunday morning offering collection to local or UU-related causes; and to continue work on our two other focus areas of the environment and health care.
	One of the biggest denominational pieces dealing with Social Justice is our planned General Assembly in Phoenix, Arizona, next year.  General Assembly is our annual denominational business meeting, but since the passage of the strict immigration laws in Arizona, that General Assembly has turned into what is being called a “Justice GA.”  This is the first time our denomination has done this, and we will learn more specifics after the GA planning committee meets in September.  We will be talking a lot more about this during the coming year.  It may seem that this immigration issue in Arizona is far away, but the phrase “Somos Arizona,” Spanish for “we are Arizona” is popping up more and more – certainly in UU circles.  These new immigration laws are not just in the southern United States.  They are entering the legislatures of many states, including Minnesota.  By engaging in Justice GA 2012, that will help us become more connected to the Unitarian Universalist Association, and to become more aware of issues of race and immigration.
	I am hopeful that we will get at least a few people from our leadership, as well as a few people from our congregation, to attend the Justice GA next year.  It is so important that I’m wondering if we could even create a fundraiser to help pay for people to go.
	One final big discussion our church will engage this year is around the possibility of scheduling our Religious Education program – for all ages, children, youth and adults – for between services beginning in the fall of 2012.  The Worship Arts Ministry and the Lifespan Religious Education Ministry have been discussing this and researching this for the past two years.  We are not ready to implement this change yet, and so intend to engage in wider conversations with the congregation this year about this.  It is very exciting to explore the possibilities around this, like having course themes that both the children and adults are studying so that families – and indeed, the entire congregation – could have conversations about the same things, young to old and old to young.  This change would also allow us to become more of a truly multigenerational community that so many of us envision.
	Personally, when I think about the coming year, I’m also excited about a few other things.  First is the fact that the Prairie Star District conference will be held in Bloomington, Minnesota, next April – which will make it easy for so many of us to attend.  Second, I’m looking forward to teaching my “Film and Theology” intensive course for a week this January at Meadville/Lombard Theological School in Chicago.  Finally, I’m almost afraid to say this for fear of having it not happen, but I am very excited about the possibility of having a ministerial intern this year from United Theological Seminary work with us for 12-15 hour per week.  Many things about that are still up in the air, but it is looking quite possible!
	We are riding “the ringing grooves of change.”  There is so much to do!  So let us remember that the coming year may easily fill us with both anxiety and excitement.  But like Alice, perhaps we can jump in and fall unhurt down the rabbit hole.  And like Alice, maybe we, too, can dash away in pursuit of our dreams.
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