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NOTE: This is the sermon that Rev. Dr. Paul Hull preached to the members and friends of Hopedale Unitarian Parish on the Sunday in May of 2010 when the congregation voted unanimously, in a secret ballot, to call Rev. Hull as the congregation’s settled, full-time minister. During his first month as minister in September 2010, Rev. Hull commented about the importance of this May sermon for his ministry at Hopedale Unitarian Parish: “This sermon expressed my impressions of Hopedale Unitarian Parish after spending a week in May with you, and it expressed my best intentions if you were to choose me as your minister. In many respects, this sermon set the stage for our ministry together as minister and congregation. As we share this ministry together, my prayer is that we will hold to the inspirations expressed on that beautiful Sunday in May–moving forward into a future that is filled with the abundance of the Spirit and good works.”

READING:  “There Will Come a Time, I Know When. . . .” from Mother by Maxim

In Maxim Gorky’s novel Mother, one of the characters had justified all kinds of violence on others and on himself for what he thought was a higher good. The character had this epiphany about what human life really needs. First the character expresses that human life needs not to be not violence, not about self-righteousness, nor egoism but something else. This epiphany expresses so well the qualities of that something else–qualities found in places like this church—places of spiritual depth, compassion, celebration, and love

There will come a time, I know, when people will take delight in one another, when each will be like a star to the other, and when each will listen to [the other] as to music.  The free [people] will walk upon the earth, [those] great in their freedom.  They will walk with open hearts, and the heart of each will be pure of envy and greed, and therefore all [humankind] will be without malice, and there will be nothing to divorce the heart from reason.  Then life will be one great service to [humanity]! [The human] figure will be raised to lofty heights– for to [the free . . .] all heights are attainable.  Then we shall live in truth and freedom and in beauty, and those will be accounted the best who will the more widely embrace the world with their hearts, and whose love of it will be the profoundest; those will be the best who will be the freest; for in them is the greatest beauty.  Then will life be great, and the people will be great who live that life.

INTRODUCTION

I heard stories this past week and I told some too. No these are not made-up stories, but stories of the heart about your lives and the life of this church. We shared hopes, laughter, and even some tears. These were holy conversations that we had this week, and following the service we will be having another holy conversation about whether to call me as the fifteenth minister of Hopedale Unitarian Parish.


As you shared with me your hopes, concerns and griefs. I heard often that you missed Reverend Drinon. That said a lot to me. That you have a great deal of love for him and that is how it should be. There is a saying that in a good ministry the minister and congregation fall in love with each other. Sounds like this happened here and that is good news from me too–even if there is some grief remaining–because it speaks well for the prospects of establishing a nurturing love between me as your minister and you as the congregation. What you created with Reverend Drinon is called a “positive legacy.”


Well I did tell some stories too–about my Kansas upbringing. In keeping with my Kansas background, one child said that I reminded him of the Wizard of Oz. I hope it wasn’t the smoke and bluster part.


I also told some stories about my ministerial experiences. And it was in sharing some experiences at the staff luncheon at Janet Grant’s house on Tuesday, that I realized that some of these stories of my ministry in other churches relate well to important aspects of this congregation that I want to highlight for you this morning–the aspects first of the necessity of strong spiritual community in being a UU, second of having a powerful message defining our spiritual identity, and third being a place of the caring and compassion.

NO CLOSET UU’s


The first story I want to relate from my ministry occurred when I was serving as interim minister for a start-up UU congregation in Lewes, Delaware. Lewes is a historic resort town on the Delaware shore at the point where the Delaware Bay ends and the Atlantic Ocean begins. I helped a new UU congregation in Lewes incorporate, write its bylaws, apply to the Unitarian Universalist Association for status as a UU congregation, and organize its official Charter Sunday where 75 people signed the membership book as charter members.


The congregation met in a middle school multipurpose room–not the best place for the charter Sunday service. So I approached the rector of the local Episcopal church–St Peter’s by the Sea. It was a beautiful church whose stained glass windows had been photographed and used for a National Geographic Christmas card.


The rector Father Doug immediately offered the free use of St. Peters from the Charter service. During lunch one day,  Father Doug shared with me how special his congregation was to him. He told me, “Not long after I started at St. Peters, I announced to the congregation that I was getting a divorce, and they still loved me. Next a short while later, I announced that I was an alcoholic and they still loved me. And the finally, I announced that I was gay, and they still loved me.” He said there must be something in the water or air here, because people are so peaceful and understanding.


So I asked Father Doug to do the invocation at the Charter Sunday service. At the service standing in the pulpit of St. Peters before giving the invocation he said, “There is not much that I am in the closet about anymore, but I do have a confession.” And he paused. No one there even breathed. Then he continued, “I am closet UU!” That brought the house down. 


Well the purpose of telling you that story is not to prepare you for similar news from me. So rest assured, there is nothing that I am in the closet about. I have no surprises lurking in the background for you! What you see here is what you get!  The purpose of telling the story is two-fold: First, although what Father Doug said was funny, you cannot be a UU in a closet. You can sympathize with UUs, believe in a similar way as UUs and even call yourself a UU, but you can’t be a UU in a closet. You can only be a UU in a UU congregation. That is what makes a UU a UU. It is not about belief or dogma. It is about being in a community of people who are pulled together by the spiritual power of Unitarian Universalism into an extended family. And the second point that I want to make is that I have been told this week that you are that kind of tolerant, welcoming, and understanding congregation like Father Doug described his congregation in Lewes, Delaware–“They loved me anyway.” So within limits, this congregation is a “I will love you anyway” congregation.

A MESSAGE FOR THE OPEN HEART

The second story that I want to tell about my ministerial experience that reflects on the qualities of this church occurred in March of last year. I attended the annual revival of the UU Christian Fellowship at the UU church in Tulsa, Oklahoma. I went primarily because the theme speaker was Bishop Carlton Pearson. I heard a feature about Bishop Pearson three years earlier on National Public Radio. The report described an African-American Pentecostal bishop who had a Universalist epiphany from God–that told him everyone was saved regardless of belief or non-belief.  No conditions to that, and that there was no Hell!


The report described that Bishop Pearson’s epiphany came as a result of his troubling about suffering people of Rwanda. He realized that most of these people were not Christians, and he had been preaching a belief system that unless you were a certain type of professing Christian, you were going to Hell. In agony Bishop Pearson, wondered how God could condemn these already suffering people to hell. And he heard an inner voice tell him as if God were speaking to him. The voice said that the whole world was saved, but the problem is that too many of those who call themselves Christians don’t believe it. Carlton Pearson heard God say, “. [I’m] not sucking those dear people into Hell. Can’t you see they’re already there? [A hell on earth that you humans have created!]”
 


After this, Bishop Carlton Pearson, the person in line to step into Oral Roberts shoes, a member of the board of regents of Oral Roberts University in Tulsa, who rubbed elbows with Pat Robinson and Jerry Fawell, became a Universalist. When I met Carlton Person in Tulsa, he told me that his Pentecostal and Evangelical Christian colleagues thought that those words of universal love and salvation were the devil words, not God’s.


And for speaking up about his Universalist beliefs, he lost it all–a six figure salary and a church with 6000 members. A few loyal members followed him and formed a new congregation in Tulsa. First they met in an Episcopal church in Tulsa, but in Carlton words most of the members of his congregation were non-drinkers or recovering alcoholics, and he found that with the Episcopalians in that church where two or more are gathered there is always a fifth.


The UU church in Tulsa took his congregation in so there you can attend a Pentecostal service with praise music and a UU minister giving the typical UU sermon. And believe me, it was a hoot!


This kind of courageous rethinking of religion is happening all across the globe. Everywhere religious dogma and hatred is giving way to religions that walk the path of heart–like the bumper sticker that reads: “I’m for separation of church and hate.”


One of the last things he said to me was “I so appreciate that you Unitarian Universalists have kept the message of Universal salvation and God’s love alive.” 


And this is the spiritual legacy of this church. This is the authentic religious message of love that people long to hear. This church is truly a place where you can say we practice the separation of church and hate. This is our message of the open heart at the center of life!

FINDING THE HIDDEN HEART


So far we have highlighted the importance of religious community and the message of the open heart, of God’s love that resides at the center of life. Now another story and another message: When I was interim minister of the Unitarian Society of Germantown in Philadelphia, I preached a sermon titled “The Evangelical UU” that emphasized church growth and the importance of getting the UU message out. Before my sermon, the president of the congregation and a judge, stood before the congregation and said isn’t it wonderful to be part of a church where you didn’t have to believe in God. Like most such statements in UU congregations, one third of the congregation were offended, one third felt like applauding, and one third were indifferent. 


The following Tuesday, I got a call from a congregant asking me if I had seen the Philadelphia Inquirer that morning. He said I needed to check out the op-ed page. And I did, and found that one person in the congregation who was offended by the judge’s comments was a Pulitzer Prize winning columnist for the Inquirer, and there was our Sunday service critiqued on the op-ed page of the Philadelphia Inquirer.


I was able to get my response published in the Inquirer. But I realized that there was another issue–a pastoral issue. There seemed to be a lot of pain in the columnist’s article–hidden between the words. So I wrote him an email inviting him for a cup of coffee to discuss his concerns. We met for breakfast one morning in a restaurant in the Chestnut Hill section of Philadelphia. The columnist poured out his heart to me. You see he was raised a UU. He got tired of the overly rational approach to religion he found in the fifties and the sixties in UU ism. He wanted more heart and less head in religion. He told me that he came back to that UU church after years away, because only a day or two before, his best friend, also a columnist for the Inquirer, went into a convenience store in Chestnut Hill to get ice cream and stepped into the middle of a hold-up and was shot and killed.


The columnist told me fighting back tears, that when he came to the service that Sunday he was looking for comfort for his grief. He went away disappointed. I learned a lot from that exchange with the columnist. So every Sunday, we always need to offer the heart and comfort of the church because we don’t know who might come through these doors in deep soul pain seeking comfort. After this is a sanctuary, not a lecture hall. And what I heard this week is that this church offers hope and comfort to those seeking sanctuary here from life’s trials and pains. Yes I heard that this congregations leads from the heart.

LEADING FROM THE HEART


I know you could relate stories of ministry in this church very similar to what I have related–stories of humor, challenge, inspiration, insight, transformation, caring, and comfort. All of this is part of the holy conversations that happened this past week here.


You told me about your hopes for a strong RE program, to continue with the Partner church program your association with the Unitarian Church in Csekefalva, Romania, to move the work of the Growth and Revitalization task force forward. I hear people express visions of spring-boarding the work of the Green Sanctuaries task force for a strong social outreach. You discussed maintaining quality worship. And much, much more!


I heard how important it was for each of you to feel honored, respected and valued in the integrity and worth of your own spiritual and religious beliefs. You wanted no dogma or noone telling you what to believe, but wanted open, engaged conversation about what really matters in your lives.


I heard very well too that you wanted to preserve the comfort of tradition here and not change what was good for you and what had worked.


I heard that you wanted a minister to be a warm, caring presence like Reverend Drinon was for you.  You also told me that you wanted a minister to listen to each of you deeply and hear your concerns without getting defensive. 


What I heard beneath this was first that you want the next minister to exhibit the warmth and caring that you as a congregation demonstrate and you said that you wanted the open acceptance and deep listening  from your next minister that you offer or each other. 


I assure you that I will do my best,  if you choose to call me as the fifteenth minister of Hopedale Unitarian Parish, to provide you the warmth and caring you expect, along with openness and deep listening. I will do my best to make sure this congregation remains and expands its grounding as a place of spiritual depth, compassion, caring, and love. The image I saw so clearly this week after being with you and hearing about your aspirations for holding to tradition and at the same time being set free to achieving visions of what can be–this image– is best expressed by Carolyn McDade’s hymn “Spirit of Life:” 

<Singing from the pulpit . . . .>

“Roots hold me close wings set me free, spirit of life come to me come to me.”

CONCLUSION


From what I have experienced this week in being with you and talking with you, I imagine if Maxim Gorky’s character from his novel Mother were to walk into this church he would say:

The time has come, for I have seen it, here people take delight in one another, here each is as a star to the other, and here each listens to the other as to music.  I have seen a free people walking upon the earth, great in their freedom.  They walk with open hearts, and the heart of each is pure. . .  I have seen a people who have more widely embraced the world with their hearts, and whose love of it is the profoundest. . . . They are the best!

See this, live this, be this . . . in a world without end, Amen.

�Pearson, Carlton. The Gospel of Inclusion. p 3.










