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In congregations, narrative often pervades our way of being together. Whether through Torah or Bible study, lectionary readings, sermons, or testimonies, stories are told and retold, interpreted and reinterpreted in ways that aim to build faith, inspire commitment, and influence lives. Congregations are primarily interpretive communities, seeking new meanings in familiar stories and enduring wisdom for contemporary challenges. 

                                              ~Rev. Dr. Larry Peers, Re-creating Congregational Stories. Alban Institute.
INTRODUCTION


Here we are again–gathered together for another year. Some of us have come here because we know this is the place we need to be on Sunday morning. It’s just what we do on a Sunday morning. I had a preaching professor in seminary who told of the time when his children were teenagers, they didn’t want to go to church. He told them, “Going to church is not an option. Going to church is what this family does on Sunday morning.” So that too is what we do on Sunday morning here at Hopedale Unitarian Parish; we go to church and invite others to come along too–although contrary to my seminary professor, going to church should be a choice and not an obligation.


We come here to see friends and to share our stories, our joys, our sorrows. We come here to be encouraged that despite all of the turmoil of living, there is peace somewhere, and it is touched here in some way each and every Sunday. We come here to be reminded that there are places where love can be spoken of openly without cynicism or suspicion;  where despite our shortcomings, we find a higher purpose in living beyond the day-to-day tasks that too often consume our lives. We come here because it feels like home. All kinds of reasons . . . . 

Journeying Together


From the perspective of this morning, as we begin our relationship as minister and congregation, I have this image that we are embarking on a journey together, hand-in-hand. We stand this morning with the coming church year laid out before us like a road that we will journey together on. We don’t know the specifics of the experiences that we will share together this year and in the coming years. We all have expectations of that what that might be. There is much that was done in the past that we can rely on happening again. The church calendar is full of events that have happened before like the Kris Kringle Fair, the joint Thanksgiving Service with the Union Church, the Christmas Eve Candlelight Service, and the Family Flower Communion Service next June. Yet the details of the journey will be different. There will be challenges to face, obstacles to overcome, but if we do it together,  work to understand each other and listen deeply, we will make this journey a joyous journey hand in hand. 


One of the great joys we will experience along the way is that others will be joining us in this journey together. There are people yet to walk inside this church. When they do, they will wonder if this church is a place where they too can be spiritually fed and accepted for who they are–just as you did.

Being Spiritually Fed


There is a story in the Bible in the New Testament that has the elements of journeying together, people joining the journey along the way, and being spiritually fed. Jesus and his disciples were traveling along the Sea of Galilee. Five thousand people had joined them. The five thousand sat on the grass to hear Jesus teach about God’s love. When evening came and it was time to eat, Jesus’ disciples wanted to send the people away. The only food that was present were five loaves of bread and two fish. Certainly not enough to feed five thousand. Jesus blessed the food and instructed his disciples to distribute the food. And there was enough to feed all–with leftovers.


 To my reckoning, we can look at this story several ways. One way is as a literal miracle to demonstrated the power of Jesus. Another way is as a story with a deep, metaphorical and spiritual meaning. This metaphorical meaning is about being spiritually fed as the miracle of love moves in community. When spiritual love is shared; it expands. It never diminishes. That is why we come to this church to be fed spiritually and to hear over and over that life is good and full of love, and yes joy and happiness.


There are those who long for a place in their lives where they can pause in the grass and be fed something of spiritual sustenance–places like Hopedale Unitarian Parish. This country is deeply spiritually. Over  eighty percent of Americans say they are spiritual, but over forty percent of Americans say they seldom or never set foot in a church, temple, mosque or synagogue. I am sure you have heard it before when someone says, “I am spiritual but not religious.” <3, =7>

A Place of the Heart


But each one of you who comes here regularly knows differently, for you are being spiritually fed here in important ways. You feel that connection between your spiritual livea and your experiences here. Those experiences are your stories of being spiritually fed. I encourage you to share your stories about being fed here to all who will listen. In the few days I have been here, I have heard many stories of people being spiritually fed--how members of this church have stepped up to help someone in need–to provide food, to take care of children so someone who is ill can rest, to just say, “I care!” I heard a story about the remarkable insights of children about God that someone related when teaching a religious education class. I head a story of you putting flags on the church lawn to call attention to the true costs of war. There is another story about how the church has become a model congregation for environmental awareness and action through its highly successful Green Sanctuaries program.


Many times during the year, you will be given the opportunity to share your stories about this church with someone and invite them to this church. Just say, “Come check us out.” Studies have shown that 85 percent of people now attending church came because a friend or relative invited them.


Why should Unitarian Universalism is one of the best kept secrets around? Here is a faith that says your spiritual experiences, your thoughts and feelings about the deeper meanings and purposes of life are more important than any church dogma or creed. Here is a faith that says we need not limit our spiritual inspirations to one faith tradition but can draw from the entire spectrum of humankind’s responsible search for spiritual meaning and truth. Here is truly an interfaith faith. Here is a faith whose ideas go back to the founding of Christianity and stand strongly within the trajectory of human religious experiences. Here is a faith founded on original blessing rather than original sin–a place where we affirm the fundamental goodness of humankind and the love of God. Here is a place where you are blessed and cared for, and all you have to do is show up.


Yes all of this–our stories our inspirations, our faith–are the spiritual food that sustains us in our journeying together. 

CONCLUSION



So we are gathered to share ourselves, to tell our stories, to open ourselves to the mysteries and meanings that reside in the experiences of our daily lives, and to hear time and time again that this sacred love grows when shared–to hear, time and time again, you are acceptable, you are lovable, and when we come together in that  love, that is what is divine about life.


Like the waters we have combined, we come bringing our unique experiences of the sacred dimensions of our living to a place where the very atmosphere is permeated with acceptance and love. 


Come let us journey together and celebrate the wonder and miracle of our lives! In a world without end.  Amen. 
