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Opening Words
Things are such, that someone lifting a cup,
Or watching the rain, petting a dog,

Or singing, just singing – could be doing as
Much for the Universe as anyone

· Rumi (The Purity of Desire, 100 poems of Rumi; Penguin Books, 2012. Daniel Ladinsky with Nancy Owen Barton, p. 27)

Chalice Lighting
Love is the spirit of this church and service is its prayer.
This is our great covenant; to dwell together in peace,
To seek the truth in love and to help one another.

Reading
This reading is from a book called Bless the Imperfect: meditations for congregational leaders. (Skinner House Books, Boston, 2014. Kathleen Montgomery, Editor; Laila Ibrahim, “Messy and Imperfect Beloved Community, ” pp. 18-19)

The book “is designed for those who choose to play a role in shaping the future of our congregations and our faith,” which is certainly all of us!

• • •

I have been going to the same church for a very long time. For nearly thirty years most Sundays I have walked through our beautiful redwood doors . . . And in all those years my congregation has had ample opportunity to disappoint me.

I am disappointed when people don’t think my justice project is the one we should collectively work on; I am disappointed when people want different music than I do; I am disappointed that we don’t all agree that our Children’s Ministry is the most important priority in the church; I am disappointed that people don’t give enough time, talent, or treasure to the church as I do. I am disappointed . . . well, you get the idea. In nearly thirty years of relationship, there have been lots of disappointments.

. . . But staying away has never helped me through such times. Rather, coming in closer, telling people about my spiritual crisis – listening, sharing, caring, and worshipping – have helped me know that this is where I belong, even when church is the source of my frustration and disappointment.

Because we are not in church to be with people who want to sing the same music, or rally for the same cause, or attend the same retreats. We are in church to learn to love better. . . It is deep spiritual practice. . . We forgive ourselves and forgive others as we stumble through. We disagree, we annoy, we flake out on one another. And we worship, we support, we hold, and we affirm one another. 

There is really only one choice: between imperfect community and no community. Again and again, we are all called to choose to commit ourselves to building a more just, more diverse, and yet ever messy and imperfect beloved (home.)

SERMON	
Imperfect or None
the Rev. Anne Bancroft

Don’t you love Rumi? 13th century Islamic mystic and poet – He celebrates the not just the holy but the sensually holy in the ordinary and everyday life, and its ability to lift us from our occasional despair: birds and squirrels, and singing to move the Universe. We forget how much capacity we have right here, within our reach, when we are frustrated, or sad or lost, or disappointed.

I want to share one more Rumi poem: It’s called, “Their Secret Was.”

A married couple used to come see me once in a while. Among the many I knew who were wed, they appeared the most happy.

One day I said to them, “What marital advice could you offer to others that might help them achieve the grace you found?”

And the young woman blushed and so did her husband; so I did not press them to answer. But I knew.

Their secret was this: That once every day, for an hour, they treated each other as if they were gods and would, with all their heart, do anything, anything, their beloved desired.

Sometimes that just meant holding hands and walking in a forest that renewed their souls.

Once every day, for an hour, they treated each other as if they were gods . . . which begs the question, of course, of how each of us might choose to encounter and treat “the gods,” but Rumi helps us by saying that with all their heart they would do anything the other desired. 

“Love is the spirit of this church,” we said together this morning. What would WE do for each other?

We have been playing with perspectives this month – beginning way back at the new year with the idea of hearing, remember? Do you hear what I hear? We wondered about whether we might respond to each other differently if we could hear the world through another’s ears, feel life through a different set of perceptions. Then, we welcomed the ironic challenge of the clown who wears his heart on his sleeve, perhaps – we experienced the clown, Grock’s, question . . . “why?” with an amazing trombone solo, written in the clown’s honor. The music that day was avant-garde – not your typical church fare, necessarily. On Martin Luther King weekend, we confronted Howard Thurman’s idea of wholeness, and what it takes to reconcile our inner and outer worlds, acknowledging the social constructs that advantage or limit our capacities. I was sorry to miss last week’s service hearing Becky Thompson’s experiences with Syrian refugees, calling us to be aware of how different our life experiences are even as we share these moments in time and history. This has been a month of challenges more than comfort, perhaps, in our sanctuary – although I hope it is always a comfort to be together. Regardless of the topic, as Laila Ibrahim reminds us, “. . . we worship, we support, we hold, and we affirm one another.”

Still, I have intentionally pushed the softness of our edges with more eclectic music, with perhaps unsettling topics and hard-to-hear readings because I believe with all my heart that by stretching ourselves into the zones of otherness, we learn to love better. Actually I think unless we stretch ourselves into the zones of otherness, we SLEEP in some kind of comfort through what life awake could have been. And because I believe we are a microcosm of our larger lives, and what we are able to do together here is what we might be able to live out there.

This is not an easy tradition we “stumble through” together, sometimes more gracefully than others. Unitarian Universalism is the chosen path that second-guesses, that questions, that takes no assumptions for granted. It’s possible you have brought your broken self through the door of our sanctuary on a Sunday morning, longing for comfort and warmth alone, and have been greeted with a challenge that makes you think, “oh, geez Louise, why do we always have to question!” 

When I was home last week, we got a notice that a Catholic mass was being dedicated to my dad’s memory so the ten or eleven of us hauled ourselves out of bed early to be at the 6:30 a.m. service. It was a beautiful church, and I spent a fair amount of time before the service started contemplating the stations of the cross that were nearest me. Jesus with a crown of thorns carrying the instrument of his death along the road to where he would be hung on it. The service – not unlike the Episcopal services that I grew up with – was prescribed, and familiar to those who knew when to stand, when to kneel, when to speak and what to say. It was peaceful, and I was glad to know the one hymn that opened and closed the service so that I could join in.

Remnants of that worship structure remain for us, based on the time-worn Jewish worship style that preceded it. We rise when we sing, generally. We light our chalice as a matter of course, we have moments of sharing and moments of quiet, we have readings and interpretation, and we sing from a common book of song. Music pervades our time together. The difference is that none of it – none of it, for us, and for better or worse, is prescribed. None of it is a function of a liturgical calendar – except, maybe, the big ones; none of it is printed in a common book of prayer; none of it follows hundreds or thousands of years of tradition. So by definition, as each of us brings something unique and particular into this room, with all the expectations those somethings adhere to, the unknown that you receive or experience when you get here will sometimes be, for you, possibly for any of us, imperfect: perhaps close to what you need, sometimes right on target, sometimes a near miss, and, perhaps the occasional total miss. And there’s no way to know because our very openness leaves us unpredictable.

But here we are – the imperfect crew, what my mentor used to occasionally call “the land of misfit toys.” Come on. We have to laugh at ourselves occasionally, don’t we?

We have chosen a radical path of theological nonconformity, unprecedented and untried. How can it not be imperfect? And does not imperfect mean we risk being disappointed?

I think we should be more worried if it felt like we – as a church community – were slipping into complacency. I welcome the occasional whine related to discomfort as it assures me that we are paying attention, even if it is agitated attention.

Writer and social critic, Chris Hedges, wrote recently about “The Suicide of the Liberal Church.” (http://www.commondreams.org/views/2016/01/25/suicide-liberal-church?utm_campaign=shareaholic&utm_medium=facebook&utm_source=socialnetwork)

In an article in Common Dreams, he writes:
“Paul Tillich wrote that all institutions, including the church, are inherently demonic. Reinhold Niebuhr asserted that no institution could ever achieve the morality of the individual. Institutions, he warned, to extend their lives when confronted with collapse, will swiftly betray the stances that ostensibly define them. Only individual men and women have the strength to hold fast to virtue when faced with the threat of death. And decaying institutions, including the church, when consumed by fear, swiftly push those endowed with this moral courage and radicalism from their ranks, rendering themselves obsolete.”

He is writing that the liberal church, as an institution, born with the vision of transforming the status quo, is defaulting to comfort and the path of least resistance when confronted with contemporary challenge – much of which is economic – offering, he says, “tepid church piety” that is increasingly irrelevant in today’s world.

Ouch.

“The liberal church committed suicide,” Hedges maintains, “when it severed itself from radicalization.”

To be clear, he is speaking of the Christian church and theology, even though he includes Unitarian Universalist numbers in his measurements of decline. It is specifically in the arena of economics and social justice that he is finding fault, holding up the fact that when self-comfort becomes more important than the Gospel’s encouragement to be engaged in the flawed world around us – to heal the sick, to assist the poor, to welcome the stranger, to visit the prisoner – when our individual needs for comfort become more important than those of the other for whom we can be of use, we become self-serving and betray our reason for being as an institution.

We are in church to learn to love better. Poet Stephen Levine shares:

If prayer would do it
I'd pray.
 
If reading esteemed thinkers would do it
I'd be halfway through the Patriarchs.
 
If discourse would do it
I'd be sitting with His Holiness
every moment he was free.
 
If contemplation would do it
I'd have translated the Periodic Table
to hermit poems, converting
matter to spirit.
 
If even fighting would do it
I'd already be a black belt.
 
If anything other than love could do it
I'd have done it already
and left the hardest for last.
 

Learning to love better within the structure of an institution, like a church, is about constantly being willing to engage with discomfort – not that we always have to BE uncomfortable but that we are consistently WILLING to be there. About the time we find our place of total peace for ourselves, within these lovely walls, and do not challenge ourselves to feel what others may feel, we will be disconnected from the rest of the world. And we will begin to fail because the world is not, and likely never will be in our time – at peace. Loving better is about recognizing that, and remaining engaged in an effort to do what we can to move it in the right direction. Each of us, individually, has to accept our share of that discomfort on behalf of what we value, of who we say we want to be. We have to be willing to sit in the place of imperfect, like Ibrahim in the place of occasional individual disappointment, in order to grow.

Remember those years when our bones were literally growing, when our arms and legs actually hurt sometimes because so many cells were dividing and trying to accommodate each other and didn’t have enough space yet or just couldn’t settle down. We were awkward, and imprecise. We were becoming.

If we only surround ourselves with the comfortable and familiar, with what makes us feel warm and fuzzy and good, we will have stopped becoming. 

My old friend, the Rev. Angus MacLean, said, “Religion, without the adventure of becoming, is a poor business.” (The Wind in Both Ears) We can’t afford to be that if we want to be the agents of transformation, the assurers of love that we claim to know the world needs.
[bookmark: _GoBack]
A recent post on a blog I track from Wesley Seminary suggested, “Irrelevance happens when change inside the church is slower than change outside the church.” That’s a little intimidating when we know that change outside the church is happening at an unprecedented pace.

Keeping up is likely to be uncomfortable, and that is the risk. If we are unable or unwilling to be imperfect, and withstand the discomfort of our stretching and growing in the myriad ways it greets us – from words, to stories, in music, in discourse – we will likely cease to be. Not today, or tomorrow, but not long after.

We spoke, on Friday evening at our Conversation on Loss, about our human inclination to what is called negative habituation – the idea that as a result of our being wired to survive, we humans tend to focus on the negative – the threat – and undervalue or pay less attention to the positive. So – for example – on a morning like every other that goes seamlessly, that morning we find our coffee pot is broken, and we can only remember, for the rest of the day, the absent cup of coffee. We neglect the beautifully functional body that got us out of bed, the clean running water with which we brushed our teeth, the electricity that powered our toaster, the sun that warmed the path to the bus . . . in lieu of the lost coffee!

I don’t like peas. Here, have my chicken. What can I do with an onion? Take my potato. Let’s make soup together. (from Story for All Ages – Love Under Every Plate)

Bring your imperfect. Sit with that of those around you. There is love under every plate, and we will get better and better at it, together. I know we will because, as Laila assured us, there is only one choice: imperfect, or none.

Let’s be willing to give always one hour to each other as if we were gods.

For all of us, and for the world, let’s not just accept the imperfect, let’s celebrate it! And maybe, just maybe, at the end of the day, remember all the perfect things that went along with it.
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