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Opening Words	
			
We come together today to share what we love, to offer it up. We come to this time of worship for a chance to let down our guard, to send out love into the atmosphere without the fear of being judged or rejected or hurt. We come together to bask in the glow of our own light, to feel sanctuary. 

We start by letting go … letting go of the past week, letting go of the to-do lists, and the worries, and the email inbox … for this hour we let go. The race is long and in the end it is only with ourselves. So, we come to remember the divine spark within us. Our best selves. 

Today is a new day and we face up and out and we find love. Here in this place, we come now to celebrate what is most miraculous and beautiful – life. 


Story for All Ages – Learning to Speak Oscar	

In the UU world, we have this term we throw around, this Holy Grail of our faith – the Beloved Community. I had never heard the term before I first set foot in a UU church a decade ago, and now I can’t make it a week without someone in my UU world toss it around like a common noun we all readily identify – like strawberry or pillow or dog. But what does it mean?

Five months ago, my husband and I rescued a puppy from the shelter. We named him Oscar because he looked like he’d been living in a trash can. He’s gray, not green, but he has a sort of Muppet essence about him. 

When we first brought him into our home, he wouldn’t eat. He wouldn’t eat anything. I grilled chicken, and hot dogs. Wet food, dry food. Hamburger. Some Kix cereal. He had been underweight when we got him, and then he wasn’t eating, and I had no idea how to figure out what he wanted. 

He seemed to like going on walks, playing fetch, and appeared totally housebroken. But he wouldn’t eat. We bathed him, we took him to meet grandma, and we cuddled him all the time. Still, he did not eat.

Then one day, as I went to open the refrigerator, my foot found that he had pooped on the floor. 
Should I be angry? Should I cry? “Oscar,” I asked him, “why did you poop on the floor?!?!” As I sat down, exasperated, he hopped into my lap and started attempting to bite my face. What was he trying to tell me? 

While Oscar did start eating, and did stop pooping in the house, there were days, weeks, maybe months, where I had to learn to speak a new language – Oscar’s language – so that I would know the whimper that means he needs to go outside, and which sound just means “please rub me until your hand begins to cramp,” and which bark means “please clear your lap so that I can sleep there.” Oscar continues to learn to express love with licks instead of bites, but we’re all making progress in figuring out how to understand each other, and how to be loved in our little home community. 


Reading
“Standing for Something: 10 Neglected Virtues That Will Heal Our Hearts and Homes”
Gordon B. Hinckley

Imagine how our own families, let alone the world, would change if we vowed to keep faith with one another, strengthen one another, look for and accentuate the virtues in one another, and speak graciously concerning one another.  Imagine the cumulative effect if we treated each other with respect and acceptance, if we willingly provided support.  Such interactions practiced on a small scale would surely have a rippling effect throughout our homes and communities and, eventually, society at large. 


SERMON (Part 1) 
I AM
Melissa Spindler-Virgin

The Beloved Community.  This day, Valentine’s Day, the day that celebrates LOVE (supposedly), seems like a good time for us to think about the Beloved Community. Hallmark would have you think that LOVE is a simple matter of red roses and chocolates, maybe a stuffed dog or a poetic card. My TV is convinced that LOVE is an overpriced rock to put on a finger. 

But over the years I have found many people (maybe most people) dislike this holiday at least some of the time. I hope that, for many of you, it is a fun and festive day, that you will spend it surrounded in warmth and cheer. But I also know that some folks are philosophically against the idea of expressing your love to a person on one specific day of the year over all the other days, or they are not in a relationship, or they are in a relationship that is hard … or maybe they have no idea what an appropriate gift is for the new person in their life and what if they get something too serious or what if their gift falls short of what the other person expects or …. 

The day of “love” can be wrought with less-than-joyful feelings for many of us. It’s not surprising – given how utterly confusing loving relationships can be, and how painful heartache is when love is lost or broken or just not right. 

Since I’m in seminary, I am immersed in an environment full of people who seem to think that all the answers to life’s great mysteries and dilemmas can be answered by the one single book. So I found myself wondering what the Bible might have to say on the topic of love and community. 

I studied the book of John last month. I don’t know the Christian scriptures very well, so I get to come to the writing with fresh and curious eyes. Almost always, I find that traditional religious scriptures do not say what I have been told they say, or what I fear they say. The gospel of John was especially shocking. A whole gospel that blatantly advocates for women’s equal value in changing the world for the better (nearly two thousand years before our own suffrage movement). What does this gospel say about love between humans that could speak to us here today in regard to Beloved Community?

Let me first say that the Christian and Hebrew scriptures use the word God a lot, and you will hear it used in the second reading. While it is a word that many of us would not use, I find that I can always translate it to “that which we feel is most deserving of our attention and nurture,” or “that which is mysterious to us as humans,” or even “that which takes our breathe away, that guides our morality, that inspires the best in us.” It is a word we can translate in a plethora of non-theistic ways, without losing its greater essence.

Similar to our responsive reading from the Bhagavad-Gita, the gospel of John is the book of the Bible filled with I AM statements. I am the light of the world. I am the bread of life. I am the true vine. I am the living water. These I AM statements are central to the book, and so you cannot help but wonder if there is some larger meaning to these simple (and confusing) metaphors.

The central I AM statement of the book is made while Jesus is feeding 5,000 people with five loaves and two fish. You know the general story, right? It’s one of the few stories told in all four gospels. What’s special about this gospel’s recollection of this quintessential Christian story is that Jesus specifically asks folks to recline in the grass – get comfortable with each other, share space with each other, share dinner together – and then he gives thanks, breaks bread, blesses it, and announces that, “I am the living bread.”  He explains that “the bread that I give for the life of the world is my flesh,” my living, breathing body.  He then passes out the bread for everyone to share with each other. They eat and there is food to spare.

It is a strange idea, and one I wrestled to make sense of without all of the dogma that Christianity has lumped onto this idea of eating Jesus’ body. I needed a larger context.

Because this gospel tries hard to echo the major wisdom and language of the Hebrew scriptures, it made sense to look back at the Torah.  There is an early moment in the Moses story, in the third chapter of Exodus, when Moses is first answering the call to ministry. He questions the burning bush that is speaking to him – who shall I say has given me the authority to lead these people? And the divine voice (of the bush) responds – tell them that I AM has sent you. 

The idea behind these I AM statements is for the audience to consider what metaphor or symbol or vessel might hold that which is most special, that which is worth our time and attention and worship. Jesus, the rebellious hippie that he is, changes the face of religion by claiming that “God” is found in human form; he confronts the common conceptions that the place to find the Divine is in the fancy Temple, in the religious building, or with the religious leaders.  Instead, he says, that which is worth our attention, our love, our reverence is here on Earth in living human form. That which feeds us can be found if we get comfortable and spend time with each other. That which is most sacred, most worthy of our love, resides in the temple of the human body.


Reading 
“Sex God”
 – Rob Bell

You can’t be connected with God until you’re at peace with who you are. If you’re upset that God gave you this body or this life or this family or these circumstances, you will never be able to connect with God in a healthy, thriving, sustainable sort of way. And if you can’t come to terms with who you are and the life you’ve been given, you’ll never be able to accept others and how they were made and the lives they’ve been given. And until you’re at peace with God and those around you, you will continue to struggle with your role on the planet, your part to play in the ongoing creation of the universe. 



[bookmark: _GoBack]SERMON (Part 2)
Love Languages
Melissa Spindler-Virgin

There is a license plate on a car at the Andover Newton campus that reads “B-Loved.” Now, I’m fairly sure that this license plate is simply trying, within its six-character limit, to express the familiar BELOVED. But I always read it as a command from on high “Be Loved!” 

What my puppy Oscar helped remind me was just how hard it is to express to another being what you need or want in order to feel loved. Now, Oscar and I have slightly species-related language barriers complicating things, but I have not yet found a human who is able to read my mind and understand what I need or want in any given moment. 

Our family, our friends, our intimate partners – we are often struggling to feel loved, even with those who know us best. Gary Chapman wrote a book about The 5 Love Languages. The basic concept is that there are five categories of expression we use to communicate love outwards, and through which we comprehend receiving love: Receiving Gifts, Words of Affirmation, Quality Time Together, Acts of Service, and Physical Touch. And for each of us, we have preferences about how we like to express love and how we like to receive love.

Receiving Gifts might be as simple as someone sending flowers or bringing you an amazing piece of sea glass they found on the beach. Words of Affirmation is when a person tells us something they think is great about us, tells us how much they appreciated something we did, or tells us we look nice today. Quality time together can be as simple as cuddling up together on the couch for an episode of a favorite show, or sharing a meal, or even just sitting in silence together as you read a favorite book or knit a hat. Acts of service, while sounding like something that will get you a merit badge, could be something like cooking dinner, fixing the leaky faucet, or taking your car in for an oil change. Physical Touch is the last language. This includes hugs, placing your hand on a person’s arm to let them know you connect to what they say… or even some intimate time in the bedroom.

There is a website where you can take a quiz and find out your own preferences. But ultimately I think that most of us rely on a whole network of people and places and animals and rituals to give us little bits and pieces of these languages. We give and receive gifts from all sorts of people, get words of affirmation on our Facebook pages from people we haven’t had quality time with in decades. Being Loved, really loved, requires a whole community of people. 

It also requires of us that we ask for what we need, that we say what we like, what feels good, what doesn’t. That we risk rejection and speak our truths. I need to talk – can you call me? I need to take a walk – will you join me? I need you to get the dry cleaning for me so I can have one less thing on my list right now. I need you to touch me like this. I need you to tell me what you love about me. I need you to be in community with me in this space and time, so that I can be seen and feel loved. 

There is an extreme vulnerability in expressing to another person what one needs or wants. In a society that praises self-sufficiency, it takes incredible strength to reach out to another in that way. Where does one even begin in such a task? We begin with the embodied person we know best. 

Rob Bell uses the word God for that which is most sacred in our existence – but he is clear that as we try to connect with other people in meaningful and intimate ways, we must start with ourselves.

Just a few days ago I came across this short poem by Nayyirah Waheed:

and I said to my body, softly, “I want to be your friend.” 
It took a long breath and replied “I have been waiting my whole life for this.”

So the Bible and the poets have a lesson for us.

I AM.
I am. You are.
A divine being – a glow of the spirit embodied.

If we consider the basic concept that the Gospel of John offers – that which is worth our time and attention and worship is within the human body, our own human body – what can we do differently, today, to change the languages we use to ourselves that might create a be-loved community? Would we want to receive gifts? Hear words of affirmation? Would we want to spend quality time with ourselves? Perform acts of service for our bodies? Or would we physically engage with our bodies? Which love language does your body speak?

On this Valentine’s Day, let us consider our own embodied selves, and how to BE LOVED! This is no small task when we are taught to constantly scrutinize all the ways our bodies “fall short”. This flesh with its curves and spots and aches … these bodies are the instruments we have been given to live this day. 

Go home, light candles, Look into a mirror – and sit and look until you see it. Until you see someone you want to send love to, you want to pray with, you want to share your everyday with. Look in the mirror until you see someone you want to recline in the grass with, share a meal with… 

grab some scented lotion and slowly massage into each of your hands or feet!

put a note on your mirror that reads: You are BEAUTIFUL!

mark off a few hours on your calendar, turn off your phone and take yourself on a date.

make yourself a playlist of all music that gets you wanting to dance!

              take off your glasses, and slowly, softly massage your ears!

find a furry friend who will trade unconditional adoration for your petting.

share a meal with a friend.

The divine spark, that which is worth our time and attention, is there inside us. Use all five love languages to worship the I AM within you. We must find ways to let our light shine in this world – that we might bask in our own glow, that we might be seen by another, that we might be loved.



Benediction					

Mahatma Gandhi said, “I am part and parcel of the whole and cannot find God apart from the rest of humanity.” As we go into this day of loving ready to let our light shine, let us also be ready to receive the light of others, to share in our communal existence, our Beloved Community.   
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