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Over the summer I have been giving a lot of thought to issues of church health, many of which relate to church growth, or perhaps one might say reasons why church growth does not occur. In part I have been reading these materials because of our financial struggles and the impact that has on the mission and ministry of this congregation and in part because I came to realize no one here, myself included really understood the history, the story of this congregation. The story of this congregation is like most oral histories handed down from generation to generation subject to interpretation, adaptation, and realistically huge gaps in reality.

Some of my fascination with the history is rooted in my desire not to repeat mistakes, some on a desire to build on the strengths. Part of it is tied into the realization that buried in the half-truths of memory are often whole truths which have been intentionally turned into half truths to mask unhealthy behaviors. Welcome to the reality of any community of human beings but especially to the reality that seems to be the very nature of history in religious communities, especially here in Stratford. Let me be clear that by no means am I limiting these observations to our congregation or our geographic community. One of the most telling interpretations or half truth in religious history is the meaning of Jesus’ words which have come to be the foundation of the communion ritual celebrated as body and blood and to so many those have been taught as the literal physical body and blood. Remember Jesus was a story teller of the oral tradition, a Jewish teacher who gathered his class around him  and said eat of the bread it is my body, drink of this wine it is my blood. How many story tellers have you ever heard use metaphors, and colorful imagery to drive home their message? Almost every single one I have ever heard, well at least the good ones, have done this, I can not believe Jesus was any different. So if Jesus was in fact using metaphor, symbolism and imagery why don’t people get it, the bread, the body wasn’t Jesus’ it was the living body of the church, his community of faith, and the wine, the blood wasn’t his red and white cells and all their multiplicity of component cells but the health the vitality the life of that community.

So the question that comes, if the half truth was bread and wine are body and blood, and the whole truth was the message to be the church alive and vital, what does it mean to be the church; the embodiment of a living faith in Jesus’ world or in our world today? Well of course in our world it would be shared as all good stories are by being forwarded on the internet. This version has been going around for years, but came back to me again very recently, and it is one that exemplifies for me the Unitarian Universalist principle of honoring the inherent worth and dignity of every person, it honors the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part and drives home the critical importance the principal of justice, equity and compassion in human relations. Here is the story, which I am sure will be familiar to many of you, it is called, Breakfast at McDonald's.

”I am a mother of three (ages 14, 12, 3) and have recently completed my college degree. The last class I had to take was Sociology. The teacher was absolutely inspiring with the qualities that I wish every human being had been graced with. Her last project of the term was called, "Smile." The class was asked to go out and smile at three people and document their reactions. I am a very friendly person and always smile at everyone and say hello anyway. So, I thought this would be a piece of cake, literally.

Soon after we were assigned the project, my husband, youngest son, and I went out to McDonald's one crisp March morning. It was just our way of sharing special playtime with our son. We were standing in line, waiting to be served, when all of a sudden
everyone around us began to back away, and then even my husband did.

I did not move an inch... an overwhelming feeling of panic welled up inside of me as I turned to see why they had moved. As I turned around I smelled a horrible "dirty body" smell, and there standing behind me were two poor homeless men.

As I looked down at the short gentleman, close to me, he was "smiling". His beautiful sky blue eyes were full of God's Light as he searched for acceptance. He said, "Good day" as he counted the few coins he had been clutching. The second man fumbled with his hands as he stood behind his friend. I realized the second man was mentally challenged and the blue-eyed gentleman was his salvation.


I held my tears as I stood there with them. The young lady at the counter asked him what they wanted. He said, "Coffee is all Miss" because that was all they could afford. (If they wanted to sit in the restaurant and warm up, they had to buy something. He just wanted to be warm). Then I really felt it - the compulsion was so great I almost reached out and embraced the little man with the blue eyes. That is when I noticed all eyes in the restaurant were set on me, judging my every action. I smiled and asked the young lady behind the counter to give me two more breakfast meals on a separate tray. I then walked around the corner to the table that the men had chosen as a resting spot. I put the tray on the table and laid my hand on the blue-eyed gentleman's cold hand.

He looked up at me, with tears in his eyes, and said, "Thank you." I leaned over, began to pat his hand and said, "I did not do this for you. God is here working through me to give you hope." I started to cry as I walked away to join my husband and son. When I sat
down my husband smiled at me and said, "That is why God gave you to me, Honey, to give me hope." We held hands for a moment and at that time, we knew that only because of the Grace that we had been given were we able to give.

The author concludes by saying “We are not church goers, but we are believers. That day showed me the pure Light of God's sweet love. I returned to college, on the last evening of class, with this story in hand. I turned in "my project" and the instructor read it. Then she looked up at me and said, "Can I share this?" I slowly nodded as she got the attention of the class. She began to read and that is when I knew that we as human beings and being part of God share this need to heal people and to be healed. In my own way I had touched the people at McDonald's, my son, instructor, and every soul that shared the classroom on the last night I spent as a college student. I graduated with one of the biggest lessons I would ever learn: UNCONDITIONAL ACCEPTANCE.

Say what you will, about stories that circulate, and the mumbo jumbo of spirituality and beliefs in God or a higher power by whatever language you use. But isn’t that the whole message of our own Unitarian Universalist faith, embodied in a very real story, about very real human beings who need to be respected and given unconditional acceptance and compassion? Isn’t that the bottom line of what it means to be the church? To live our lives doing the best we can for others and for ourselves, and isn’t that where the best comes from is when we go a little outside of our comfort zones to make a difference for someone, anyone else regardless of race, class, gender, or sexual identity? 
That is where I find myself and others falling short when it comes to living our faith, to being the church, we don’t always, not even usually, not even some of the time, more like occasionally or infrequently we get far enough outside of our selves, our own families and lives to see the needs of others that we can meet quickly and easily without even inconveniencing ourselves. I mean sure we could all come up with reasons we can’t be as selfless as Mother Teresa, but what reason do most of us have to not look people in the eyes and smile at them? For many of us in today’s world it is simply fear, but I ask myself, and you, what good does it do us to be alive in a world where we are too scared to treat people with respect and dignity?

Recently I have heard about or witnessed a number of situations in which people spoke to another in a way that was less than respectful right here in the church, and it both saddened and angered me. The church has been struggling with its finances and programs for a number of years and therefore we are asking a lot of one another. At times it is easy to believe “I” am the only one, who is doing anything, and “they” should be doing more, and every “I” is probably right, the problem is a lot of the “they”s are also “I”s only they are doing things that one another may not be aware of, or consider to be a priority. For myself the lesson is to remember that anyone who does anything is contributing to the life of the church, and while the things they may be doing may not be on my priority list, or even my agenda that doesn’t mean their contribution isn’t just as valuable as anyone else’s contribution. I try to accept all offers to help, and if I can not I try to find an alternative way for that persons offer to benefit the congregation.
You see the bottom line is we are the church, and being the church is hard work. Churches are much more than bricks and mortar, leaking roofs and missing floor tiles, churches are warm embraces and smiling faces. Churches are histories, and stories told in whole and half truths, by people who may sometimes feel whole and at other times they may be battered and broken and closer to half of themselves, but when one of those broken battered individuals musters their strength and offers to do something and it their offer is rejected or their contribution criticized we have failed them, and failed ourselves, we have failed to be the church that each of us is called to be when we are a part of this community. 

I know it is hard to watch people do things in ways other than we would choose to do them, or in ways that are less ideal, but they have given of themselves and that gift should be treasured, nurtured and reinforced. If someone offers to make cookies for the cookie café and by the time the sale comes around they have crumbled to pieces, we can still appreciate the generosity of their time, and resources and offer to share some recipes for sturdier cookies with them for the next time around. We can all benefit from working together, laughing at things that don’t go according to plan, and treating each other with justice, equity and compassion. Remember that a smile, and making eye contact can be enough to change your day and someone else’s for the better, remember that you and I are the church we are creating it’s history and telling its story for ourselves our guests and generations to come, lets make it a history and story filled with warmth and compassion, a little bit of chaos and a whole lot of pulling together to make a difference for ourselves and one another, after all we are the church, and we will continue to be the church. Amen and blessed be.
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