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I like what the Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge once said to a visitor. The visitor told Coleridge that he believed children should not be given any religious instruction. Then, when they grew up, said the man, they would be free to choose their own faith, without bias.

Coleridge didn't argue with the man, but he did decide to show him his back yard, which was overgrown with weeds. He told the man, "I'd like to show you my garden," but when the man saw it, he exclaimed, "Do you call this a garden? There is nothing but weeds here!" Coleridge replied, "I did not wish to infringe upon the liberty of the garden in any way. I was just giving the garden a chance to express itself and to choose its own production.

Children will learn about religion whether we teach them about it or not. But if we want them to have healthy beliefs, we must “infringe upon their liberty” by cultivating a decent garden.

Tony A Larsen, "Evangelizing Our Children." In Scott W Alexander, ed., Salted With Fire: Unitarian Universalist Strategies for Sharing Faith and Growing Congregations (Boston: Skinner House Books, 1994) 126.
Today is the 235th anniversary of the birth of the poet and one time Unitarian minister Samuel Taylor Coleridge. The story which was shared in this mornings reading is one that made a lasting impression on me from the first time I read it. Perhaps the impression that story made was so strong because I grew up in an era when Unitarian Universalists did not teach their children much about their own history, faith or beliefs, or perhaps it is because far too often I have heard people say that Unitarian Universalists could believe anything they wanted to, or disparage me when I tried to explain what things Unitarian Universalists did in fact believe. You see I believe Coleridge was right it is important to infringe upon the liberty of our children that they might know what it is that we hold dear, that does not mean they will believe exactly as we do, but at least they will have the knowledge of what it is we do believe and hold dear to hold up against all the other ideas and information they will be gathering and comparing it to.

Coleridge spoke, I am sure his own experience, for he was taught the religion of his father but did not stay within that faith. The child of an Anglican minister Coleridge rejected the faith of his father and eventually came to preach at the Unitarian Church in Taunton, England for more than a year, sadly that remains one of the things of greatest note on that congregation’s website these two hundred plus years later. Particularly sad because Coleridge rejected Unitarianism later saying "Unitarianism is the worst of Atheism joined to the worst of Calvinism, like two asses tied tail to tail." Though I must say I disagree with him, and had Unitarianism been so dire I dread the thought of it’s survival all these years. Having rejected the Anglican faith of his childhood and the Unitarian faith he had found, I wonder if like some today it was easy for him to reject things that did not fit him well, rather than helping to shape them, weed them into a stronger and healther institution that could indeed meet his needs as well as those of others. 
Coleridge was at times a Utopianist, planning for sometime to co-found a Utopian community in the wilds of Pennsylvania, at times a harsh and brutal anti-institutionalist of any flavor, but most notably a poet who wrote in both clarity and out of a drug induced haze. A philosopher, poet, preacher and man of his times Coleridge was known mostly for his poetry and so it remains. That he remains one we claim as a Unitarian in spite of the fact that he rejected us, amuses me, but that is the way with many Unitarians and Universalists then and now, we seek to hold on to the past failing to understand that while the past informs who we are it also can inhibit us from moving forward and growing in new directions. Some leave us because they have changed and others leave us because we have changed, either way we are not the religious home they need at this place on their journey. For us as a religious community to understand what has happened is important, for us to seek to create change that will allow us to hold onto those who are unhappy with where we are or where we are going may well mean we are following the path of the individual at the expense of the wider community of faith and those who want and need us as we are.
Last Sunday I had the chance to preach at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Washington Crossing, New Jersey about Associations and Connections. It was the first time I had stood in that pulpit in the nine years since my Mother’s memorial service and the first time I had preached to the congregation in more than fifteen years.  I preached about my history and my families journey in that church thereby telling stories about the history of that congregation in ways that brought some of their story alive for people who have come to the church in recent years but also reminding many of the long time members of friends and ministers who have come and gone.  I also shared how the vestages of that congregation deep within me shape and influence my ministry today, and thereby extend the reaches of their congregation beyond their own walls and weave them into the story of our wider Unitarian Universalist faith. Those connections go two ways for when I first arrived here as your minister I discovered that a woman who had been a member at UUCWC, a friend, and on the committee which made all the plans for my ordination was the mother of a member of this congregation, and that a former minister there was also a former minister here. I shared with them that those connections are for good and for bad, for that congregation in which I grew up, and which ordained me was also served and hurt by the ministry of Peter Jenkins, a minister who served and hurt this congregations relationship with ministers and the wider Unitarian Universalist Association. I am struck by how tiny seeds planted years ago can grow into beautiful plants or linger buried in the soil and we never know how or when the conditions might be ripe for them to sprout.
Coleridge’s garden was filled with weeds and other random plants untamed and unorganized in any fashion and that too is how many of our Unitarian Universalist congregations like to view their histories, their stories as well as their leadership and connections with the wider religious movement. Unitarian Universalists do not want to be reined in or weeded, we want the complete and total freedom to plant our seeds and grow or not grow them where we choose, we want the independence of of the treasured bloom that may or may not chose to blossom in any season or for just any gardener. We want a special gardener to tend to us, and us alone. We want to be the green house flower not the randomly scattered wild flower seed. I hope you noted some contradictions there. 
Those seeds that blow in the wind and grow where they choose are not usually the carefully tended greenhouse blooms. We as Unitarian Universalists, or perhaps it is simply we as human beings want both freedom of choice as well as to be valued, loved and carefully tended to, even doted upon. So why is it that we also want to be like Coleridge’s companion who sought not to give any instruction, information, form to his children, is it because as much as we want to be loved we are unwilling to offer those same benefits to others? I think this is a challenge all individuals and communities face, healthy situations require that we must have those who give and those who receive.However if the givers give and the receivers receive and never switch roles the givers will eventually become frustrated, tired and ultimately burned out. The challenge we face as a religious community is to be here to nurture and offer spiritual, intellectual and emotional support to those in need, without assuming that the same people will always be the givers never receiveing anything in return. Health requires a give and take, a balance between all aspects of life. I have often said that the times people most need a religious community is when they can least afford one, and so in the times when those people least need the religious community they then have a responsibility to make sure the community is available to those who come in need that it is always available.
The challenge presented by Coleridge’s garden is that to be more than a gathering of weeds someone must tend to the plants sorting the dandelions from the roses, and perhaps having the wisdom to make a salad of the dandelions, or even some lovely dandelion wine, that person in a garden is usually a gardener in a church it tends to be a minister. A gardener is a person with knowledge about different types of soils and plants, who understand seasons, and drainage, prunning and weeding. A minister is a person who understands congregational structures and dynamics, who knows different aspects of planting and growing churches and tending to the needs of a congregation, such as crafting worship, creating appropriate rites of passage be it a Renaissance themed wedding or a memorial service for a long time member, the write for the newsletter, answer phones and e-mails, explain the faith to new comers and teach classes.
Each of us knows something about what we like, what appeals and doesn’t appeal to us, but sometimes we must trust others to see the bigger picture. We bring in others to view things from a perspective different from our own, from new vantage point. This is why we bring in consultants and outsiders to help us see through eyes fresh to the situation, eyes not accustomed to the situation or blurred with exhaustion. Outsiders often have a clarity or wisdom that insiders can not gain enough perspective to see. In a church there are several aspects to this type of perspective, members are often within a congregation for years and it is the ministers job to come in and help them strive to move towards larger goals. Ministers however are at the church often six or seven days a week and must step back and see things from the perspective of the casual attendee who may be in the church only a few times a month.
Could Coleridge have thought his garden was in fact beautiful, or could his guest have been overly harsh? Could the guest be biased and simply not liked the same kinds of flowers that Coleridge did? There is much to be said about a difference in perspective, but there are times when opinion and perspective must be set a side in favor of fact or reality, or even experience. When things are repeated over and over again it does not make them right, as the old saying goes if we do not learn from our past we are destined to repeat it, and perhaps if we repeat it often enough we come to see it as what is right and normal whether it is healthy or not. As a minister or a gardener, perhaps a gardener of spirits or a gardener of flora we must heed the words we began with from Rev. Tony Larsen “if we want them to have healthy beliefs, we must “infringe upon their liberty” by cultivating a decent garden. The job of minister, gardener and of congregation is to infringe upon the liberty of the individual by cultivating a decent garden a collective space, a place that is healthy for a larger number of people not just the single wildflower growing as it chooses but an environment in which a great many different human flowers can grow together, in healthy, supportive and nurturing ways, ways which are symbiotic and mutually beneficial.
May our garden, our church provide a bountiful harvest for generations to come. Amen and blessed be.
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