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I am going to Start this morning’s sermon with a reading written by the Reverend David Bumbaugh titled: A USER'S GUIDE TO THE CHURCH 
 
      This is a user's guide not an owner's manual. The church is a resource we may use, not a property we own. In order to use a church properly, it is important to understand what a church is and what a church is not.
 
     A church is not a museum, a place where artifacts from the religious past are placed on view once a week to remind the faithful of the good old days.

     A church is a laboratory where the traditions of the past and the needs of the present, old convictions and new notions are brought into confrontation; where no thought is too radical to receive a hearing and no truth is too sacred to be challenged.

     To use a church properly, one must learn to listen carefully, to hear the meaning and the intention behind the words.

     To use a church properly, one must learn to speak clearly, to proclaim the truth as one is given to see the truth even, and especially, when no one else sees the same vision.

     To use a church properly, one must be open to challenge, be willing to trust one's opinion to the marketplace of ideas, and find in those who disagree a source of insight which may confirm or change those opinions, but which is our only shield from broad irrelevance or narrow fanaticism.

     To use a church properly, one must understand that change is not only inevitable, it may be the only evidence we shall ever have of the divine at work among us.

     The church is the place where the past is honored and the future incubated, where change can be safely welcomed and explored and accepted and, when judged to be true, embrace.

     To use a church properly, one must be willing to work -- within the church to maintain its openness, its vision, its promise -- and in the larger world, lest all our talk of change be only an intellectual game with no resonance or meaning outside these walls.

     To use a church properly requires patience. Only over time will you discover the unique power and potential of the religious community.

     So settle in, get to know the place, learn to love it for its strengths and weaknesses, for its glory and its folly. Don't be afraid to play around with its possibilities; it is more resilient than you might guess.

     After a while you will discover the church is designed to free you to be your truest self.

Written for The Unitarian Church in Summit, NJ, by the Reverend David Bumbaugh, September 1997

I chose to begin with that reading because so much has been stirred up for me in preparation for and during this weekend with a consultant about who we are as a church and as a community. Largely what is stirring and percolating has to do with expectations and understandings we each may have. Simply put I have really found a deep curiosity about the place and role of church in our lives as individuals, but also a curiosity about how our experiences and understandings of church inform our participation in the entity we call church.

I realize that typically when I am approached by couples in the planning stages of a wedding I start off the conversation by asking them two things. The first thing I ask them is what is it that they want and have in mind; as you might imagine the answers vary widely, depending on the couple, their histories and ages but also based on the experiences of weddings and marriages they have witnessed.  The second thing I ask of them is to tell me about both the successful and unsuccessful marriages that they have witnessed and what about those they would want to repeat or not repeat in their own marriage. From these two questions I get the bulk of the information I need to help them craft a wedding ceremony that represents who they are and the relationship they are crafting with one another. There have even been a few times when the couple and I realized that they should not be getting married because their understanding of what it means to be in the relationship of marriage was so radically different from their fiancés that there was no point in moving forward at that time. 
It occurs to me that when people start coming to a church it is very much like the beginning stages of the relationship between the individuals in any couple, we are feeling each other out. The early stages of a relationship are about comfort and a sense of attraction and shared values, as you grow and deepen your relationship you tell stories and listen to stories about history, experience, family, and priorities. Later on you start to sift, you decide if all the things you have learned so far and agree with, appreciate and respect are enough to outweigh the quirks, the foibles and differences in you approaches and ways of being that it is worth proceeding to the next level.
When the relationship is between two people the next level can be seeing each other more often, moving in together, taking a vacation together, or getting married, and a whole range of stages and options fit each couple differently. When the relationship is between individuals and a religious or church home the next level also has to do with involvement and commitment, but much as in some communities the expectations are a slow courtship, followed by a long engagement and marriage and in others living together before marriage is taboo and in others it has become acceptable if not expected, in the church we have expectations which vary based on our own experiences and understandings. Some people will attend a church sporadically for years and never join, never pledge never changing or taking their relationship with community to another level. Others will attend progressively more often over time, moving from and occasional cash contribution in the plate to an annual financial pledge, slowly dipping their feet into more an more activities, until after they have thought things through, experimented, weighed  their values and agreements with the churches and found the match sufficient to make a commitment and join the church. And then there are those who know exactly what they want, are absolutely certain the moment they walk through the doors that they have found exactly what they are seeking and immediately decide to join the church. Truth be told, unlike in the relationship between the couple where both people are engaged simultaneously in these steps in our church and many others the courtship and discernment process in the relationship is much more one sided.
When I say that in churches the discernment process is one sided it is because I realized this weekend how little we, me the minister, and other leaders and long term members really do to understand the history and background individuals bring with them to this church community. My not doing this work we can find ourselves with behavioral expectations on both sides that were never made clear and leave people feeling frustrated. Our UUA Consultant Frankie Price-Stern did an excellent job of reminding me of all the generational work that was done a few years ago and how those studies impacted understandings of church life and expectation. This understanding of generations was a huge influence in my early years of ministry, and somehow I have not managed to carry it along with me, so now I will plunge back into it. 

We have all heard about distinctions in communities based on age, we have all heard about how another generation did or does things differently, we have even for the most part heard someone of one generation complain about those of another generation not doing something or another just as they think they ought to be doing them. In my first year of ministry a long time member of the congregation I served said “I don’t understand how anyone could have lived through the death of John and Bobby Kennedy and Martin Luther King Junior and not be more willing to be involved in community.” I had to say to that man that anyone my age or younger hadn’t been alive or aware of those events, I told him that I was only eight months old when John F. Kennedy was killed, and 5 when Bobby and Martin were killed, and only 7 when the shootings occurred at Kent State University.

Some of you probably have at times felt just like that man about something or another, whether political activism or involvement in civic matters or church community. Others of you are calculating how different your age is from mine based on those ages, and then there are the groups who are nodding your head because someone has expressed exactly that sentiment to you, or perhaps you are utterly lost because the big events of your youth were the first Gulf war, the challenger explosion, the first time Bush was elected or not elected as the case may be, and the death of Diana the Princess of Wales. What we also have to remember for those that grew up in any generation there is a generation or more whose experiences of connection and community, whether religious or social have few if any crossovers. If you were raised on big bands and swing, rock and roll seems alien, if you were raised on disco, punk rock, or techno you may not have given much attention to the music of Benny Goodman. When community was a dance in a church hall with chaperones to a mosh pit filled with people bashing into each other our understandings and images have changed. 
We have needed to, and still need to take some time with each other and with new comers to our church to understand what church and community mean to them. We need to glean from each other the place church has played in our lives, or not played in our lives before arriving on the door step of this building, we must also open ourselves to the realization that no matter how hard we try there will be some peoples experiences are so different from our own that we will never be able to understand where they are coming from, but we can still learn from them and allow the differences to inform us and open us to greet others with more depth and authenticity of welcome rather than informed by our own personal visions and understandings. By so doing we will be open to what these new friends have to offer, from their own experience rather than trying to fit them, and ourselves into the molds crafted by people of other times and generations. 
We have each come here in search of something, bringing gifts to be shared on the alter of community if only we can step far enough out of our own way to let our unity of desire be communicated, and shaped into a vision for our future for our CommUnity of faith. Amen and blessed be.
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