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Some of you have heard of the show Extreme Make-Over and Extreme Make-Over Home Edition, others of you read about Extreme Make-Over Home Edition because it filmed an episode in Bridgeport over the summer, and others of you have absolutely no idea what I am talking about. For those of you who don’t know the original Extreme Make-over show took individuals and provided plastic surgery, cosmetic dentistry and complete fashion revision to individuals whose lives and often times ability to succeed in their chosen professions were in some way compromised or hampered by their appearance. Extreme Make-Over Home Edition takes deserving families who live in house that do not adequately provide for the needs of their family, and they demolish the house and build a new one from the ground up in a week’s time to provide for the families needs and dreams.

My idea is a bit more modest with my sermon Extreme Make-Over Church Edition I want to get us all thinking outside of the confines of the building we are accustomed to. If you are new or newer here you have an extreme advantage in this process because you are not attached to this building and the ways these spaces are currently used. If you are a long time member or friend of the church my hope is to help you break away from or put aside your assumptions about how we use this space to provide for our congregation and our programs and services. 
The method to my madness here is to help as all to think about possibilities in preparation for the conversations we will be having with the financial consultant next weekend, but also because I truly believe that when we are forced to put aside our assumptions and expectations wonderful possibilities that might previously have seemed like unattainable goals suddenly become easily accommodated realities. This service is all about pushing our boundaries, and unearthing the realities that are hidden just beneath the surface.

I am going to ask you to explore some ideas with me this morning that may shake up our ideas about how and why we do what we do and accept it as normal. The first thing I would like you to think about is approaching a church, this church or any other church or synagogue or mosque, or school any building you can imagine. First thing you are going to look for when you approach a building is the door, not a door, not the back door, or the basement entrance, but the door, the main entrance right? When you approach our church, drive past you see our front door. Our front doors are currently painted a reddish color. Not far away from those front doors is a set of glass doors and a bit farther down the building is another reddish door. All three of the doors which face the street are usually closed, and often times they are even locked, and there is no real parking near any of those doors, and there is no signage that tells you that there is parking in the rear either. Why is our church like this? What message does it send to the passerby or the first time visitor?

Subtle make-over church edition, signage out front that says parking in rear. Moderate make-over church edition we widen the driveway shrinking the lawn by the front signage and create visitor parking in the front of the church and have welcome signs hand lettered above each of the entrances, we might even increase the patio and walkways between the glass doors and the sanctuary doors so that on beautiful days people would be able to gather and talk there. Extreme make-over we knock down the classroom and fellowship hall section of the building to make room for parking that can actually be seen from the street and build a new fellowship hall, classrooms and offices in the back of the building.
Extreme makeovers take our needs and create from scratch a structure that accommodates those needs by demolishing all that currently exists. Extreme makeovers are good because they remind us that nothing has to be forever and what does not serve our needs can be replaced with structures and creations which help us to accomplish our goals. As a religious community our goals are based in the living out of our faith, and the mission that we as a community have crafted together. 

One example of an extreme makeover in this church was that when the building was first constructed there was an organ in the choir loft and the choir sang in that very same choir loft, there is even a button right here in the pulpit so that the minister could signal the musician, since as in so many churches the organist back was to the preacher. Over time the organ developed some problems, from what I have heard a series of notes stopped working, and the cost to repair or replace the organ was prohibitive, and well times had changed and a make-over was in order, so the organ was removed. In time Evelyn donated this beautiful instrument that the congregation now sees as part of our worship structure and the thought of not having this instrument or having it in a place other than in the front of the church is foreign to many of us.
This week Martha submitted her resignation and it will seem like an extreme make-over to many to have a music program at this church without her, and yet to those who will come in six months time whatever changes have been made will seem normative. Just has had you been here twenty years ago Martha would not have been part of your image any more than I would have been your idea of a minister. Time is an interesting factor in the perception of extreme and subtle changes in any institution. Fifty years ago this congregation was still in it’s building in Bridgeport and was just beginning the search that would end up in the calling of the Rev. Al Ciarcia to your pulpit, now Al is an integral part of the history and story of this church having served as it’s minister for 32 years which included the move from Fairfield Avenue in Bridgeport to Chapel Street in Stratford.

The key to an extreme make-over is to open ourselves to the possibility that what we are currently doing is neither the only nor necessarily the absolute best way for us to be accomplishing our goals. 300 years ago Unitarian sermons tended to last for several hours and the congregation was divided with the men on one side and the women on the other side of the sanctuary, today we sit as families, or with our friends, often times the children will come forward for the message for all ages, and the choir or other musicians will come forward to share their gifts, there were times and churches including our own where the choir was in the choir loft able to project their sound to the whole congregation gathered below, in part it was because the music was considered an anonymous element of worship and the congregation was not intended to know who the identities of the individual voices. In days gone by ministers were often in pulpits raised above the congregation sometimes as much as fifteen feet above in part because the preacher was to be between god and the worshipper since they were preaching what was hopefully the word of god mediate through the voice of mankind, but in time we came to understand the clergy are human and they have come down from on high, just as the anonymous angelic voices of the choir have come out of the balcony.
So let us get back to our church and our extreme makeover…how can we live our faith? Would it look like a garden in which we grow food for the hungry, would it have solar panels so that we could function off the grid or sell power back to the electric company to save our budget and they environment? If you were going to be the architect and engineers behind an extreme makeover of our church what would your top priority be? Would you want a chapel for our children, a meditation or yoga space? Would you want a gym or a coffee shop, or would you want to build a labyrinth that would provide space for walking meditation. My extreme makeover would include a worship space where brides would not have to go outside in order to come down the center aisle and where people in wheelchairs could comfortably maneuver their way into the pulpit or any of the bathroom stalls! My extreme makeover would have lots of space in the minister’s office for staff meetings and also for meeting with members of the congregation as well as for meeting with couples and families planning rites of passage. My extreme makeover would have office space for the music director and in which music could be stored and cataloged; it would also have a huge closet for storing craft supplies and holiday decorations for use by adult and children’s religious education and in the worship space.
My idea of an extreme makeover would involve creating space in which people of all ages and abilities could find a spiritual and religious home, a space that would allow them to engage in worship that is spiritually nourishing. Would an extreme makeover require us to use the latest technology and have high tech worship, or would it allow us to create an environment that using high technology could keep us all comfortable year round, warm in the winter and cool in the summer without going bankrupt? Would an extreme makeover mean lots of equipment or might it simply mean padded seats that cushion our bottoms so we can comfortable spend time focusing on our spiritual needs instead of becoming agitated by our physical need? There are many angles and approaches involved in an extreme makeover of a worship space, and the space that satisfies the needs of a worship community. 
I doubt this space would have seemed normal to those designing this congregations building in the 1800’s and while this is a new style for some in is ancient in its technology to others. We have lots of conversation to engage in when we think about what really would be our ideal extreme make-over….keep thinking outside the box! Amen
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