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When I was fourteen years old I attended my first youth conference at my home church in Princeton New Jersey, I didn’t really want to go,  I was shy, painfully shy, and the thought of a large group of people I had never met terrified me. I went, I sat with a small circle of people I knew in a down stairs hallway, over time….others joined us. I made a few friends, kids from other youth groups who were also new and equally terrified. We were called out of our cave to participate in conference events and there we met more people, did things that were fun, acted silly, participated in food preparation, and clean-up. I even made a really good friend while washing and drying dishes for four hours on the Saturday night, and at the end of a life-time which was that weekend, I thought these other UU’s were pretty cool and maybe I would go to future conferences. Not only did I go to future conferences they became my priority, my closest friends were ones I met at conferences, and I sought out opportunities to go more often even if it meant taking on leadership, and the painfully shy kid I had been took a back seat to the youth leader I had become.

As a youth leader I attended my first General Assembly in 1979, I was 16. It was there that I met a woman named Denny Davidoff who introduced me to her family. Some of you know that Denny Davidoff is a member of the Westport Unitarian Church, she has been the moderator for our association, and President of the UU Women’s Federation and is currently on the board of the Interfaith Alliance, a powerful national voice for change. 

Denny was an adult, she was actively lobbying for some important cause, I was a youth and I too was lobbying for an important cause, we banded together as did so many youth and adults that year and a lot of important changes occurred in our religious association because of such partnerships. Denny became a friend that June week in 1979, as we have both aged, and each year at general assembly that friendship along with so many others is renewed, friendships are one of the many reasons I go to General Assembly year after year.
Twenty-six years later I have only missed attending the UUA General Assembly five times.  Each time I go to GA the shy kid comes out of me and is terrified of the ever growing number of people I will encounter and every time I am drawn in and blown away by the people I meet and the experiences I have. 

This year at General Assembly I sat and listened as a woman I first met at GA when she was 14 and I was 21, who is now a mother of two and the director of religious education at one of our two churches in New Orleans, Coleen told the story of working to get back into their building, not for worship but so that they could house workers and give them a place to eat and shower while they helped with the on going work of restoring their city, while she talked of all those who have and those who will never return to their community I thought of how minor our many obstacles and leaks really were in the larger scheme of things. And I was touched to know that in the face of almost total destruction they remain a congregation dedicated to serving their community.
I listened to a worship service in which a woman talked about finding a place for herself, and how in spite of herself she had kept going back as she made the journey from a snow plow driving lesbian in rural Maine to a Unitarian Universalist minister serving a congregation in Florida, and she kept coming back and she kept being welcomed for who she was in all of her imperfect ways, and no matter how hard she pushed to find where the limits were to the welcome she had yet to find them and she hoped all of our churches would be able to welcome people like her, people afraid of and wounded by churches and religious communities to find a shelter from the storm and a safe place within their walls to heal and grow.

I go year after year to general assembly to attend workshops, and worship services, to find resources and books that will inform and educate me on our faith and living our values, but I go more because I need to go because I need to be in a community that is so unlike any I have ever found anywhere else in the world; because in these workshops and worship services, in the booths of the exhibition hall and in the seats of plenary I find myself time and time confronted by the variety within our movement. There are ministers and lay leaders, religious educators and district and denominational employees, there are first time and fortieth time attendees. There are people who are born and raised in one congregation and people who have been touched by hundreds of our UU congregations on this continent and around the world. There are native English speakers and speakers of a variety of other languages, there are UU Christians, Buddhists, Jews, Pagans and Humanists. The are UU’s for the ethical treatment of animals, and UU’s for environmental awareness, there are UU’s opposed to the Death penalty and there are UU’s making music, classical, folk, rock and jazz as well as choirs and authors, poets and prophets. 
I sit in lectures and I am inspired by tales of hospitality, outreach and church growth, I am made angry as we wordsmith documents whose intentions are so noble that I want to focus on the intent not to minutia. I am awestruck by the stories people tell of their ministries, their religious education and social justice work, the fabulous greening of sanctuaries and churches piece by piece, I am inspired by recycling programs grown out of congregations, and local colleagues preaching to thousands, I am roused by hymns new and familiar and I am blessed by the eloquence of skilled preachers, I am reminded time and again, of why I am a Unitarian Universalist. I am inspired to continue to be a Unitarian Universalist, and at times I think if I were not a Unitarian Universalist this would surely bring me in to the fold.
But GA is not the only time and place to get connected to Unitarian Universalism as a larger movement there are opportunities right here in our own district, next weekend we all have the opportunity to attend the Clara Barton District Fall Rally where Gini Courter, the UUA moderator will be the keynote speaker, and there will be workshops and opportunities to network and learn how other UU’s get connected and stay connected, opportunities to enrich and deepen your faith. That is why I go to GA, and it is why I go to all kinds of UU conferences and gathers near and far. I hope this service will open doors and inspire you to get Connected here and with our wider UU movement. Amen
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