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In order to harvest we must plant, or find a crop which has been planted in some other way or by some other people. Finding a church can be a lot like happening upon a field ready for the harvesting.  Unitarian Universalism is very much like that since few who were raised here in the generations past have stayed long enough to reap what had been sown. This congregation is a good example of this we have four people whose membership dates to our previous building in down town Bridgeport. 

That is one of the things I have always found odd about Unitarian Universalist Churches, no matter how long they have inhabited a community it is rare to see generations with in a family who were raised within and remained within the congregation. So we must learn both to harvest our faith within our four walls and in ways that allow us to reach beyond these four walls. One of the ways we do that is with our annual Harvest Festival, which is taking place today on Paradise Green, and for the first time we expanded our emphasis from harvesting for our own needs to sowing seeds in the wider community that we hope will allow us to reap benefits for our congregation. One way in which we have done this is by including a collection for several social service agencies so that as we gather people and raise money for the church we are also gathering donations for others. 

For me personally, I did not know what it meant to harvest our faith, in spite of the fact that I grew up in the church, until I was preparing for the ministry. I think in large measure this was a product of the time in which I was raised, but I think it has remained part of our tradition, that we are concerned about inflicting our faith on others. I would suggest that planting seeds so that some day their will be a crop, talking about your faith, is a form of planting the seed, so that someday with luck and the proper conditions something might grow is the same; not every one we will mention Unitarian Universalism will be looking for a religious home, and some may not be looking now, but in time they may find that they are looking and the fact that you mentioned Unitarian Universalism in the past may be just enough of a seed that they are ready to water and tend it so that it may grow.

When I joined a Unitarian Church for the first time I had no idea what it meant to be a Unitarian Universalist. I knew what it meant to be part of a group. I knew what it meant to develop friendships and chose to go to conferences to see those friends. I learned about organization and leadership and worked hard to craft my skills in both. I still did not know what it meant to be a Unitarian Universalist; I did know that I belonged, that this was my church.  
I signed the membership book of the Unitarian Church of Princeton during a service when I was sixteen. I knew that signing my name to that book meant something…I just wasn’t sure what it meant except that instead of just being listed as my parent’s child I would be listed in the directory myself and I would be able to vote at meetings. I did know that signing the membership meant something different than signing the guest book or just hanging around. There weren’t any classes that I could attend to find out more, there was a cocktail reception at the minister’s home though. I doubt that any of the others who signed the membership book that morning had any more clue than I did of what it meant to be a UU. I hope that is different in our church today, that is why I am offer the New UU Class in October and again in January and March, and I will do it more often if there is interest!
I hope that when people sign our membership book they know that they are entering into a relationship with a group of people and are taking on responsibility for an institution. You see being a Unitarian Universalist means that you are part of the church; you are a decision-maker and a leader. The relationship you enter into when you become a member of a UU congregation which demands of you that you take an active role in determining what is in the best interest of the community, not just your own personal best interest. Being a member of a Unitarian Universalist church means that you will make every effort to make this a hospitable place for newcomers as well as long time friends and members who are facing troubled times. 

Membership in this church requires that you fulfill the four cornerstones of membership:

· Regular attendance at Sunday worship

· Participation in the life of the church outside of  Sunday worship

· Support of the church with your financial resources as well as your time and talents

· And that you participate in the democratic process.

What does all of that really mean though?  For those of you who think that church membership is simply about showing up on a Sunday morning and putting a few dollars in the collection plate this means you are in the wrong place. Our expectations are much higher. We expect you to become part of our family and we want to be part of yours. We want you to take ownership of this building, our activities and our finances. As a member of this congregation it is your responsibility to help select the staff, and the volunteer leadership of the church. As a member it is your responsibility to make these decisions with a covenant in mind. We will encourage you to grow and flourish both within the church community and in other aspects of your life.
While I focus on the newcomers, and the members, most newcomers and even some longtime members focus on the minister. I think one if not the primary reason for that is people who are new to a church focus on the minister because, in this case, she is the focal point of their entry into the community, the worship life. It is however important to realize that the relationship between members of this church and the minister is an equal relationship in many ways…I, the minister, am leader because of my training not because I am inherently any different from any of you. Each of you is capable of leadership in your own right. For some of you leadership will mean doing gardening and mowing. For others leadership will mean planning fun fundraising events like today’s Harvest Festival or even just bringing baked goods and books to be sold in the various booths. For others leadership will mean serving on a committee or task team to make sure we have up to date by-laws, or to plan the Halloween Party. Others will take leadership by baking cookies for coffee hour, a casserole for someone who has been ill or recently gave birth to a child or a business and is stretched too thin. 

Churches are intended to be extended families…this church can be your extended family. We hope you will make the decision to up hold a covenant of love and loyalty, of labor and dedication, of membership and community with this our Unitarian Universalist church. That in time you will take pride in planting seeds for the future that others may harvest the bounty of this faith. Amen
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