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Places are important; places have meaning and power for individuals and communities. This place, our sanctuary, our church, our worship space has power and meaning for us as individuals, for us as a community of faith and to the wider world. As a church, a home to a community of faith this place is both holy ground and sacred space, imbued with the hopes and dreams of generations of individuals who have walked through these doors and into this place of worship and community.
In the June 2005 issue of Ode magazine, an independent Dutch-American journal of news and information, a significant amount of space was dedicated to the subject of public space. When most people think of public space they think of parks and open areas, additionally most of us think of public spaces as luxury spaces, places for relaxation and renewal. However in reading this series of articles on place I came to think of public spaces in a very different way, I came to realize that one of the reasons people in many other cultures can comfortably inhabit far less space per person in their residences than Americans typically can manage is because much more of their life is spent in public spaces. 
Envision an old world square, palazzo, market, plaza or park, they are filled with people of every age, musicians, vendors, animals, people playing games, people watching. These kinds of public spaces provide a source of community, a place for interaction, networking, socializing and significantly diminish the amount of private space needed for an individual or family and also significantly diminish the isolation that has become the norm in this country. Often times these spaces are located in front of a cathedral or church and the church is open to the community all day for worship and socializing. 
Reading and thinking about this idea of public space , the importance and power of such spaces started me thinking about all the people in need of such spaces, the people for whom such spaces are necessities not luxuries. I started thinking about the experiences I have had in communities with such spaces, one of my favorites is of a place I remember as Parque Buen Retiro in Madrid, across the street from the where Guernica hung, Guernica is Picasso’s mural like masterpiece of the horrors of war. There was always something wonderful for me in that contrast, a massive black and white mural of death and destruction in a stone space surrounded by armed guards (this was the early 1980’s shortly after Franco’s death and the reinstatement of the constitutional monarchy and the return of the painting to Spain from the Museum of Modern Art in New York) and just across the street was probably the liveliest parks I had ever seen, even in the late winter it seemed green and festive with South America Musicians, balloons for sale, jugglers, magicians, card, checker and chess games babies in strollers elderly couples on benches, friends and neighbors. This is such a happy image, Parque Buen Retiro. 
If that is what public spaces are, and now some twenty plus years later I can still see that park so vividly in my minds eye, why aren’t there more of them here? What might they look like, what might they provide? If a church is a public space what could it be offering, that would bring it alive every day instead of once or twice a week? So let me propose for you a vision of the Power of Place right here in our church. Instead of being a place we come to for a few hours out of our week, this place this public space, this community center would be the place that we lived in community it would be our public domain our public home. We would get into the habit of spending more time here and together, we would always have game tables and a pot of coffee and hot water on, musicians would come to know this as a place to jam, where others could be found you might hear jazz in the sanctuary and bluegrass in the lounge their would be Celtic in the youth room and rock in one of the RE spaces. In another room would be a group of gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender teens and their allies finding nurture and support in a world that doesn’t always have room for them. There would be AA and Al-Anon meetings, there would be yoga and tai chi classes, there would be art and craft classes, mediation groups, and a labyrinth and playground outdoors, benches and picnic tables this would be our parquet buen retiro, our public space, with potlucks and picnics, bubbles and balls, people would always know they could come to this place and find community. That is the power of place; that is a center of community life; that is sacred ground; that is a living breathing church community.
We may find that by doing this, by allowing our space to really embrace its role as a community space that it grows and changes, but growth is good, we have all grown from the tiniest babies to the oldest among us we have grown and changed physically, emotionally and spiritually. We do not grow by keeping ourselves shut away and separate, we grow by reaching out and experiencing the world, the power of our place. One day last spring I walked between our property and the Lutheran church in a more meandering fashion than I had ever done before and I learned that there were wonderful places just in that distance, a large rock for sitting and sunning, a wooded area where I could hear the birds, I thought of taking a pad and sketching there, or just sitting and meditating.  This was part of my journey to understand how our two churches can create and be something more than isolated and largely empty spaces that utilize lots of resources, I am only beginning this journey as are many of you, and we together, I hope that we will find ways this year and in the many years and generations to come to create here the vital weeklong community center we create for a few hours on Sunday mornings…this place has power may it be power we share and renew with one another and the wider world. Amen.
Opening Words~ Joel Miller

In the beginning the Gods created the heavens and the earth.  The earth was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the Spirit of the Gods was moving over the face of the waters. (this is a literal, more accurate translation than most). 
Before those words were first written many thousands of years ago, the ancient Sumerian story of creation began with a great mountain being born out of a great ocean.  The ancient Hindi scripture, the Matsya Purana tells of a great sea from which the first gods took their forms.  One American Indian story of creation begins with a flood of waters descending from the heavens
[i], and the ancient Japanese story of creation begins with the Spirit of Life forming a great sea from which the gods were born. 

We all came to exist within the waters of our mothers’ wombs, and when we begin our church year, we begin with water, recalling the eternal story of creation:  life springing forth from the deepest waters.
Communion of Earth and Water  (adapted from Rev. Tom Yondorf, Sept 1999, UUCW, Brookfield, WI, and others)

 As we bring the earth and waters together I’ll ask you to share during one of four sections:  peace, struggle, hope, or joy. Pick one of the sections: peace, struggle, hope, or joy, that says something about what the water and earth you bring represents for you.  Which of these most closely relates to the story you bring to this community today?  What aspect of your spirit do you need to be heard in community today?  As you share I ask that you make it as brief as possible so that all the voices may be heard.  Another option is to share your water and earth in silence.  

As you add your water of peace or struggle or hope or joy, that is a symbol that
all of these things, all the complexities of life, are welcome here in this church, they are part of the well of community that nurtures us all. They are part of this place in which our community is grounded and renews its commitment each September
 
INVITATION: Will the Water and Earth of Peace please come forward and share:  Listen to the waters and earth of peace as they are shared and enrich our community of faith. ~SHARING~

BLESSING: The earth and waters of peace are a blessing to this community.  Let us be vessels for the reconciliation, the dawn, the forgiveness, the healing, the pause, the quiet, the green, the shade, the letting go, the peace.  

INVITATION: Will the Water and Earth of Struggle please come forward and share: Listen to the waters and earth of struggle as they are shared and enrich our community of faith.~SHARING~
BLESSING: The waters and earth of physical and spiritual struggle are a blessing to this community.  Let us help one another through the valleys, the ground, the earth, the depth, the search, the tears, the wails, the shadow, and the causes of struggle.  ~SHARING~

INVITATION: Will the waters and earth of Hope please come forward and share: Listen to the waters and earth of hope as they are shared and enrich our community of faith.~SHARING~
BLESSING: The waters and earth of hope are a blessing to this community.  Let us raise our weary eyes to the visions, the dreams, the vistas, the mountaintops, the stars, the early morning rays, the smile, the hope.

INVITATION: Will the waters and earth of Joy please come forward and share: Listen to the waters and earth of joy as they are shared and enrich our community of faith. ~SHARING~

BLESSING:  The Waters and earth of joy are a blessing to this community.  Let
us raise our spirits to the miracle of the living waters and the steadying earth, to the child, the cub, the fledgling, the wine, the apple, the dew, the laughter, the rain,
the spring, the man, the woman, the wellspring, the joy. 
Blessing the Earth and Water for its journey
Blessed be these waters and earth gathered here from far and near;  blessed be the hands that gathered them and shared them;
blessed be the sharing of our lives and our stories that makes this community of faith a place of hope, struggle, joy and peace for all who choose to come here;
          
blessed be those whose lives are touched by these gathered waters and earth, embodied by our living community that their thirst may be quenched and their spirits find safe ground upon which to settle

blessed be those whose lives are like flowing springs, who bring refreshment to those who are parched; blessed be those whose lives are like the deep canyons carved by the waters yet tested by and made firm and steady by the many layers of earth that have formed their strata 
blessed be this community of memory and hope, which in its coming together, and in its sharing of joy and sorrow, struggle and  triumph, blesses all who come here, and makes these waters and this earth as holy as the community and the individuals who gathered them.  Blessed be. Will the Children and teachers please carry the earth and water out to the garden.
          Amen.  (adapted from Frances Manley)
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