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The topic of this morning’s service is the same as its title, Right relations. I am delivering this sermon on this topic at the request of the board, and because I believe there are a lot of misunderstandings about what it means to be a Unitarian Universalist, and a part of this religious community. Many of those misunderstandings and misconceptions have to do with how we behave and treat one another both of which are at the heart of the subject of right relations.  Al Post pointed me to a quote from William Burnside Miller who wrote in an essay for the book Salted with Fire  entitled  'Dangerous Myths', explains how behavior interferes with church growth.  He says the most troubling of the dangerous myths is that we abide by our lofty ideals of human behavior in the way we relate to one another.  We do not actually practice this.  He writes, “Under the guise of honesty, integrity, or authenticity we feel commissioned to say and do the most ungracious things." This reminds me of the poster a district executive used to give to everyone he met with and tells them to put it over their desks. The poster was simple; it asked three questions, Is it True? Is it Kind? And is it Necessary? If it did not meet all three of those criterions he suggested you would probably be much better off leaving it unsaid.
That poster is at the core of right relations. Is it True? Is it Kind? And is it Necessary? Those three things seem easy enough but when you are in a situation with a person and they have just insulted you or someone else in your presence the easy choice is to walk away and complain to someone else, about what good old so and so just said. The hard thing to do the truthful thing to do, the kind thing to do and the absolutely necessary thing to do to be in right relationship with that person is to hold them accountable for what they have just said. Don’t wait six months and add it to a whole list of other insults and slights, call the person on their behavior in the moment and things might improve, they might not fester they might not escalate, they might not lead to the individual thinking that type of behavior is okay, normal or acceptable when it is not, and ultimately you are doing that person an enormous favor by helping them to understand how their words and actions impact others. The way Connie Goebel puts it is “that we should remember that feedback is a gift and should be treated that way by both giver and receiver.” Which I will admit is not always easy. 
I will tell you that one of the strangest things I have ever heard is that the Unitarian Universalist Church, and by extension faith, require nothing of you and allow you to do whatever you want, and believe anything you want. Which are patently untrue statements. Unitarian Universalism requires a great deal of each and every one of us and the first and probably the most important lesson is to thing about others as ourselves. One example of the importance of thinking about others as ourselves is found for me in a very famous political statement made by President Ronald Reagan, the statement is “are you better off today than you were four years ago?” when we think of this question thinking of others as ourselves we would make the question “are we better off than we were four years ago? Are we as a nation, all of the children, all of the seniors and so on, for me the answer to a question about we rather than me often comes out with a radically different answer.
Another example of putting the we before the me comes in my favorite Universalist story, the story of Hosea Ballou and early and well known Universalist preacher. Ballou was riding from one town to another, and a Baptist preacher asked if he could ride along with him, and Ballou of course welcomed the company, along the way the Baptist preacher said to Ballou, ‘I know you Universalist’s don’t believe in hell but without hell what is there to keep people from harming others, robbing and raping and so on?’ Ballou’s response was simple, “It would never occur to a Universalist to do those things.”

I love that story because it is the bottom line for me in the whole subject of right relations for Unitarian Universalist’s; if you think of others as yourself it would never occur to you to do them any harm.
Unfortunately, however, being a human being is complicated and so is being a Unitarian Universalist, and it is also hard. It is hard to live a faith that requires you to think for yourself, and to explore theology, history and the nature of human interactions. It is hard to be part of a religious tradition where there is no one set of things that you can just agree to believe, or to fight against but instead you have to craft for yourselves a system of belief that works for you in this moment and may not tomorrow and in which you are encouraged to change and grow with your ideas and the changes in knowledge in every realm of life, science and literacy.

It is hard to be part of a church that does not receive its funding from outside sources which also make the decisions about its allocation for you, but instead to be part of a church which expects you to contribute at a level that is in keeping with your own finances and valuation of the church in that very spot for you and for others, and not only does this church want you to think about contributions of money but it wants your ideas and your engagement, your energy and your vision, your creativity and your physical presence, and what’s more they want all of that more than just once a week! This is not an easy faith to be a part of, and we admit it, we do expect a lot of our members and friends, but we do not expect it all at once, and we do not expect it as a sacrifice, or out of guilt. We expect people to give a lot to this faith because this faith both means a lot to them and this faith gives them a lot in return.
Right relations are not easy, being a Unitarian Universalist is not easy, and your board and church leaders experienced this first hand over this past summer. An issue surfaced just as the summer began and the board and the church leadership spent a good deal of their time over the summer examining our church’s Covenant of Right Relations as well as our Safe Congregations Policy, at no point was the matter taken lightly, or the individuals involved viewed as less than whole. Some people have expressed concerns about how the situation was handled either too quickly or too slowly, with too little or too much in put from those outside the immediate issue. Some thought it was a simple misunderstanding which should be seen in perspective and some thought it a serious violation of right relations. Some thought the issue was a first occurrence and others saw it as part of a pattern of behaviors, some thought the minister, me, led the decision process others wished I had been more involved. What I will say to you is that from the day they began their service last June, after you the congregation had elected them this board took seriously the trust and faith you had bestowed upon them when you elected them to be their leadership for the current year.

This board struggled with the difference between what has happened in the past and what is the best and most respectful course of action. I will tell you that I doubt there is a congregation anywhere that has a board whose leadership has taken their own covenant and the congregation’s covenant of right relations more seriously. This board is a faithful, deliberative and diverse group they do not let this pass through untried by the fires of their minds. You, we are a lucky congregation to have members who have and continue to give so much of themselves that together we may journey toward right relations in every aspect of our life, work and ministry together. No their process was not perfect and our safe congregations policy is not perfect but we recognize that and are working to refine that, it is hard to create policy for what might occur. The committee that is reviewing the policy is clear that it is missing some important items and they will bring it back to you when they have figured out ways to correct those weaknesses, but we did learn a lot from this process. 
We learned that it is hard to create change and deviate from established patterns of behavior even if everyone knows those patterns are not necessarily the best or even right. The board has taken on a tough challenge, and I am joining them whole heartedly in this endeavor to create a sea change in this congregation, one in which we all work towards right relations in all that we do together, and the biggest reason we are doing this is that we believe in our congregation and our faith as a saving faith that has an important message for the world of today and we want our church to be the kind of safe healthy environment that people visit and fall in love with, and come back time and time again trying to figure out if this place is for real or if they have entered into a dream. We want our church to be the kind of place where people come and feel instantly that they have found a safe haven, a home that they have been searching for and never knew existed. And we want the skeptics who come back time and time again trying to find the chinks in our armor, or who put the rose colored glasses on them not to be able to find chinks or the magic glasses, because we have become the most welcoming, vital church in our community. We want to be the church that lives our faith collectively by tutoring children and adults, by feeding the hungry and clothing the poor, we want people to understand that while we left Bridgeport some 40 plus years ago we have not forgotten our community, and that our roots go deep in this community, 165 years deep, and that while we are not as big as we once were or as visible in the community as our big stone building in down town Bridgeport made us we are still an important voice in the community a voice for justice and a voice for right relations.

Modeling right relations within our congregation will enable and empower us to live them in the wider community in ways that make a difference. I hope you will all join with me and the board as we struggle to understand and improve the ways in which we live our faith in right relations with one another and the wider community and world beyond our walls. Amen, Blessed Be, and May it be so! 
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