The Most Dangerous Church in America

November 4, 2007

Reverend Julie-Ann Silberman-Bunn

The Unitarian Universalist Church of Greater Bridgeport

This mornings sermon is about church growth, outreach, and mission, it is also about who we are as a Unitarian Universalist congregation and who we hope to become. You see the most dangerous church in America comes from a conversation between a UU and a Mormon, and no that is not the beginning of a joke, when the UUA General Assembly was held in Salt Lake City in 1999 a UU leader met with a Mormon leader and had a pretty serious conversation which was in part reported by UUA President Bill Sinkford in a letter he wrote for a 2003 edition of the UU World our UU Association’s magazine. Sinkford’s letter was even titled as is this morning’s service:“The most dangerous church in America”
The Letter begins “How would you like to give the religious right a good scare?” and then goes on to say: “It has been known to happen. When we held our General Assembly in Salt Lake City in 1999, the Rev. Stefan Jonasson, now the UUA's coordinator of services to large congregations, met with the head of missionary work for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Knowing that several thousand of us were coming to town, this Mormon official had done his homework, and he told Stefan something interesting: Proportionate to our size, he said, Unitarian Universalists do a better job of attracting visitors than do the Mormons. But, he added, we do a terrible job keeping them. "If your churches were half as successful at integrating and retaining members as we Mormons are," he concluded, "then Unitarian Universalism would be the most dangerous church in America."

Over the last few weeks I have had several people ask if I really thought the church could attract enough people to increase our membership. My answer is not only can we attract the people but the truth is we already do. That Mormon leader was right, the issue for growth in our congregation is the same as it is for many other Unitarian Universalist churches, we need to learn how to integrate visitors and retain members. Is there a simple answer or a quick fix to this problem, unfortunately there probably isn’t, however there is hope, we are prepared to name the obstacles and look for ways to create change that will help us overcome those obstacles.

Sinkford continues in his letter, writing: "I knew deep down that he really meant it," Stefan told me. "I also had a pretty clear sense that he was not much concerned that we would ever become that great a danger." What would it take for us to prove that Mormon missionary wrong? To become the most dangerous church in America?”
One of the things I personally believe it will take for us to become the most dangerous church is to believe in ourselves, to believe that we have a message that others want to hear, and that they are here because they know Unitarian Universalism has a commitment to being a faith in which living our values is not only rhetoric but is a lived truth in which they can be supported. You see there are all kinds of people who are looking for a church home in which they can be themselves, their imperfectly perfect selves and be valued for their inherent worth. Sounds simple but we all know that in most places in our culture appearances are more important than the reality. What we have and can offer people is a place where the reality is far more important than appearances. 
And that sounds great but the reality is we must make some concessions to the real world. Americans are accumulating debt at an astronomical rate to create appearances, people have been buying and buying and buying above and beyond their means, and in many cases they have become accustomed to the luxuries and the niceties that this has provided. These people then come to our church and while they want it to be about the interior complexities of their humanity they get caught in our trappings, which are less than perfect, in fact these days they are somewhat if not significantly flawed, and we realize that this is preventing people from engaging with us long term, sad but true.

Another part of that is those people who are seeking a religious community today are rarely doing it because they want to be involved with a church and ours is the one closest to them. Most of the people who find us are here because they sought us out, or were encouraged by a friend to try out our church, but the why is because they are looking for something which will feed them, spiritually, help them to renew their batteries from the exhaustion of everyday pressures and life, and serving on a committee is not what will do that for them. So the minister, the board, the RE director and other lay leaders are looking at ways to move away from committees and create a structure that allows our church to feed people in the ways that feel right to them in today’s world.
UUA President Bill Sinkford shared in that same letter that “Back in 1996, an evangelical theologian warned readers of Trinity Journal that we were on our way, that "the UUA has shed its passivity and is now spreading its 'saving message' with a vengeance." Sinkford then asked the question “What would it take to prove him right, to really spread our saving message, our Good News, "with a vengeance"?

Sinkford answered the question for himself saying “Less than we might think …We see ourselves as a tiny and fairly radical movement. But a major study in 1990 found twice as many people who identified themselves as Unitarian Universalists as were on our rolls; three years ago, a similar study turned up four times as many. How many might there be if more people knew what we stand for?”
So what do we do? We start taking pride in our accomplishments and work to create more. We start looking at what we are doing in context not in isolation. We recognize change not as a damning of what has come before but as recognition that what came before has strengthened us to continue a journey of change, having already brought us forward. We learn to praise one another, to appreciate one another in word and deed. We learn to see the glass as half full instead of half empty. 

One of the places that we tend to be a half empty instead of a half full kind of place is in our financial house, some might say that our finances are a house of cards waiting to crumble in a strong wind, but they are wrong, really, really wrong, and I want to show you all why. I want to share with you something that some of the leaders of this church have been looking at over the last month or so, a document that to me demonstrates the importance of viewing progression which occurs over time, in context, and allowing ourselves to see the bigger picture. 

I am going to ask the worship weavers to help me by handing these out… and while I am not a believer that sermons should come with hand outs….I want you to see what has brought me renewed optimism and a belief in our congregations success over the last few years, a message which is not what we always hear when we think of church finances.

On one side of the hand out is a letter from me to you which reads: On the reverse side of this paper is a document titled UUCGB Church Year Income/Expense History. This document was created by our current treasurer, Al Post, at the request of the financial consultant, Frankie Price Stern.
I am handing this document out during today’s service because I want the congregation and all that we do to be healthy; part of health is keeping ourselves realistic and positive. When I looked at the numbers on this history I was both surprised and delighted with what I saw. I saw, and still see significant growth in our income in the three year period that this document presents. Our income increase nearly $13,000 each year for a three-year total increase of $38,390! Wow! We have done well! We should be celebrating this growth in commitment and the stability it represents. We are moving forward.
Our deficit last year while significant at $9,542 was less than half of what it had been in either of the previous years., and this year we are projecting a deficit that is also lower than in 04-05 or 05-06, even with the enormous jump in the cost of utilities. Deficits are uncomfortable for many of us. Some members have left the church because we have repeatedly approved deficit budgets. I want to praise the work of the board, the finance committee and the financial stability task team as well as all the members and friends for helping us to be honest with ourselves about our need to live within our means, and for helping us to see that what we have exceeds our expectations if not our hopes or wants.

Health, change, and growth are processes. I believe these numbers show all of us how much change we have already embraced and how much healthier we have gotten. A deficit is still a deficit, but when it is half of what it once was we have moved significantly towards ownership and responsibility for our religious home and community. A $13,000 annual increase three-years in a row is awesome and worthy of significant pride.

The time has come to see all of the improvements and the positive aspects of our finances. We cannot rest but we can be proud.

Take these papers home with you; keep them as a reminder of our transition towards becoming the most dangerous church in America, a church which lives its values in the church and in the wider world.  Keep fighting for this faith you have found and hold dear, and speak out when it is not meeting your needs, be willing to live through and with change, you never know what the other side will look like until you have reached it.
The late Rev. Dan O’Neal wrote these words:
Go Forth and Minister   

There is so much to know, so much to love so much to share;
Let us go forth this day and minister.

There are forsaken elements in each of us:
Abandoned dreams, neglected fears, breast closet skeletons,
Tremendous possibilities, as yet untapped;
Let us minister to ourselves.

There are broken relationships among the people:
Friends we need to touch,
Partners we need to love,
Enemies we need to forgive;
Let us minister to each other.

There is sorrow in the land:
War, Pollution, Injustice,
A tragic squandering of immense wealth;
Let us minister to our world.

And there is a forgotten cry within us all:
A deafening Silence,
Largely unheeded, but ever beckoning,
Home, home, home it calls.
An explosion of joy waiting to be born;
Let us minister to our source.

There is so much to know, so much to love, so much to share;
Let us go forth this day and minister.

Rev. O’Neal’s words charge us all to go forth and minister, and I would add go forth empowered and spread the good news of the most dangerous church in America! 

May it be so. Amen and blessed be. 
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