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Imagine yourself arriving at a beautiful old stone church. There are many entrances, but there is obviously a main entrance which has a wide low set of stone stairs which are gently sloped in spots from the many thousands of feet which have trod there throughout the life of this ancient place of worship. The doors are wide and welcoming beneath a stone arch. You notice that there are words carved into the stone, the letters are artfully carved in an ancient script which is a bit ornate and difficult to make out, but as you stand before the doorway you realize that the words above the door say simply “Servant’s Entrance”.

Knowing that the world and the society in which we have lived has long been classist, we might assume that this was intended to tell us that this entrance was for the domestics, or field workers, but we would be wrong. This is after all the main entrance of the church, the entrance by which all worshippers enter, regardless of class or station in life…and yet it is the servant’s entrance. This is the servant’s entrance because historically speaking in the language of Christianity we, the worshippers are all servants in the work of God. In our own Universalist tradition it is not uncommon to hear the words Love is the doctrine or spirit of this church and service is it prayer or its law.  So that is why this morning I ask you to think about the servants who enter through the main door of the church, be it that ancient building I described, or our own modern building. The servant’s are all those who gather to do the worshipping and the work of the church. Living our faith, putting our faith in action means being servants of a greater cause, servants to our faith and beliefs. Our church does not have those words carved in stone above the door but it does not make it any less true that those who enter our church are servants to something greater than themselves.
Marian Wright Edelman says “service is the rent each of us pays for living—the very purpose of life. And Albert Schweitzer said “I don’t know what your destiny will be, but one thing I do know: The only ones among you who will be really happy are those who have sought and found how to serve. William Wordsworth wrote small service is true service.

For most people church is about being part of something greater than ourselves a body capable of doing what we alone are incapable of doing. Service refers to the labor necessary to create vitality within the congregation, but also to the service which allows the congregation and ourselves to be of use in the wider community. 
Last week I shared with you the reasons why I end almost every service with the words “may you go in Peace and Unrest” but that is not all that I say the next phrase in the closing words is “to love and to serve, as best you are able”. The hard part of faith is that people who have a sense of the world as a Universal community interwoven by the interdependent web of all existence is that there are ramifications to all of our actions, but also to our in action. We acknowledge that we are human, and therefore imperfect beings, and that all we can do is the best that we are able in this or any other moment.  So while your soul is stirred to action by the unrest in the world your conscience is moving your body to serve with love all that you can. 

Now I am not asking you to wait tables, but that is not to say that there is not a place for that as a form of service. Each of us is called to love and to serve in ways unique to our gifts and talents, and sometimes the ways in which we are called to serve are in ways that will stretch us and help us to grow beyond what feels comfortable, and that is when we get to learn more, and be more than what we were to start with. 

Which makes me think of the television program Joan of Arcadia, which unfortunately has been cancelled, but it was one of our family’s favorite programs for the last couple of years. Joan of Arcadia is the story of high school student named Joan, whose family is wrestling with their own faith journeys as the result of circumstances in their lives. Joan’s older brother the athlete is a paraplegic as the result of a friends drunk driving, her mother a lapsed Catholic is unsure about her faith and starts meeting with a former nun who is a tattooed cigarette smoking street smart young woman who ends up dating Joan’s brother.  Joan’s father is a detective in the local police department and her younger brother is a classic geek. Joan’s closest friends are her boyfriend the artsy guy whose mother had committed suicide, the very rebellious anarchist in black leather who is the daughter of a Rabbi.  Along with her family and friends, each episode includes God. Joan encounters God in many forms; God comes to her as a Punk Rocker, a little girl on a trampoline, an old woman, and a custodian at her school just to give you an idea. God routinely tells Joan to do things  that she doesn’t understand, like join the chess club, to which Joan replies I don’t know how to play chess, and God says you’ll learn. In one episode she is told to build a boat, and so on….these are not things Joan wants to do, and for the most part she has no idea why God wants her to do them, and on the rare occasions she thinks she knows why she is usually wrong. Because as with most things in our lives Joan is to learn lesions that when she begins are beyond her understanding.

I love Joan of Arcadia, because life is just like that….most of us do not get the benefit of conversations with God, but we all have the experience of learning things from situations we never could have imagined. I chose to start a new ministry with this congregation because I knew I would have to learn and to grow. Things were too comfortable where I was and I don’t believe that comfortable is always healthy. We don’t want to be so uncomfortable, or in pain that we are miserable, but like the princess with her pea we need to be just agitated enough to keep working for change, uneasy enough to keep readjusting the world around us to make it better, and sometimes we make mistakes and we do things that don’t improve matters, but we can always learn from situations, and we can almost always find more than one message in the lessons life has to teach us. We are servants in a greater scheme than any of us alone understands.

So we must learn to listen to the needs of others. Listen to the way others view the world, and the situations in the world before we act. We must understand that being a servant often means we do things which meet the needs of others more than they meet our own needs. Frankly in the culture of America this is hard to do. We are bombarded by images of a world in which all people do for themselves and their own, and when something is not about them or doesn’t benefit them personally they see no point in doing it. Well I am here to tell you that being a servant, a person of faith in the world is about putting people other than ourselves first. I am not saying don’t take care of yourself, because you need to do that, but you also need to take care of others and our world. Largely being a person of faith, a servant, in this world is about seeing yourself as part of something larger. We are simple cogs in large machines, or leaves on trees abundant with lush foliage both indispensable and completely insignificant at the same time. And like most incredibly important and superfluous things we are often not noticed until we are not present to do what we have done so well, or until we do something differently than we did before.
That is the life of a servant, entering and exiting unnoticed…until there is no servant to do the job.  Church is much like that we do not know how much church means to us until we do not have it in our lives…sometimes we simply feel an emptiness but unsure from whence it comes or how to fill it. Sometimes that hole has existed all our lives, and other times it has been filled partially by bits and pieces here and there, and then one day we find a faith community in which we hear a message, or find a home, or make a connection unlike those we have found before and we know that this place is the place for us, and when that happens we know that that is a place which fills that hole. Part of being a servant is that when we have found that place we work to maintain and enrich that place so that it is available to others.
One of our board members said it beautifully at our board retreat a few weeks ago when he said…it occurs to me that this church has been here since the 1840’s and that we don’t want anything to happen to it on our watch. We are servants to this legacy, this church which has been handed down to us by generations which came before and with luck and hard work we will have something wonderful to hand down for the many generations still to come. This is our watch, and we are the servants on duty, each with a job to do….some days that job is clearer than others, and we are searching our hearts and minds, listening to the conversations around us, reading the newsletter, the inserts in our orders of service, the e-mails we receive and anything else for clues as to how and what we are supposed to be doing. 

In the newly published book Engaging our Theological Diversity The Unitarian Universalist Associations Commission on Appraisal shares the finding of it’s most resent study about our UU faith. In the section on Values they write “Among the respondents who described the center of their faith, between 16 and 24 percent in various lay groups and 23 percent of ministers mentioned service or a commitment to justice. …More than one respondent mentioned the Hebrew phrase tikkun olam, “to heal and repair the world.” Minister Richard Gilbert, says succinctly, “To be is to be for others.”
“Lay responders speak of their desire to “make this world a better place.” “At the center of my faith,’ says one, is “a quest for meaningful ways to be of service and to enhance the lives of myself and others.” For many, service is not only a choice, but a need or call. A GA participant explains, “The need to drive for justice-making lies at the core of my theology…the belief that we—humans, not God—are responsible for making and sustaining a just world..

“On the Commission’s theology questionnaire, 92 percent of ministers and 78 percent of lay respondents rated as highly important the statement “Love and service are core; we respond to the gift of life with gratitude, generosity, and compassionate action.”

Service in the context of faith is multifaceted. There is no single way in which each of us will find to be of service. Some of us will lead worship, others, will contribute their talents at music, or flower arranging, still others will greet people with a warmth and friendliness that will allow each guest in this church to know that they are valued, simply for being themselves, and being present. Some will listen to the pain of another, some will make coffee, or plunge toilets, and others will plant flowers or scrub walls. Some will share the message of Unitarian Universalism with others at home and at work helping to bring the word of a faith that offers hope and healing to someone who has been wounded by another less welcoming faith. We each have gifts and talents to share and to put to work in service of our community and our faith. 

As I asked you in my September newsletter column, make a point each month of sitting down with at least two other people and finding our what they believe our church can be and what they are willing to do in service of that vision. It is your words, your deeds, your acts of faith and service which enrich the life of this religious community, this house of worship, this dwelling place for the spirit, this house of servants.

May you know that whether the words are carved in stone or simply in the hearts of those that enter this and every church all doors are the servant’s entrance, may you enter with loving hands and ready hearts. Salaam, Shalom, Amen and Blessed Be. 
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