
2009 draws to a close.  Over the last year we have grown closer as a congregation, and also made some significant changes to our building.  We’ve welcomed two children into the world, and mourned the loss of two adults.  We’ve switched districts, started building ties with two other congregations, and had an excellent variety of top-notch speakers visit us.  


I am incredibly grateful for all of you.  This last year has truly been a blessing for me.  It hasn’t always been easy.  Dealing with the pain and suffering some have faced is tough.  Offering the right words, acting the right way, knowing what to do is not always clear.  Yet these things matter so much they dare not be approached carelessly.  I am also fortunate to be back at school, even though I may not always sound happy about it.  Hopefully the education I receive will help me to better perform my responsibilities here.


I reviewed the last three annual Congregational Certifications.  While you can’t quantify the health of a congregation adequately through metrics, here are a few numbers that show a slow growth.  



Avg Attendance
Pledge
Units

Pledges


2007

26


17


$14,940

2008

30


19


$18,680

2009

31


21


$23,270



What this says to me is we have a solid core of people to whom this church, and the philosophies we stand for, are important.  I won’t focus on money issues, because too many phony televangelists have tainted religion so much with their greed that we err on the side of caution when discussing finance.  Besides, attendance and support, while great metrics, do not measure the heart of people.  What I have observed here is a group of people with good hearts and generous spirits.  I know I have a group of friends here that I can trust completely.  I could give you the keys of my home and ask you to watch it while I was away, and I know that I’d never have to worry about things being stolen, privacy invaded, or goods being misused.  It’s the kind of trust reserved for very few.


The other issue pertaining to our health and solidity is our willingness to explore and embrace spiritual and philosophical issues.  Matthew Tittle, a UU minister in Houston, once participated in an interfaith forum to oppose a proposed law in Texas codifying marriage as between one man and one woman.  Five other clergy spoke, but had to walk a tightrope between doing what they thought was right, and obeying the requirements of their various institutions.  When Tittle spoke, he declared that clergy should engage in civil disobedience by performing same-sex marriages in the spirit of love felt by the couple rather than the laws of either the church or the state.  Afterwards, one of the ministers came to him and said enviously, “It must be great fun to be a Unitarian Universalist minister.”  

This of course referred to the freedom of thought and conscience that each UU minister has.  Indeed, this is a blessing.  I’ve shared this idea with fellow classmates at divinity school.  I can say to anyone in my congregation, without fear of censure or losing my job, that I don’t care what the Bible, or the Apostle Paul, says about gays or gay marriage.  It does not matter one whit to me.  I am free to follow my conscience.  I doubt that there is another minister in this area that could speak so freely.  Thank God, whatever God may be to you, however unknowable, that we live in a country and belong to a church where we enjoy such glorious freedom.  

At divinity school I am constantly forced to consider the idea of God.  While there are a great diversity of views represented at Vanderbilt, Atheism and Agnosticism are rare.  I know one atheist, and I am the only agnostic I know of.  Everyone else seems pretty convinced there is a deity of some sort.  When people ask me, I tell them that the very idea of God is indefinable and unknowable, certainly inexpressible in our limited knowledge and by our limited minds.  Even the early Christians believed that.  They considered Christ a mere reflection of some of God’s attributes, not god incarnate.  They knew better than to try to put God in a box.  Insects would have a better chance of explaining quantum theory than humans would of defining God.  Yet that doesn’t stop people from trying.

I recently saw one of the most heartbreaking paintings I have ever seen.  This painting, prominently displayed in a home of kindly people, shows two cities. On the left was a human city, and on the right, a heavenly city.  A huge flaming gulf separates the two.  A cross-shaped bridge extends over the gulf, and a few people are crossing the bridge to the heavenly city.  But many more people are plunging over the edge.  A shiver ran down my spine as I saw the painting.  I wanted to scream.  But I did not. I said nothing, and ignored it.  But the image haunted me.  Not only because it was so horrible, but because I believed the very same thing for so long.  This was my definition of God.  I taught my children that this was God.  At Vanderbilt, as we study church history, we read again and again how the church fathers (because there are no church mothers, other than the virgin Mary) explained in excruciating detail that this was God.  So many people for so long have seen God as the vengeful one who must, for inexplicable reasons, torture people for eternity. How sad.

But enough of this.  That depressing notion of God has no place in my life anymore.  What I find now are glimpses into the inexplicable, which show me how much I don’t know.  I marvel at the complexities of life.  How did separate genders come into being?  Can current evolutionary theory explain how life gradually became male and female?  How do you account for the staggering complexity of the human brain?   These things cause me to pause.  They do NOT cause me to question science, or the scientific method, nor do they cause me to scurry back to a simplistic explanation of a creator.  But they do cause me to pause.  There is still a great deal we don’t know, and acknowledging our ignorance is a healthy thing.  I think a good definition of an agnostic is one who keeps their options open.  Being able to openly and honestly share as we explore these options, always striving to find truth and meaning, that is a key element of being a Unitarian Universalist.

So as I explore my options, as I seek to understand just a little better this staggeringly complex world we live in, I find truths in the oddest places.  As you know, we have five dogs, all which live in our home, plus the occasional foster dog, or two, or three.  As strange as it may sound, I find my dogs to be a great source of comfort, love, entertainment, and even a source of spiritual insight.  I have often spoken of the vital importance of community, how it is the foundation of our religion.  I find a different type of community being in a pack of dogs, and rest assured, Jancy and I are indeed in a pack with five dogs.  I see an amazing array of human-like emotions when they interact.  They are petty, they steal things from each other, they play, they snuggle, they care for each other, they fight over food, they dance for joy when we come home.  Buffy, my one-eyed Pomeranian, follows me everywhere, and insists on sitting near me if possible, or at least where she can keep her eye on me.  There are times, as she sits next to me and I stroke her head, that she turns her head and looks at me in appreciation (I assume).  There is a bond that makes me grateful for such a creature, and a sense of wonder that this closeness occurs in a world filled with so much death.  As I write these words, a cross between a Chihuahua and a kangaroo, Faye, our latest addition to the pack, is licking me and trying to settle into my lap.  My dogs bring me joy, and in doing so, make me consider the universe as having a benevolent side.  Perhaps there is God in these creatures.

So how did I get from a discussion of the past year to dogs and the divine?  Although the last year has been a solid, stable year for us as a whole, I hope for all of you, the brain cells keep firing, you keep examining your place in the community and the universe and your ideas of what really matter in this life.  The last year has taken me places I never thought I’d go, and yet, something as simple as life with dogs, or something as meaningful as our personal relationships, constantly make me re-evaluate and reconsider my positions.  Although an agnostic, I no longer view God as the fundamentalists do.  God, for lack of a better term, is our church, is my family, my beloved wife and children, and is even my pack of dogs.  In these relationships, in these bonds, I find the meaning that makes life worth living.  It has been a wonderful year.  And yes, it is great fun to be a UU lay minister.

