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FIRST READING                                           from Scott Russell Sanders

Suppose your daughter is engaged to be married and she asks whether you think
she ought to have children given the sorry state of the world.  Suppose your son is
starting college and he asks you what you think he should study, or why he should
study at all, when the future looks so bleak.  Or suppose you are a teacher, and one
student after another comes to ask you how to deal with despair.  What would you
tell them?
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My children and my students have put those questions to me – haltingly, earnestly
– and I feel that I owe them an answer.  They are not asking for assurances of pie
in the sky, for magic pills or guardian angels, for stories ending happily ever after,
but for real and present reasons to face the future with confidence.  …They worry
about more than their own private futures, their prospects for jobs… and
happiness; they worry about the future of our whole motley species, our fellow
creatures, and the planet.  … They know we are in trouble.  Everywhere they look
they see ruined landscapes and ravaged communities and broken people.  So they
are asking me if I believe we have the resources for healing the wounds, for
mending the breaks.  They are asking me if I live in hope.

The question has forced me to search the depths of my own fears and beliefs,
Coming up with an answer that I can stand by and pass on to those I love is the
hardest job I have ever attempted.  I can offer no grand theory, no philosophy or
theology, no checklist of ten quick ways to save the earth.  I deal instead in
memories, images, hunches, and tales, all drawn from the muddle of ordinary life.

What endures?  What lifts our hearts? What do we posses in abundance?   … I
think of my children and of the children they may have one day, and of those
children’s children, on and on, like ridge upon ridge of mountains stretching out
before me as far as I can see.  … I imagine the host of ancestors, human and
nonhuman, whose lives and labors have made this moment possible for those of us
who breathe.  I draw a breath, savor it, and bless them all.

SECOND READING
from Jill Schwendeman, Director of Youth Programs, White Bear UU Church

When our [twin] boys were newborn I held them in my arms and whispered into
their ears: Where did you come from?  To this day, I have not gotten a satisfactory
answer.
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I was shocked at how young they were when [we] first had to face their perplexing
theological questions.  At age three, Soren asked me How did all this get?  How
did the whole world get?  He wanted us to explain no less than the origin of
everything that is.   In a panic when he first learned there were homeless people, he
asked repeatedly, Why don’t we go get them and bring them here?   I remember
tiny Skyler, laughing as he waved a spatula and yelled out, I’m patting God!  God
is everywhere, right?  So I’m slapping God!  Later, he asked me, if everyone needs
food to live, then why does it cost money?

If you can answer these questions, maybe you can be my sons’ spiritual master.  If
you can’t, I say you’d do well to welcome my little theologians to the questioning
circle of scientists, cosmologists, philosophers, dancers, artists, human souls, and
other wandering creatures.  In this church, Religious Education is a place where
adults are humbled, and fast.  If it’s done right, both the children and the adults
have worlds open up, wider and wider with unanswerable questions.    We are a
ministry together, all of us.

The Arc of the Universe

I want them to value relationships and people more than things.

So writes a mother of two sons, a woman who serves on our Religious Growth and
Learning Committee, which holds in its hands this year, together with Janet
Hanson and Jill Schwendeman, together with all of us, the religious education of
about 320 children and youth.

I want them not to judge others, to be accepting of everyone… I want them to know
that their voices are important.

Another parent writes, I want my children to acquire a moral compass, something
on which to base ethical decisions.

And from someone else, A child needs to know that she is loved, and there are
family and friends, a community, available to them unconditionally.  That is the
meaning of our dedication ritual for me: that my children were recognized by and
welcomed into a community that they can carry with them into the world, a safe,
welcoming place that will give them an identity, speak to them of a mission…
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One parent writes, I hope we are teaching them self confidence, that we are
lighting their fire within to pursue their spiritual path, and continue on that path…

And from a teacher in our program: One of my personal goals in RE is to grow and
nurture that segment of our society that rejects religious fundamentalism, bigotry,
intolerance and selfishness.

A mother says: We bring our children here because I know we, as parents, can’t
provide them everything they need in this world.  We need lots of help.  We have
gaps in our parenting, we are narrow-minded and fearful, and we have dreams –
not always the right ones for our children.  With lots of hope and faith, and a bit of
luck, a loving community will help provide some of the elements missing from our
family.

They were responding to questions that came to me this summer from Janet and
Bob Hanson who purchased this service at the auction last year:
What are we trying to teach our children here?
What do we believe they need to know?
What kind of people do we hope they will become?
What spiritual and ethical foundation are we putting under their feet?
Why are you raising your own family in this Unitarian Universalist congregation?

One person wrote, The best I can do here is to share the answer I gave my son a
few years ago when he complained bitterly about having to get out of bed for
church on Sundays. He moaned, “Why do we have to go to church, anyway?”
I said, “We are a family with two full-time working parents, two school-age kids in
numerous activities, a house, yard and cars that demand maintaining.  It is very
easy for a family like ours to turn all of our attention to our own needs, our own
goals, and our own stuff.  Regularly attending church reminds us to focus on the
world beyond our own backyard.”   This same person said, I hope our children will
become the kind of people who stand up for their own beliefs while seeking
common ground with others.  Oh – and I hope they will become people who will
make their own beds without being reminded.

Many years ago, Ross and I were teachers at a small school in Vermont.  The
school was a farm. About 40 children were in residence, from kindergarten age
through senior high – a sort of one-room schoolhouse spread out over a hundred
acres.  These were the requirements for graduating from that school. When
students turned 18, or when they were ready, they needed to demonstrate:
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• that they could clean out a privy, hand-milk a cow and treat her mastitis, and
build a simple shelter out of wood;

• that they could predict the day’s weather using a thermometer, a barometer
and their own reading of the clouds at dawn;

• that they could entertain themselves without money;
• that they could sing a hundred folk songs and dance a dozen dances from

around the world;
• that they could play at least one musical instrument;
• that they could make a living, earn a living wage, three different ways;
• that they could read, write and count ably enough to satisfy the school board

of Vermont;

and they needed to demonstrate, they needed to prove in writing, or in an interview
or however they could do it, that they had some familiarity with, some fluency in,
and a propensity for, radical compassion.  They had to be able to talk about how
they would know, later in life, when they were being called to service.  They had to
imagine out loud some real possibilities, to imagine how they might feel, in days
and years to come, as givers and recipients of human help.

The school was founded by A. and R. _______.   R.  been a professor of history
when their first son, ________, was born.  ________ had severe brain damage,
caused by an accident during his delivery, a human error, and so they were in a
were in a crisis then and (as they came to tell it), they faced two dilemmas. They
said they had to come to terms first with their relationship to human error, and to
forgiveness; and they had to come to terms with ________.  Friends and colleagues
were generous in their advice, recommending hospitals and institutions where he
could be placed, where he would be safe, well-cared for, so that R.’s career could
continue.  It was 1960.   They looked at their baby, who was beautiful, and they
couldn’t do it.  R. resigned his post, they moved to Vermont and opened a school
rooted in the premise that if _______ would not be welcome in the “normal” world
of society, then they would welcome society into _________’s world.  It started as
a pre-school, then grew as he grew, adding a grade every year, drawing students
from well-to-do families attracted to alternative education and from very poor local
families in that part of New England’s own Appalachia.

I remember one time there driving a tractor (which is not my vocation), pulling a
wagon piled sky high with bales of hay, and taking a gentle turn not gently enough.
The whole thing spilled over down a hillside, almost spilling the tractor too, and
__________ ran up, panting.  He was a powerfully built young man, 25 years old,
yet still a child.  He said, “Victoria!  You weren’t supposed to tip them out!”  And
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then he saw how scared I was, and how embarrassed.  He put up his two arms like
a superhero and said, “But I can pick them up for you!” – which he did.

Adults and children, all damaged in our own way, all whole in our own way, we
were learners and teachers together. In order to graduate, you needed to be able to
say something real, out of your own experience, about service and compassion.

___________________________________

What kind of people do we hope they will become? (What kind of people do we
hope we will become?) What do we believe they need to know?  What kind of
ethical and spiritual foundation would we place under their feet?

Our way in religious education, with children and youth as with adults, is to
draw out of them what Wordsworth called their “natural piety,” their own instinct
for spiritual inquiry, which can be so easily pressed out of us. Sophia Fahs, a
renowned religious educator, wrote more than 50 years ago:

We believe that children need first to have religious feelings of their own: that they
need to be themselves religious before they can be good Christians or good Jews,
or the followers of any specific faith [including Unitarian faith].  Children should
feel the Mystery of life, before being told how it has been explained.  Children
should feel the wonder, before being given words to say it by.  Children should feel
a trust, before being told there is a God on whom they can depend.  We believe in
taking the young child’s own questions, at their true and deep worth.  Who am I?
What is everything about?  We would recognize children’s question as their real
childhood prayers- put into the language they know how to speak.  [Sophia Lyon Fahs,
Today’s Children and Yesterday’s Heritage]

Already in the middle 19th century, Universalists and Unitarians were
understanding that children required and deserved something more than sitting in a
straight-backed pew listening to the drone of a minister (we all require something
more than that).  Bronson Alcott, father of Louisa May, and much admired by
Emerson and Thoreau, established a number of schools that greatly influenced the
way Unitarians thought about the sacred experience of children.  In 1836, he
published the first volume of a highly controversial series called “Conversations
With Children on the Gospels,” which were the verbatim transcriptions of
discussions he held in his classroom (written down word for word by his
apprentices Margaret Fuller and Elizabeth Peabody.)  There is a remarkable
exchange between Alcott and six year-old Josiah Quincy, whose father had been
mayor of Boston, and whose grandfather has been the president of Harvard:
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Mr. Alcott: Can you say to yourself, I can move this mountain?

JOSIAH: (Burst out) Yes, Mr. Alcott! I do not mean that with my body I can lift up
a mountain with my hand; but I can feel; and I know that my conscience is greater
than the mountain, for it can feel and do; and the mountain cannot. There is the
mountain, there! It was made, and that is all. But my conscience can grow. It is the
same kind of spirit as made the mountain be, in the first place. I do not know what
it may be and do. The body is a mountain, and the spirit says, be moved, and it is
moved into another place. Mr. Alcott, we think too much about clay. We should
think of spirit. I think we should love spirit, not clay. I should think a mother now
would love her baby’s spirit; and suppose it should die, that is only the spirit
bursting away out of the body. It is alive; it is perfectly happy; I really do not know
why people mourn when their friends die. I should think it would be a matter of
rejoicing.... If we go into the street and find a box, an old dusty box, and should put
in to it some very fine pearls, and bye and bye the box should grow old and break,
why, we should not even think about the box....  I cannot see why people mourn for
bodies.

MR. ALCOTT: Yes, Josiah; that is all true, and we are glad to hear it. Shall
someone else now speak beside you?

JOSIAH: Oh, Mr. Alcott ! Then I will stay in at recess and talk.   [This story is recounted in
Geraldine Brooks’ article, “Orpheus at the Plow,”  The New Yorker, 10.01.05]

Amazing things go on in those classrooms.

We want them to have a sense of history.  As one parent said, “I think UU history
and the history of the women’s movement, Susan B. Anthony, the Civil Rights
movement, are all important.”  And more than that, even more than this noble
lineage of struggle and nobility of spirit, justice and hope, we want them to know
their own place in a larger, sacred history, and to know the stories that people have
told for tens of thousands of years about themselves, God, gods, nature, the
universe.  Scott Russell Sanders says in the reading, “I can offer no grand theology.
I deal instead in memories, images, hunches, and tales, all drawn from the muddle
of ordinary life.”  That’s what the Bible is, and every other holy book- anthologies
of people’s prayers, and in that sense, all true.

We would have them enter their adulthood with their reverence intact, which is
to say their sense of wonder, their awareness of deep mystery, their delight in
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beauty and the pleasures of the senses, which are the gateways between the self
and other selves and everything. Not a formal reverence, but an irreverent
reverence:  joyful, grateful, childlike but not childish love of life, out of which
comes respect for life, and for specific lives.  [with thanks to Board member Dick Rogers, who
used the phrase “irreverent reverence “at the Board retreat on 23.09.06]

One person wrote, What do we believe they need to know?  That their beliefs,
informed by their own personal experiences and their own rational thought, are
evolving and growing, and every bit as valid and every bit as deeply held as those
of their friends who belong to dogmatic religions  When my daughter was about
six, a friend at school asked her if she was a Christian.  She answered, "I don't
know yet.  I don't have to decide that until I am older."  We would have them be at
ease with ambiguity, with transformation, with wisdom that evolves.

We want the children here to feel that they belong, to this community here and
now, to this tradition, this heretical, mystical, rational liberal religious way with its
complicated 11-syllable name.  We want them to know they have a home.  A
teacher told me that in his class last Sunday they asked the kids to “vote their
values" by moving to one side of the room if they agreed with a stated value, the
other side of the room if they disagreed. When the value was "Same-sexed couples
should be able to go to school dances together" the entire group moved as one
(spontaneously, and not in response to peer pressure) to indicate their agreement.
Then they talked, he said, about what it’s like to be here in church on Sunday,
where everyone may feel a certain way, hold a common value, and then scatter to
their schools on Monday, where things may be very different. We want them to
know, no matter what, that their beliefs and their values are valued.  They have a
home here, and a name.

We hope to cultivate in them their own instinct for ritual and celebration , to
share our own sense that to mark the moments of birth, coming of age, joining in
union, dying is to order time into cycles, rather than a straight line.  We hope to
nurture their instinct for contemplative practice or prayer, help them center
down.

One woman who taught 5th and 6th grade here last year said that in a session when
kids were invited to write on scraps of paper, anonymously, something that they
worry about, something that troubles them, that they’d like to discuss in the group
some time, two things came up again and again:  that they would be bullied in
school, and that their parents might get divorced (80%!).   She said, Kids feel so
vulnerable. Think what we would offer the world if we sent young people into it
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who could speak their own fear, trust their own courage, and honor their own
selves in a powerful and peace-promoting way, not perpetuating violence or
victimization.  We want our children to have a sense of their own agency, their
own power as truth-tellers, peacemakers, shapers of change.  And we want to
companion them in their loneliness, their struggle, their self-doubt, their sorrow.
We want them to trust absolutely that adults in addition to their parents are
holding the net underneath them.

Bob Hanson says that when his daughters Andrea and Megan were little, their
religious education unfolded not only in the classrooms, but in coffee hour, in the
parking lot, the woods outside, all these spaces where they knew and felt that they
were known by the adults here.  The way they felt the adults holding them, the way
they saw and heard the adults holding one another, taught them more than any
lesson.

Scott Russell Sanders says in the reading, they are not asking for assurances of pie
in the sky, or guardian angels, or stories ending happily ever after.  They are
asking me if I live in hope.  Everywhere they look they see ruined landscapes,
ravaged communities and broken people.  They are asking us if we live in hope.

That is one of the few questions that you cannot lie about- you’ll be too easily
found out.  I think of a beautiful line from Theodore Parker, Unitarian minister in
the 19th century. He devoted his life to the abolition of American slavery in a time
when there was little reason (no reason, really) to imagine that such a change could
come about, and he did not live to see it.  His Unitarian colleagues in the North
were skeptical and scornful of his unseemly activism, his irresponsible idealism.
For Parker, it was not a matter of politics, it was religion, and he said, The arc of
the universe is long, but I can see it bends toward justice. The arc of universe is a
long trajectory, and each of our lives is a point upon it, and our parents, and their
parents and our children and their children – it’s a wide arc, bending, if you choose
to see it so and live as if your living made it so, toward justice, toward restoration,
toward forgiveness and hope, toward peace.   It’s not a matter of evidence, it’s a
matter of intention. In this place we would have the children know that our
intentions are worthy and good, and we would have them know it not by what we
say, but by what they plainly see we are.

Jill Schwendeman, director of our programs for youth, says children and youth are
visitors from the future, and when I hear that I’m reminded that as such they must
be honored guests, from a beautiful place I can’t even imagine, and I should act
accordingly.  Or maybe we are the guests in their bright world, humble travelers
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from the dusty past – with all the more reason to be on our best behavior. Either
way we are honored this morning to welcome as honored guests our 7th and 8th

graders.    And I wonder what would you say to them this morning?  What
greeting, what blessing would you offer them?  These people are 12, 13, 14 years
old – a little further on the arc of the universe than the rest of us.  What is your
wish for them?  What message would you have them hear?  For a few moments
we’ll be silent together, but if you are so moved, I invite you to speak.

- silence and speaking –

These are the words of a parent here:

I want to give to my own daughter a sense of belonging, mystery and support as
she begins the journey to emancipation from me and embraces more clearly who
she is meant to be.  I want to give my daughter a place where she belongs and feels
comfortable, where she can wonder about her life out loud.  I want to give her a
moral code that is a framework for living with others and is a means for helping
her make decisions in her life.....or at least the access to other human beings who
won't judge her as she comes to grips with that which she can and cannot live
with.  I hope she can keep the important things simple in her life, not simplistic. 
These are my wishes not just for my girl, but for all of the beautiful children at
White Bear Unitarian Universalist Church.


