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Meditation
from the Siddur of Shir Chadash

May the door of this house be wide enough
to receive all who hunger for love,
may the door of this house be wide enough



to receive all who are lonely for friendship.

May this house welcome all who have cares to unburden,
thanks to express,
hopes to nurture,
prayers to whisper or sing.

May the door of this house be narrow enough

to shut out pettiness and pride, envy and enmity.
May its threshold be to high

to admit selfishness and harshness, or complacency.

May its threshold be so low that it be no stumbling block
to young feet, or old feet, or broken feet.

As 1t has welcomed us, each one,
May this house be a home for all who would enter —
with wide doors and windows shining welcome.

READING
The reading is a poem by Louise Erdrich, a poem for the threshold of summer.

Advice to Myself

Leave the dishes.
Let the celery rot in the bottom drawer of the refrigerator
and an earthen scum harden on the kitchen floor.



Leave the black crumbs in the bottom of the toaster.
Throw the cracked bowl out and don't patch the cup.
Don't patch anything. Don't mend. Buy safety pins.
Don't even sew on a button.

Let the wind have its way, then the earth

that invades as dust and then the dead

foaming up in gray rolls underneath the couch.

Talk to them. Tell them they are welcome.

Don't keep all the pieces of the puzzles

or the doll's tiny shoes in pairs, don't worry

who uses whose toothbrush or if anything

matches, at all.

Except one word to another. Or a thought.

Pursue the authentic-decide first

what is authentic,

then go after it with all your heart.
Your heart, that place

you don't even think of cleaning out.

That closet stuffed with savage mementos.

Don't sort the paper clips from screws from saved baby teeth
or worry if we're all eating cereal for dinner

again. Don't answer the telephone, ever,

or weep over anything at all that breaks.

Pink molds will grow within those sealed cartons

in the refrigerator. Accept new forms of life

and talk to the dead

who drift in though the screened windows, who collect
patiently on the tops of food jars and books.

Recycle the mail, don't read it,

don't read anything
except what destroys
the insulation between yourself and your experience

what pulls down or what strikes at or what shatters

this ruse you call necessity.



Radical Hospitality

A little later on, near the end of the service, the children and youth will return to
join us for the Flower Communion, to say farewell for the summer and also to say
farewell with us to this space, this Meeting Room which has held so many Sunday
services and memories, and which will be transformed this summer into a new
Social Hall. If all goes well, services in September will open in the new sanctuary.
We’ll spend a little time later offering a blessing to this space, some kind of
benediction. I want to begin this morning with a fairly recent memory of this
room, a wedding story from the fall about one of the last couples who were
married here.

They are not members of our congregation. Last June, about a year ago, they saw
on the evening news a story about congregations that have refused to sign marriage
licenses for heterosexual couples until same sex couples can be legally married
also. Lyndale United Church of Christ in Minneapolis had just made that decision,
only the second congregation in Minnesota to do so. Our church was the first, and
we must have been mentioned in the news article, because George and Helen (I’'m
changing their names here) called that night and left a message, asking if it were
true that they could get married here without a license from the state. It took me a
little while to figure out why they’d want to do that: I learned that they are both in
their sixties, they’ve been together 12 years, and George is dying. He’s been sick a
long time with a rare and vicious cancer, with no medical benefits, and he didn’t
want the astronomical costs of his care and his indebtedness to impoverish Helen
after his death. So they never got married, but they always wanted to; they’re old-
fashioned people, and it meant a lot to them to have a “church wedding,” to be
married in what they called “the eyes of God.” Suddenly, here was a way. We
planned through the summer, and they came in September, with their children and
grandchildren from their previous marriages, about 30 people. Carol Caouette sang
all their favorite love songs from the 70’s, and I read one of the most traditional
wedding services I’ve given in a long time. Above my protestations they paid for
the wedding (because it mattered to them to do it) in ten five-dollar bills and fifty
singles - they were so quietly grateful to us, to you, that we would open this church



to them. As they were standing outside on what used to be the sidewalk, getting
ready to go, George asked me if I liked his suit. He was wearing a tuxedo, and it
hung loosely on him because he was so gaunt. I said I did, and he said, “I bought
this for my funeral. I never thought I’d get to wear it twice.”

They said they’d come back, and I don’t know if they will. But I think about them,
and when I think about the congregation here, beyond the membership records and
the R.E. registrations and all the formal, numbered ways we keep track around
here, when I think about who is really part of the congregation, I know these two
are standing in our circle.

A woman called last week from a town some distance away, saying she and her
boyfriend were looking for a church to baptize their baby; her mother’s church
won’t do it because this couple isn’t married. She sounded very young, and I have
no idea how she found us. She said, “I want a church that won’t make me feel
more guilty, and won’t make my baby look bad.” So I told her a little about our
ritual of dedication and how its whole point is to say to the child with everyone
watching, “Welcome the universe is glad to see you,” and how the job of
everyone else in the room is to dedicate ourselves to making good on that promise.
She’s calling next week to schedule a time in the summer. I don’t know if she’ll do
it, or if they’ll ever come back here again, but that little family stands in our circle.
“I can’t believe I found you,” she said. “I can’t either,” I said. They are part of the
congregation. These calls happen all the time.

William Ellery Channing, the 19" century Unitarian, said once (in a sermon about
slavery), “I am a living member of the great family of all souls,” and sometimes |

think the church has no greater purpose than to convince us all of that, and to

proclaim it to anyone who needs to hear it, which is everyone. Whoever you are,
wherever you come from, whatever your story, you are a living member, and your
baby is a living member, of the great family of all soliss so easy in this life to

forget or never know at all that you absolutely belong. By definition as a person, as

a creature, you belong. Despite what you may have been told, despite your own
darkest doubts and suspicions, you have a place at the table, the universe is glad to
see you.In this church we mean to be for each other (as wide as “each other”

extends), the ears and eyes, the welcoming voice, the incarnate, embodied, real live
embrace of the universe, or God. I’'m not sure that God has any other way of

showing up, except through us. That is universalism. That is radical hospitality

and it extends to all of us and it extends to everyone. It is a theological idea, not

unique to our tradition, by any means, but it is central here. Radical means,

literally, not wild, not crazy, but to the very roat



I think of the words of Ann Bushnell, our own national treasure and poet laureate,
who’s been a member here for more than 40 years (she and Bill joined in January
1966). She writes in the poem that is the title piece of her latest book:

Where is the center, then?
Is it the place where soul puts up its feet,
closes its eyes,
and knows no harm will come?
If so, when such a place is found,
soul sits down,
Is home.

The purpose of the church is to be a place where the soul, where all souls, may
come in and be at home.

Someone called the other day, a member here, to talk about his experience of
crying recently in the services. He’s not a weepy kind of guy, but it’s been going
on now for some time, and he’s curious about it. It’s not that the spoken words are
so moving — they’re not, he says, particularly, not in themselves. It happens in the
silences. More often, in fact, in happens with the music, when something beautiful
washes over us, and it hangs there in the silence, without any clapping (because it’s
not offered as performance), or most often, he says it happens when we all stand to
sing. Even the most familiar, tired old hymn opens something, touches something
very, very deep in him, apparently, and his eyes well up and his throat constricts,
and he’s learning now to just take a breath and let it come, a quiet rain of tears.
(When we spoke last week, he did say it would be all right to share this.) He’s
crying all the time here, he said, and it’s not that he’s sad, although old grief surely
is a part of it, and all the quiet fears and day to day anxieties he’s brought in with
him are part of it - but it’s not about being sad or anxious or afraid. He said it feels
as if he’s being opened up, that an old longing, and a sense of belonging, have been
awakened or tapped, belonging not just to a particular community, but to whatever
it is that moves among us, and through us: the spirit of life or spirit of god that
binds all things and holds all things, as if in the palm of its hand. You don’t have
to be a theist to feel that. It’s like a kind of homecoming, a return, but to what he
isn’t sure. And again, this is not a sentimental person, not fragile or imbalanced
(no more than the rest of us). He’s a little embarrassed, but not really, and we
laughed because we both know he’s not the only one who cries.



Sometimes I think the church, this church, has no greater purpose than to provide
hospitality, not only to the intellect, not only to the conscience, not only to the

social animal in us, but also to the spirit, also to the soul. You’d think that would

be obvious, but it’s easy to forget. We say, this is a church where we welcome the
use of reason in the religious enterprise. We welcome your best i{deasy,

this is a congregation where the ethical impulse is grounded in effective social
action, and earnest work for peace and justice. We welcome your energy, your
passion. We say that music and the arts are so important here, so vivid and rich;
we welcome your creativity. Our democratic process is engaging and so full of
integrity B we welcome your organizational skiNge say, this is a place where
you can go to dinners and parties all through the year, get coffee and pastry on
Sunday, supper on Wednesday, you can make friends and have a great time, and
we welcome your participation, and your hefmd all of this is true. But we

forget sometimes to say also, or to hear also, when most we need to hear it: this is

a place where your soul is welcome, your interior, authentic self, deepest,

original soul, the spark of divinity within you that burns or flickers. Your soul is
welcome to sit down or wander or rest, no matter how weary or weepy or lost.

This is a place where the soul may come out - kind of like the great snapping turtle

we found in the courtyard on Tuesday: it can come creeping out of the tangled
underbrush of your being, covered with algae and mud and leaves; it can stretch its
ancient slow legs, extend its neck and look all around with wise or tentative eyes,

and be safe. What we mean to say is, Whatever its condition, may the deepest,
most authentic part of you be at home in this hougéy do we forget to speak it,
neglect to hear it?

Parker Palmer is a Quaker teacher, a teacher of teachers at the University of
Wisconsin at Madison, and he writes in his book, A Hidden Wholenessbout how
we live so much of the time with our very selves divided. He talks about the
outward self, the on-stage, smiling self that goes out to greet the world each day,
glad-handing the crowd, holding a competent job, holding it together often with
great skill and apparent ease, the self that is concerned, and needs to be, with
image, influence and impact, our face to the world. And he talks about the inward
self, the backstage self, the part of you that lives its life not in accomplishment, but
in intuition, insight, feelings, values, faith, and deeper still within, the sources of
these things: mind, heart, true self, soul, or place-beyond-all knowing.

Palmer writes that the relation between your inward and your outward self may go
through phases over the course of your living. “Phase one comes when we arrive in
this world [as little babies], with no separation at all between our inner and our
outer life. This is why most of us love to be around infants and young children:



what we see 1s what we get. Whatever is inside the infant comes immediately to
the outside, both figuratively and literally! In the presence of a newly minted
human being, I am reminded of what wholeness looks like.”

Fairly soon in childhood, though, we begin to build the protective wall between
inner truth and outward personality, some of us earlier than others, some with more
urgent necessity. We begin not to trust the voice within as readily as the
distractions without; we trust approval and disapproval more than our own hearts,
and we learn to protect ourselves, to protect that vulnerable inward self by hiding
it, or pretending that it isn’t there. [He uses a ribbon of paper to symbolize that
wall.] In some of us it will never come down again, but only be reinforced and
buttressed every year, every day, as we respond as best we know to disapproval or
exclusion, humiliation or fear.

But the inward self, the soul, is there. At some point, we may enter a third phase,
when because of a crisis, or a revelation, or accumulated wisdom, or just a longing
for integrity, we decide to re-imagine the imaginary wall between outer and inner,
between role and soul. We want our inner truth to illuminate our relationships, our
work, our actions; we want to be centered. It’s the beginning of spiritual maturity.
In this phase we may begin to define our values and beliefs more clearly, so we
know who we are and where we stand, and we may gather around us others of like
mind and heart, a community, a congregation, within the wider world to make us

feel more whole and more connected. [The paper ribbon now becomes a circle, or
aring.]

But still there is this separation; still we are protected, and the circle itself is
somewhat of an illusion, establishing between your true self and the wider world
the false dichotomy of “us” and “them.” This is where tribalism starts, and
nationalism, and every kind of fundamentalism (including Unitarian
fundamentalism).

And then, at some point there may come a moment... Who knows what brings it
on? Maybe the first bars of an old hymn tune, or a word of welcome from a
stranger on a Sunday, an outstretched hand with nothing in it (no sign-up sheet, no
registration form, no pledge card) but a human greeting, or noticing for the first
time the way the morning light falls in your kitchen, or a sudden illness, or a
sadness, a blessing unannounced, a birth, a death, a line in a poem — at some point
there may come a moment when nothing matters more than authenticity, despite all
fear and risks of exposure, and then the symbol of the self looks like this [The
paper ring becomes a mobius strip] where there is no separation at all between



inward life and outward life, your public face and your inner truth. It’s hard to
reach that phase though, and hard to stay there once you have. This requires
lifelong spiritual practice.

It is to that unguarded, vulnerable, honest, open self, original self, deepest soul,
that we wish to provide warm welcome here, safe harbor.

Louise Erdrich, in her poem full of advice, offers good counsel: leave the dust and
the chores and the incessant demands of appearances.

DonOt even sew on a buttsirw, says.

Leave the dishes... donOt worry if anything matches atBli€se are harsh
words for high achievers.) Clarify what matters in this life.

Pursue the authentic- decide first what is authentic, then go after it with all your
heart. Your heart, that place you donOt even think of cleaning out. That closet
stuffed with savage mementosk

Recycle the mail, donOt readlitnOt read anythinghe says (harsh words again)
except what destroys the insulation between yourself and your experience,
whatever pulls down or strikes at or shatters this ruse you call necessity.

When we talk about hospitality here, about radical hospitality that goes to the very

root of who we are as a gathered religious community and what we’re called to be,

we mean that we will welcome not only each person, whoever they are, whatever

their gifts, whatever their need, but each person in his or her wholeness, his or her
holiness, a holiness which may in fact, in any moment, be full of holes and
contradictions, full of fear and brokenness and doubts. Come i) we say, not just in

the full flower of your thriving, but in your loneliness, confusion, anger, shame,
despair B the unfinished, imperfect, holy wholeness of your being. Come in not
only with your all apparent accomplishments and strengths, but with those pesky
vulnerabilities. These may in fact be revelations, they may be glimpses of whatever
humanity we share. This house will hold them all, will hold us all.

We expect greatness of you here, greatness of each other — not competence, nor
wealth, nor talent; not high functioning, nor tireless service, nor good health nor
pefect mental health; not intellectual acuity nor spiritual excellence; not a spotless
moral record, nor even the ability to sing on key. We expect, we desperately need,
greatness in the form of great love, great trust, great honesty — truly out best, real
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selves. The bright light of your divine spark is enough for us to go by, but only if
it’s out from under the bushel.

Come inwe say.
Come into this place which we make holy by our presence.

You know the words. You can say them with me, as the children often do. (You
should say them to me, because nobody needs to hear them more than me, on any
given Sunday. )

Come in with all your vulnerabilities and strengths,
fears and anxieties, loves and hopes,

for here you need not hide, nor pretend,
nor be anything other than who you are
and who you are called to be.

Come into this place where we can touch and be touched
heal and be healed,
forgive and be forgiven.

Come into this place
where the ordinary is sanctified,
the human is celebrated,
the compassionate is expected.

Come into this place b
Together we make it a holy place.

[- Rebecca Edmiston Lange]



