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Spirit of life and love,
moving through all things,

through stars and space,
through wild grasses rustling, and all the bright waters,

through falling leaves and falling snow and over endless deserts,
and breathing through every one of us,

gracious god of many names --

-- spirit of life
spirit of love

the love that transcends all our understanding
ineffable

unnamable
gaia

cosmos
creation
creator
allah

Yaweh
jesu

christos
watan tanka

our father in heaven
our mother on earth

goddess
nature
reason

god
great spirit
first cause

unifying principle
web of life

higher power
all that is

source of life
source of light

spirit of truth…  mystery…  certainty…   love  --

Establish with us here a sanctuary.

May it be open enough, and large enough,
to hold every honest opinion, and every honest question,

every sorrow seeking solace,
every celebration.

This is a house of hope and history,
a house of hallowed memory and of prophetic dreams and action.
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There is room here for every child and every adult,

every youth and every elder.
There is room for all of us, and for others we will welcome,

and people who will come here long after we are gone.
There is room for every dream and for every possibility.

May all who would come find a home here.
May this be a house of restoration and of healing.

May this be a house of friendship.

With doors open wide to the stranger, to the wondering, wandering traveler,
With doors open wide, never closed, to the world, to the street, to cries of the poor,

May this be a house wherein justice is imagined and liberation conjured,
a house of clear-seeing and truth-telling,

where evil and hatred, oppression and war, torture and greed,
all are named, all are owned

and where peace becomes a vivid, urgent possibility.

May we never hide here from the broken world.
This is our point of departure,

the place where we gather our forces and resources
and learn to raise our voices, bravely, for the common good.

May we listen here for a song worth singing,
and a calling worthy of our answering.

We will bless it by the use we put it to.

Reverently,
laughingly,
lovingly,

with gratitude and gladness,

we will bless it with our words and deeds,
our songs and tears, our prayers and memories.

For the brief moment that we call it ours,
for the instant we are here, and here together,

may we be good and faithful stewards of this house.

Amen and amen.

The Windows Are Wide

I’m thinking of a story one of you shared with me last spring about the Russian poet Anna
Akhmatova.  Persecuted first by the Bolsheviks, and later by the government of Josef Stalin,
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for most her adult life Akhmatova was forbidden to publish her poems.  She as not primarily
a political poet – her most famous poems were mostly love poems - but they silenced her
anyway. Her husband was shot as a resistor, and she turned away from her own creativity,
and stopped writing anything original at all. For years she made her living by translating the
books of other people.   The story was told recently on the radio program, “The Writer’s
Almanac:”

Then Akhmatova’s son was arrested by the government.  She was horrified.  For 17 months,
she went to the prison in Leningrad every day to try to get news of him.  There were crowds
of other women there, doing the same thing, and one day one of them recognized Akhmatova
as the formerly famous poet.  Akhmatova later described the incident, writing, “A woman
with bluish lips standing behind me… woke up from the stupor to which everyone had
succumbed and whispered in my ear, “Can you describe this?”

That hushed, urgent question inspired her to write the poems that many consider the greatest
literature to come out of Stalinist Russia.  She was still under suspicion and so she developed
a system for preservation of her work. Whenever she wrote a new poem, she would invite a
friend over to read and memorize it.  Then, she would burn the only copy.  By the end of her
life, in 1966, she was one of the most renowned poets in the world.

This is what I have come to believe about human beings:  we require food, water, shelter, air,
and each other. Something in us needs to speak and to be heard, to touch and be touched,
forgive and be forgiven, to sing and hear music, to speak our truth and listen for the truths of
others.  The creative imagination, like the life of the spirit in general, will find a way to
express itself.  Like water, it will travel where it needs to go.  Part of our vocation as human
beings, and as religious human beings (from religio, bound to one another and to sacred
mystery), part of our calling as human people is to aid and abet the transmission of beauty
and truth.  I love that image of the poet’s friends carrying within them, in their bodies, the
body of her work, guarding it like that until it could be spoken.  There was no other library to
contain that work.    [This story was shared with me by Laurie Kigner.]

Here is another story about how art and truth come out:

In Baghdad, after three year of silence,  two summers ago, the Iraqi National Symphony
Orchestra played to a full house in the National Theater in the center of the city. During the
intermission in a program that included symphonies by Beethoven and Franz Schubert and a
concerto by Dvorak, Karin Wasfi, a cellist, said,  Everywhere else this would have been just a
normal event.  This is not just a concert.  We have decided to challenge the situation.  We’re
saying, “It’s not all car bombs.”  We want to prove we are alive.    Majid Alghazali, a
principal violinist said, We prefer to carry on with life.  People need food and all the basics.
They need music. That’s our mission.   21 armed guards and two snipers surrounded the
audience of adults and children, but their guns were quiet as the room filled with the first
strains of the “Egmont” Overture, Op. 84.  Annie Melcomian, one of the only female
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musicians in the orchestra, said, The danger is everywhere. I’m not afraid.  I came here to
play the violin.      [from the New York Times, 12 June 2005]

In that same city this past August, a group of artists called Jamaat al-Jidaar, “The Wall
Group” was finishing a series of huge murals painted on the giant slabs of concrete (twelve
feet high) that snake throughout the city now, keeping various factions apart in an effort to
contain the violence.  The walls are everywhere, and the Wall Group is covering them,
methodically, magnificently, with rural landscapes, Arabian stallions, fishing boats,
bejeweled queens and kings with the heads of bulls.  Mostly they’ve chosen ancient themes,
pre-Islamic Sumerian, Babylonian and Assyrian, telling old stories in pictures which they
hope might unite, or at least not ignite, a divided people. The artists make about $15 a day; it
is extremely dangerous work, now funded by the American government.  One of them said,
“Amid the wreckage and the devastation we are making something good.”  An article about
them says: “Perhaps uniquely for artists, who are usually intent on creating an enduring
legacy, the Wall Group’s members look forward to the day when their work is destroyed.”  A
painter named Tahar told a  reporter, “If the security situation stabilizes enough that the walls
come down and they throw my art away, that will be for the sake of my city. The most
important thing is for Baghdad to be secure, that children are not being killed.”  [ from the New
York Times, 11 August 2007]

We require food and shelter, truth and beauty.   I think of a slender volume just published by
the University of Iowa, Poems from Guantanamo.  Written in the past five years by detainees
from many countries, some of these poems were etched originally on the sides of Styrofoam
cups, which were passed quietly from cell to cell, under one shirt to another, then cradled
gently in the bottom of a trash bag, surrounded by soft garbage and smuggled out by some
complicit worker.  I wish someone would comfort me, says one poem.  I write my hidden
longing.  I say hello to everyone I love and to everyone who misses me.  Remember me.

“Is it true,” says another,

that the grass grows again after rain?
Is it true that the flowers will rise up in the spring?
Is it true that birds will migrate home again?
Is it true that the salmon will swim back up their stream?

It is true.  This is true. These are all miracles.
But is it true that one day we’ll leave Guantanamo Bay?
Is it true that one day we’ll go back to our homes?

To be with my children, each one part of me;
To be with my wife and the ones that I love;
To be with my parents, my world’s tenderest hearts;
I dream to be home, to be free of this cage…
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Whatever the soul in a person is, whatever we mean by heart and mind, whatever the spirit
is, it has to find a way to express itself.  Our calling, our great covenant as human beings, is
to speak our truth in love to each other, to aid and abet the transmission of beauty and truth,
and to know that these carry, as if in their beaks, the seeds of justice and freedom and peace.
Beauty and truth carry the seeds of justice and freedom and peace.

We have been given a beautiful thing here, this beautiful building. And I say “given,” as if it
were handed to us, even though I know that we’re all helping to pay for it, as we are able, or
you’ve worked on it, as you are able, or you were part of the many, many meetings that
imagined it and made it happen.  It’s not as if it fell out of the sky and settled down around us
out of nowhere.  But still it is a kind of gift, this beautiful thing.  We have been blessed
beyond measure to be here in this moment, and I think almost all of us are still, as we were a
month ago, in a state of open-mouthed, grateful amazement, which could quickly melt, by the
way, into a kind of weird idolatry (through which we start to love the building more than
anything it stands for, or we begin to forget what it stands for, or forget to remember that we
need to discern together every day that we are in it what it stand for), or a kind of smug
contentment, or the mistaken idea that since it took us so much work to get here, now it’s
time to rest.

It’s not time to rest.

This building comes to us with strings attached, and tied to them is a little fortune cookie
message for us.  We open it together and find a compelling question that we have to answer
now as a whole community: how will we use it (this beautiful thing) to speak to the world –
speak out loud and beyond these walls the principles of this free faith that we cherish;  speak
about and help bring about justice and freedom and peace, beliefs and values we hold as
fiercely and with as much conviction as any community of faith? How will our voice be heard
– our congregation’s voice, and the clear, strong voice of this liberal religious tradition?
How can we use this house to aid and abet the transmission of beauty and truth?  How might
our building help us, in concert with others out there, to build the beloved community?
When the great cathedrals of Europe were constructed, over centuries of time, the people said
they were built “to the glory of God.”  I think that’s what I’m asking about.     

Pete Mayer says [in the hymn commissioned for this occasion, “Church of the Earth”],
The ceiling is high, to let your soul rise… the windows are wide…

This is no cramped cell, with guards at the gate and bars on the door; we have nothing to
fear; we don’t need to smuggle out our principles on paper cups in trash bags - so what glad,
important word will we send forth from this place?  What song of hope should we be singing
so loudly and so well that the whole wide world can hear it?  And more than this -- What
songs we should be listening for, that others might be offering now to us?  The windows are
not only wide, but they open, and perhaps it’s time for us to be more serious now about
working in harmony with other communities of faith, other groups of all kinds, for the
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common good, the commonwealth.  This is no moment  to close ourselves off in a glass
palace of liberal self-righteousness, a  Cor-10 crystal cathedral, and imagine that we are the
only people in the neighborhood enraged about the war, or alarmed about the march of
empire abroad and the rise of fascist ideology at home; we’re not the only people in the
neighborhood who are disturbed deeply, soul-disturbed and maybe soul-damaged by the
waste of rampant materialism, concerned that so many in our country, and even we ourselves,
seem to be confusing consumerism with citizenship;  we are not by any means, and thank
god, the only ones struggling to figure out how to walk with lighter footprints on this fragile,
lovely planet, before it really is too late, before the harm we’ve done cannot be healed.  We
need to open our wide windows now and greet the wider world, broken and beautiful.  (It is,
and we are, beautiful and broken.)  What good work, hard work, holy work, might the beauty
in here inspire us to do out there, and with whom?

David Young is an American poet, who has a poem called “Walking Home on an Early
Spring Evening:”

…
In the long march that takes us all our life,
in and out of sleep, sun up, sun gone,
our aging back and forth, smiling and puzzled,
there come these times: you stop and look,
and fix on something unremarkable,
a parking lot or just a patch of sumac,
but it will flare and resonate

and you’ll feel part of it for once,
you’ll be a goldfinch hanging on a feeder,
you’ll be a river system all in silver
etched on a frosty driveway, you’ll

say “Folks, I think I made it this time,
I think this is my song.”  The crow lifts up,
its feathers shine and whisper,

its round black eyes surveys indifferently
the world we’ve made
and then the one we haven’t.

That’s precisely where we find ourselves this morning, here in the world we’ve made and in
the world we haven’t.  You belong to that. You’re part of it, connected by the strings of your
heart.   Every once in a while, maybe once a week on Sunday, and certainly at other times,
we remember our connectedness.
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We are all members of the Church of the Earth, together with people who speak a hundred
different languages, and worship in a hundred ways, singing a thousand ancient songs which
we have never heard, but we know that music.  They are part of the church of the earth -- and
these trees, and the birds, and water and soil underneath the foundation, just inches away
from the soles of your feet (we stood on that ground about a year ago), and the clear sky
above us, and stars beyond that, all part of one community.  “I am a living member of the
great family of all souls,” said William Ellery Channing 150 years ago.  And so with each of
us, with all of us.

May this house be a means to our remembering  -
that we are connected to each other,

to people we know and people we don’t and people we never will,
some far away and some not yet even born,

some long gone before we got here;
we are connected to their history, their future - and to the beautiful and broken world.

Through all of this, we are connected to the holy,
in ways that we will never understand,

and also in ways that we do understand, and for which we are so grateful.
May we find adequate words, adequate music, adequate action

to answer the beauty we’ve been given in this life.

___________________________________________________________________________

This service included

greetings from the Unitarian Universalist Association and remarks from Kay Montgomery, Executive Vice-President of the UUA

and recognitions of

Paul Neseth and Locus Architecture
Tim Siegfried and Siegfried Construction
Kate Christopher, for the bronze chalice

Paris Renfroe, for the pupit
Peter Mayer, for the hymn “Church of the Earth”

Monica Mogren, for landscape design
Steven Bolton and John Weaver, Building Committee Co-Chairs

the church staff

Our children assisted with a “blessing of stones”
and our youth assisted with “prayers for peace,” carried by prayer flags attached to the “Peace Lodge”

given by artist Zannah Martin.


