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FIRST READING
from Henry David Thoreau, the concluding chapter of Walden, written in 1854

I left the woods for as good a reason as I went there.  Perhaps it seemed to me that
I had several more lives to live, and could not spare any more time for that one.  It
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is remarkable how easily and how insensibly we fall into a particular route, and
make a beaten track for ourselves.  I had not lived there a week before my feet
wore a path from my door to the pond-side; and though it is five or six years since
I trod it, it is still quite distinct.  … The surface of the earth is soft and impressible
by the feet of men; and so with the paths which the mind travels.  How worn and
dusty, then, must be the highways of the world, how deep the ruts of tradition and
conformity!  I did not wish to take a cabin passage, but rather go before the mast
and on the deck of the world, for there I could best see the moonlight amid the
mountains.  I do not wish to go below now.

I learned this, at least, by my experiment: that if one advances confidently in the
direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he
will meet with a success unexpected in common hours.  He will put some things
behind, will pass an invisible boundary;  new, universal and more liberal laws will
begin to establish themselves around and within him;  or the old laws be expanded,
and interpreted in his favor in a more liberal sense, and he will live with the license
of a higher order of beings. In proportion as he simplifies his life, the laws of the
universe will appear less complex, and solitude will not be solitude, nor poverty
poverty, nor weakness weakness.  If you have built castles in the air, your work
need not be lost; that is where they should be.  Now put the foundations under
them.

SECOND READING
adapted from a selection in our hymnbook, by Eileen Karpeles, UU minister

Out of wood and glass and stone, out of dreams and sacrifice,
the people build a home.
Out of the work of their hands and hearts and minds,
the people fashion a symbol, and a reality.

May these walls hear the voice of the child as surely as that of the orator,
and the sound of singing, and laughing and weeping,
and the click of a keyboard, the swish of a broom,
and know that all are as holy as the shout of a million stars.

May the rain fall softly on this house,
the sun shine warmly,
the winds blow softly,
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and bless it
as a place of joy and peace.

__________________________________________________________________

Castles in the Air, foundations on the Ground

And so we begin.

We begin right in the middle of where we left off.  Everything is new – I don’t
even know yet how to work the lights in here - everything is new, and it is so
heartbreakingly beautiful that it’s hard for me on most days now to speak coherent
words (as you shall see).  Anything beyond ooh, aah, oh wow seems superfluous.
Any word at all, now that you are here and the choir is singing, any word at all this
morning seems superfluous.

Everything is new, yet nothing has changed.  We begin now, in the middle of
September, right where we left off in the middle of June.  A friend once shared
with me her astonishment at the way her three year-old would go to bed chattering
away about something very important to him or something that had delighted him
or frightened him that day.  He’d clunk off to sleep sometimes in mid-sentence,
and stay asleep all night long, and then in the morning, unlike his mother, who
might awaken all sluggish of mind, caffeine-deprived, a little disoriented from
having traveled round the world all night in dreams and swum to the surface
through fogs of sleep, all bleary-eyed, her child would wake up, sit up and
immediately pick up the conversation exactly where he’d left it, like a toy he’d let
fall to the floor.  Sometimes he’d pick up the same sentence, and finish it off and
chatter on from there, and be slightly put out that his mother wasn’t tracking, as
she poured the cereal and juice, what the heck he was talking about. He’d look at
her the way you’d look at a person who’d nodded off to sleep in the middle of a
conversation, which of course, for several hours, she had.

We begin now in the middle of wherever we were when we left off in June, and
everything is new and nothing has changed. As Ann Bushnell once said –

 -- Ann, who has been a member here since 1966, was present, as were some of
you, when the congregation picked up its hymnals and its pots and pans in 1990
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and moved from the little chapel on Mahtomedi Avenue to the cinder-block A-
frame here on Maple Street. Some members were anxious and fearful then, as they
moved from the little church to this bigger one, that somehow their sense of
community might be lost in the shuffle, the warm character of the small church
might be distorted or forgotten, the essential spirit might fly out of it, its heart and
soul get left somewhere on the half-mile stretch of road between one building and
the other, between one era and another. They were afraid that things were going to
change.  Being wise already way back then, Ann did not deny this possibility, but
what she said to the 103 people who comprised the congregation then was this –

“We have nothing to worry about, because we are taking ourselves with us,”
meaning not just personalities or specific people, but certain values, principles,
convictions, ideals, ways of seeing and being in the world and with each other that
are larger, deeper, broader, wider, higher than any building can contain or confine
or define.

“We have nothing to worry about, because we are taking ourselves with us.”  In
doing so then (when most of us, the vast majority, weren’t even part of the
congregation) and in doing so now, from that space across the hall into this one, we
carry with us eternal things, foundational elements, traditions, customs, ways of
celebrating life and death, ways of asking questions, ways of answering injustice,
ways of holding one another up and holding our own selves accountable, ways of
being a religious community, a Unitarian Universalist community.  These are
things that don’t get left behind or paved over or lost in boxes in the moving.
Everything is new, and nothing has changed.  We begin right where we left off.

If we are different now, different here in this new Sanctuary than we were last
spring in the old Meeting Room, then we’re only different in the ways that we are
different every fall: we’re all a little older, the kids are taller, the adults are wiser
(or wider), and we’ve been transformed, maybe imperceptibly, maybe mightily, by
whatever’s happened to us over the summer, the inevitable losses and surprises that
will happen in a few months’ time. Some have known the death of someone
treasured very much, or the loss of a job, or some other deep sorrow.  New babies
and children have arrived, and children who seemed sort of new and shiny still
have gone or are going to college. One family’s young son has joined the armed
forces.  Some in our circle have fallen in love, and some have fallen out of love.
There has been unexpected illness -- physical illness, mental illness --  and
unexpected healing, and unwarranted blessings, and undeserved bad luck.  We are
different in the ways that living things are always different from one moment to the
next. Nothing stays the same if it’s alive, while it’s alive, no person and no
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community of persons.  We learn and grow, deepen, ripen, evolve, sometimes
move through transformations and conversions we might not ever have believed
we could survive.  ThatÕs the place where we begin right now: wherever we left
off in the shared adventure of living and loving, and trying to hear and then answer
our calling. Much has changed and much has not, and this building is the least of it.
We are still here to grow our souls and serve the world.

Kate Christopher is a member here who’s been working on the building all
summer.  She had to be away this weekend, and as she was leaving she said,
“Well, I hope the church looks good on Sunday.  You really should get a crew in
there to clean those windows and dust and vacuum --  but I hope it doesn’t look too
good.  I hope people don’t come back and get the impression that it’s really fancy
now, really formal, just because it happens to be beautiful.  And I hope they don’t
get the impression that it’s all finished, that there’s nothing left to do here. I just
don’t want it to feel too slick.”

And Janet Hanson and I looked at each other, and we looked at Doug Federhart
and Mary Sue Simmons.  (This was about on Wednesday.)  The ceiling wasn’t
finished, the carpet wasn’t laid, there were no lights installed, sky jacks and table
saws and dozens of carpenters were everywhere, the fire sprinklers were leaking
water onto our computers, there were no benches in here at all – they were not
even yet in Minnesota - and all the chairs were in storage. We were standing knee-
deep in buckets of paint, and dust and glue and old furniture. The kitchen looked
like someone had turned it upside down and shaken out all the contents, and we all
thought (but didn’t say out loud until just this moment now), “Slick won’t be our
problem.”    Slick has never been our problem.

But we knew what Kate meant.  She was talking about how important it is now to
cherish and uphold and celebrate what matters most to us, to honor and articulate
what matters most – which is not a shiny slick building, nor even a beautiful,
elegant, ecologically sustainable  building, but the community within it, adults, and
elders, teenagers, young adults and children. What matters is that it be warm and
informal and spontaneous, welcoming, forgiving, and outward-looking: the kind of
congregation that notices that there’s a war on, for example, an insane, illegal,
disastrous war, with our names on it, raging in Iraq, killing people daily,
devastating that country, devastating our own souls.   It matters that we be the kind
of congregation that will speak to that in plainest terms, and speak to suffering,
oppression, poverty, and speak and act for justice, peace, compassion, and
freedom, the commonwealth of all beings, and the planet itself.  Kate also meant,
when she hoped the building wouldn’t look too slick, that she hoped all of us could
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still feel that this project, like everything we undertake here, is a work in progress,
a community effort, and we all have equal ownership, even if you’ve come for the
first time this morning.  Everyone owns it, everyone belongs, everyone has a
rightful place, as if it were our home.

“Home is the place where when you have to go there, they have to take you in,”
says the famous line from Robert Frost, the words of an old farmer.  He’s speaking
bitterly,  ironically, because an old farm hand has come back begging for a room
and a job, and the farmer is wishing he hadn’t.  Less famous is the line that
follows, the words of the old farmer’s wife, who says, “I should have called it
something you haven’t somehow to deserve”  -- meaning the kind of place where
you are truly welcome, by virtue of your humanity, your inherent worth and
dignity.  We say, “Come in - ” regardless of money, virtue, education, class,
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, politics, theology.  Bring it all in here with
you as you come, whether you are rich or poor in spirit, whether seeking place for
your hands to be useful or seeking a place for your soul to be quiet. This is an open
house;  it is a community of service and participation;  it is a sanctuary.

In truth, it is in a state of profound and absolute unreadiness.  This is about the
most un-slick church you’ve ever seen. It is messy, unfinished, raw and ragged
around the edges, completely imperfect and in process - just like each of us.  It is
changing, growing, evolving, just like each of us, and just like our chosen faith,
this Unitarian Universalism, which is not a fixed and perfect thing, not absolute
and set in stone, nor carved on holy tablets or incontrovertible commandments, but
is instead an unending process of questions and answers and more questions,
forever and ever, world without end, amen.

__________________________

Henry Thoreau wrote about castles in the air, and foundations underneath. In the
conclusion to Walden, that lyrical masterpiece of mystical naturalism, so filled
with the precision of scientific observation and the soaring of a wild, free, poetic
spirit, he writes about leaving the woods after his two-year experiment there. He
needed to move on.  “It seemed to me,” he wrote, “that I had several more lives to
live.”

It is remarkable how easily and insensibly we fall into a particular route, and make
a beaten track for ourselves.  The surface of the earth is soft and impressible by the
feet of men…
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 [… and oh! – only 150 years after Thoreau, we are seeing how soft, how
impressible, how soft and fragile is the surface of the earth, and its atmosphere, its
blood and bone…]   

… and so with the paths which the mind travels.  How deep are the ruts of tradition
and conformity!  But if you would endeavor to live the life you have imagined, and
put some things behind, you will pass an invisible boundary.  New universal and
more liberal laws will begin to establish themselves around you and within you, or
the old laws be expanded and interpreted in a more liberal sense, and you will live
with the license of a higher order of beings… If you have built castles in the air…
that is where they should be.  Now put the foundations under them.

He meant – don’t be afraid of change, and don’t be afraid to change.  Grow.
Expand.  Open to possibility and to transformation.  Follow your imagination and
your instinct.

Just as he was writing this, in the middle of the 1800’s when Thoreau’s own mind
and heart were cracking open, it happened that the scriptures of India were
translated for the first time into English and made available in America, and at the
same moment, Darwin’s Origin of Species landed like a lightning flash in
Concord’s quiet bookshops.  Thoreau carried both the Bagavad Gita and Charles
Darwin in his back pocket, and both enchanted him, and grounded him.  Let the
mind and heart evolve and soar, and anchor them in principle, he said.  The life in
us is like the water in the river.  Only that day dawns to which we are awake.  I
think that’s what we’re trying to realize here.

In this church, we are not only free, but all but required, to bui9ld our own
theology by hand.  We work out our salvation, meaning our faith, meaning what
we believe, and what we believe in, constantly, turning it over and over till we
maybe come round right.  We live – we choose to live - in a constant process of
discerning whether the faith we’ve gathered over time is sufficient to guide us,
goad us, guard us, and sustain us when we are laid low – and we do this work one
by one, which is the only way - but we are not alone.  We ask our holy questions in
community.  We answer, and listen in wonder and amazement to one another’s
answers, in community.  These days if anyone asks me where I am in this process,
I often say that I believe that we exist within and without God, in every sense of
all those words, and from that thought, that faith, flow ultimate and ethical
implications that I strive daily to live up to (and then I fall down, and get up, and
fall down, and get up…) -- but the fact is, in this church, what the minister believes
matters not a bit more than what a fifteen year old in our youth group believes, or
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what a four year old in our preschool wonders, or any one of you.  We are all in
this together.

_________________________

There is another piece of Thoreau’s writing, a volume of notes published for the
first time only a few years ago, called “Faith in a Seed.” It is actually a descriptive
catalog of his many, many detailed observations of how seeds of all kinds are
dispersed.  He was fascinated by the way that birds and wind and fire and the cuffs
of people’s pant legs can carry seeds so far and wide, how acorns and peach pits
and all kinds of tiny specks filled with life and possibility will find fertile ground
and sprout against the odds.  In one place he wrote quite extensively on milkweed:

The earliest begins to fly about the 16th of September.

(He’s writing in New England, but of course it is the same bioregion as this part of
Minnesota, which did not escape our notice when my family pondered moving
here eight years ago…)

The earliest begin to fly about the 16th of September.  The pod, if you examine both
inside and out, is a faery-like casket-shape, somewhat like a canoe.  As they dry,
they turn upward, crack, and open by the seam along the convex or outer side –
revealing the brown seeds within, silvery parachutes like the finest unsoiled silk
closely compressed and arranged in an imbricated manner, and already right side
up.  Some children call them manes of silk, and silk fishes, and in Canada, where
they call it Le Contonier, it is said “the poor collect its down and fill their beds,
especially their children’s, with it, instead of feathers.”

Densely packed in a little oblong chest, armed with downy prickles and with a
smooth silky lining, lie thus some two hundred (in one instance I counted 134, in
another 270) of these pear-shaped seeds, which have derived their nutriment
through a band of extremely fine silken threads attached by their extremities to the
core.  At length, when the seeds are matured and cease to require nourishment
from the parent plant, being weaned, and the pod with dryness and frost bursts, the
pretty fishes loosen and lift their brown scales, the silken threads detach
themselves from the core, perchance to become the buoyant balloon which bears
the seeds to new and distant fields.  If you sit in an open window toward the end of
September, you will see many a milkweed down go sailing by on a level with you,
notwithstanding that you may not know of any of these plants growing in your
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neighborhood.  I do not see but the seeds which are ripened in New England may
plant themselves in Pennsylvania!

And it is true about the frost.  I walked by these milkweed pods   [a small pot of them was

placed on a table in the sanctuary]   on Friday afternoon and they were shut up tight. But
early on Saturday morning, when the open field at Katherine Abbott Park was
covered in this fall’s first silver frost, they had begun to burst open, and here they
are, all feathery and flying.

He goes on for many pages, amazed at how these fairy-like wisps of silk can are
arranged in their pods, and at their endurance as they travel.  He compares the
flying milkweed seed, the way it rises on the wind and disappears from view, to the
new-fangled hot air balloons that had suddenly appeared that year in the skies of
Europe and America, fantastic flying contraptions that had civilized citizens
standing out in open fields, their mouths agape in wonder.  Thoreau was skeptical
about flying machines, and about machines in general.  But he had faith in the
seeds.

To fly and take root –

… for this end these silken streamers have been perfecting themselves all summer,
snugly packed in this light chest, a perfect adaptation to this end – it is a prophecy
not only of the fall, but of future springs and summers.  Who could believe in the
dire prophecies of Daniel or of Miller  [a contemporary preacher of imminent
apocalypse] that the world will end this summer, while one milkweed with faith
matured its seeds?

It is how we raise our children, how we do our work, whatever our work is in this
world, how we enter into and stay in deliberate  relationship with others, others
whom we love and others whom we don’t, particularly:  we have this confidence,
without evidence or proof, that what we do and say, and what we are, might matter,
might take root.   How we make gestures of kindness or forgiveness do we risk, not
always knowing, in fact rarely, if ever, knowing, what the ultimate end of that
gesture will be?  And since we don’t know --  why not act justly, then?  Why not
walk humbly with our gods, and on the earth, and with each other?  Why not speak
bravely, which is to say speak truth, as best we can, no matter what?  Why not take
a breath each time we encounter someone else, any other human being, just take a
deep, sharp breath, and muster up the kind of crazy courage that’s required for
unrequited kindness?  Why not, since we have no idea, at all, really, of the ways in
which one thing may lead to another, one noble gesture, deliberately enacted, may
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lead to another? Why not act nobly?  We have no idea what the ultimate effects
may be – but we do have hunches.

Our actions and our words are like the seeds – silken, ephemeral, incredibly
durable.  Who can say where they will travel?

Who can say what the buildings we build may be used for, or whom may find
shelter within?

At any rate, wrote Thoreau, I am interested in the fate or success of every such
venture which the autumn sends forth.

“I am interested in every such venture which the autumn sends forth.”
And so am I.  I am interested - I am very interested - in every venture which this
new autumn will send forth.

Welcome back.
Welcome home.

____________________________________

For a few moments, in the beauty of this place, in the presence of these trees, these
birds, and these good friends, in the presence of whatever you call God and
whatever you call holy, I invite you to share silence together.

_____________________________________

From Peter Raible, Unitarian Universalist minister, come these words of
benediction:

We build on foundations we did not lay.
We warm ourselves at fires we did not light.
We sit in the shade of trees we did not plant.

We drink from wells we did not dig.
We profit from persons we did not know.

We are ever bound in community.
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