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Look about you at the starry heavens and at the deep, deep sea.  Look at the
amazing history that has birthed a home for you on this planet: at the surprise and
joy of your existence.  Gather together- you and your community- in the context of
this great, cosmic community, to rejoice and give thanks.  Gather together to heal
and to let go.  Gather, to enter the dark and deep mysteries, to share the news, to
break the bread of the universe and drink the blood of the cosmos itself in all its
divinity.  Be brave.  Let your worship make you strong and great again.  Never be
bored again.  Create yourselves, re-create your world, by the news you share and
the vision you celebrate.  Bring your sense of being microcosm in a vast
macrocosm; bring your bodies, such as they are, and wonderful. Bring your play
Bring adventure.  Bring your pain, and bring terror.  Gather together and do not
scatter.  Learn not to take for granted anyone or anything, and learn this together.
Gather together, worship together.  Become a people.

Music heard and sung this Sunday

I Have Arrived    Thich Nhat Hanh/Betsy Rose
Eleanor Rigby   Roger Alm, soloist    Lennon/ McCartney

Love is the Spirit of This Church     James Vila Blake; music by David Heath
O Jewel of the Lotus      Catherine Dalton

Everything is Changing      Teresa of Avila/Cunio
There Are Hundreds of Ways to Kneel and Kiss the Ground       Rumi / J. David Moore

Present Moment, Wonderful Moment      Thich Nhat Hanh/Cunio
HYMN: There is more love somewhere

May peace dwell within our hearts   Arthur Foote; music by Cunio

The Most Ordinary Holy Communion
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Into our open ears, into our bodies and souls this morning, flows music from Thich
Nhat Hanh from Vietnam and the American Betsy Rose, a haunting melody from
Cathy Dalton who ran into the Buddha on at least one road in her travels, Teresa of
Avila from medieval Spain and an accomplished but exceedingly humble
composer called “Cunio,” Lennon and McCartney, the Sufi poet Rumi, Unitarians
Arthur Foote, David Heath, James Vila Blake, and Roger Alm, and a closing hymn
later on that echoes  the African American gospel tradition.  All of this, with the
entire building still resounding from yesterday’s sounds: the incredible energy,
talent and audacity of the teenagers at the Youth Coffee House, and earlier in the
day, here in this room, 600 people at a memorial service, singing Morning Has
Broken and Spirit of Life through tear-streaked voices, and Carol Caouette blessing
them all with the most tender, wrenching rendition of What a Wonderful World.
This house resounds with the music of humanity. We are singing the song of the
soul.  We are breathing the spirit of life.  This can be quite a workout for anyone
who comes expecting to hear and to sing traditional hymnody out of single
western, Protestant church tradition (the very tradition out of which our church has
come– but such stretching can also be the most beautiful kind of prayer.

This morning’s music, all over the map, brings to mind a passage form the writer
Susan Griffin:

When I was a child I was taught to memorize a map of divisions.  By this
geography I learned to think of myself as apart from the earth.  And by the same
plan the names that society gave me divided me from others.  Consigned to the
background by one idea, elevated to a privileged fate by another, by none of these
names could I recognize myself…   The separation[s]…  narrowed my vision of all
existence.

Yet the communion is hereÉ The wish for communion exists in the body.  It is not
for strategic reasons alone that gathering together has been at the heart of every
movement for social change from the abolition movement to the union movement to
the movements for womenÕs, gay, and civil rights.  These meetings were in
themselves the realization of a desire that is at the core of human imaginings, the
desire to locate ourselves in community, to make of survival a shared effort, to
experience a palpable reverence in our connection with each other and the earth
that sustains us.

The communion is hereÉ
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Everywhere another impulse surfaces.  One longs not only to help, to be of use, but
to participate, to be defined by the largest arcs of meaning that connect flesh and
river, sky and word, reverie and the least act of survival.  What lies beyond is here,
present in every moment of daily life and each meeting, resonant and calling up
response.

This is the only hope for the familiar world we cherish.  Not only BachÕs
Magnificat, SapphoÕs lyric, the stories of Coyote, the smooth surface of marble
columns, the shape of piazzas, the sound of John Coltrane, or a golden sculpture of
the Buddha reclining, the fate of everyone and everything we love, but the fate of
the subtle weave that holds it all, giving each of us ears, eyes, heart, mind and
breath, rests on the question.  Can we rise to ourselves and see what is in the
nature of the soul to see Ð that we exist on this common ground together?   (1)

She is talking about a most ordinary holy communion – a strenuous, sometimes
difficult spiritual practice, a beautiful, prayerful intentional way of being a person
and a community.  This way is not always easy.

It is not always easy.  I’ve been thinking this week about Jeremiah Wright, the now
notorious minister from Chicago.

• 36 years in a single pulpit, growing a little street front church of less than
100 members into a flagship congregation of more than 8,000…

• 36 years of ministry to workers, youth, drug addicts, the homeless, the poor,
and the middle class, and the well-heeled and the well to-do, people poor in
spirit and people just plain poor …

• 36 years, 3,000 hours of preaching in a liberal Christian community –   (2)

and the preacher, who retired this past month, may well be remembered most for a
handful of 30-second clips cited out of context and aired around the clock for
nearly a month on YouTube, MSNBC and Fox News.  His young successor in the
pulpit at Trinity United Church of Christ stood there two weeks ago on Easter
Sunday morning and gave a sermon for the people called “How to Handle a Public
Lynching.”

What happened there?  What’s happening here?
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Diana Butler Bass, a scholar of American religion, writes, (3)

The current media flap over the Rev. Jeremiah Wright, Barack Obama's former
pastor, strikes me as nothing short of strange. Anyone who attends church on a
regular basis knows how frequently congregants disagree with their ministers. To
sit in a pew is not necessarily assent to a message preached on a particular day.
Being a church member is not some sort of mindless cult, where individuals believe
every word preached.

(Would you all say “Amen” to that?   I know you would.  I know you do.)

Rather, being a church member means being part of a community of faithÑa
gathered people, always diverse and sometimes at odds, who constitute Christ's
body in the world.

Here, we might say instead of ÒChrist’s body in the world,” “a gathered people,
always diverse and sometimes at odds, who constitute the beloved community, and
who are in fact a microcosm of it on any Sunday morning - this messy, striving,
suffering, struggling, beautiful, hopeful, imperfect human project.  Either way, a
community of faith is a communion, an ordinary group of people gathered for
extraordinary, holy purposes- to laugh, love, sing, pray, praise, mourn, raise
children, tend the sick, comfort the sorrowing, and change the world, singing
whatever songs they can, whatever songs they need to get through.   It is a most
ordinary holy communion.

Diana Butler Bass goes on:

Éthe attack on Rev. Wright reveals something beyond ignorance of basic
dynamics of [a worshipping] community. It demonstrates the level of
misunderstanding that still divides white and black Christians [,white people and
black people] in the United States. Many white people find the traditions of
African-American preaching offensive, especially when it comes to politics.

She describes taking a class in graduate school on the history of the Black church:

I confess: nearly everything I read that semester pained and angered me. But
months of listening to voices that I wanted to reject made me different. I began to
hear the power of the critique. I came to appreciate the prophetic nature of black
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preaching. I recognized that these voices emerged from a very distinct historical
experience. And I admired the narrative interplay between the Bible and social
justice. Over time, they taught me to hear the Gospel from an angular
perspectiveÑthe angle of slaves, freed blacks, of those who feared lynching, of
those who longed for Africa, those who could not attend good schools. From them,
I learned that liberation through [faith] was a powerful thing. And that white
Americans really did need to repent when it came to race. Learning to listen was
not easy. It took patience, historical imagination, and lots of complaining to my
friendsÑeven my African-American ones.

It’s not easy to stretch your mind and soul across the borders of culture, race, class,
tradition, experience.   How do we even begin to hear someone else’s music, let
alone sing it as our own?

Jeremiah Wright stands in a long line of prophetic black preachers who for two
hundred years have risked not only public opinion but their very lives to speak
every Sunday what Maya Angelou has called “a brave and startling truth,” namely,
that justice could flow through our land like a mighty river and peace like an ever-
flowing stream, if we would muster the will and the courage, the faith and the
intent, to make it so.  They stand in an even longer line, stretching all the way back
to the Hebrew prophets (and further probably, to women and men whose words
were never written down) – to Isaiah, Amos, Micah, Hosea, Jeremiah, whose
inconvenient presence in the city was always unwelcome, always troubling,
because they insisted on making the citizens see a picture so stunningly clear to
their own eyes: the community as it is, and the community as it might become.
The nation as it is, and the nation that it could become.  Maya Angelou writes:  (4)

We, this people, on this small and drifting planet
Whose hands can strike with such abandon

That in a twinkling, life is sapped from the living
Yet those same hands can touch with such healing, irresistible tendernessÉ

We, this peopleÉ
In whose mouths abide cankerous words

Which challenge our very existence
Yet out of those same mouths

Come songs of such exquisite sweetness
That the heart falters in its labor

And the body is quieted into aweÉ
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É We, this people, on this wayward, floating body
Created on this earth, of this earth

Have the power to fashion for this earth
A climate where every man and every woman
Can live freely without sanctimonious piety

Without crippling fear

When we come to it
To the day of peacemaking

We must confess that we are the possible
We are the miraculous, the true wonder of this worldÉ

The Reverend Wright has been by no means alone in his critique of American
foreign and domestic policies both before and after September 11; both before and
after Hurricane Katrina (our response to which has been the most definitive
statement on race in our country in many decades); both before and after the
travesties of recent elections, in which the votes of thousands of citizens, so many
non-white, have been lost destroyed or otherwise obstructed at the polls. He has
been by no means alone in his concern, both before and after the moment,
whenever it was, that the number of black people incarcerated in our prisons stood
for the first time where it currently remains, at 15%.  (5)  Reverend Wright stands
in the tradition of Martin Luther King, who, when he was murdered 40 years ago
this past week, was planning a sermon for the following Sunday called “Why
America May Go to Hell.”  (6)  He stands in the tradition of the prophetic pulpit.
It is a fierce, nonviolent, disquieting tradition of truth-telling.  It is not always
melodious.  It  is not meant for easy listening.

In 3,000 hours of preaching and 36 years of ministry, did Wright ever cross a line
and go too far in his critiques of American society?  Did he ever make a mistake?
Absolutely, if he’s human.   Were there times when he, like anyone in his position,
considered and reconsidered, prayed and prayed, and then, when he took the pulpit,
did not go far enough?  Most probably.   Did the members of his congregation
disagree about when those times were?  I have no doubt.

From Diana Butler Bass once more:

As MSNBC, CNN, and FOX endlessly play the tape of Rev. Wright's "radical"
sermonsÉ I do not hear the words of a "dangerous" preacher (at least any more
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dangerous than any preacher who takes the Gospel seriously!) É Mostly, I hear an
angle that is not natural to me. It is good to hear that slant. That is not, of course,
comfortable for white people. Nor is it easily understood in sound bites. It does not
easily fit in a contemporary political campaign. But it is a deep spiritual river in
American faith and culture, a river thatÑas I had to learnÑflows from the throne
of God.

Jeremiah Wright is among many African American preachers who came of age not
only in the civil rights movement but also in the midst of a kind of revolution in the
black American church.  He was a student of James Cone, who in 1969 wrote
Black Theology and Black Power, which was a response to the “central [and
historical] paradox of the black church: that the new religion of enslaved Africans
was also the old religion of the American enslaver.”   He was trying to answer the
dilemma posed earlier before by Frederick Douglass, in the memoir he wrote of his
own slavery, “Between the Christianity of this land and the Christianity of Christ I
recognize the widest possible difference- so wide, that to receive one as good and
pure and holy is of necessity to reject the other as bad, corrupt and wicked.” Cone
reflected recently:

It was the riots in Detroit, in Newark, both in Õ67 Ðthat was what shook me.  I said
to myself, ÒI have to have a theology that speaks to the hurt in my community. I
want a theology to empower people to be more creative.  To be just as aggressive
as they are in the riots, but more constructive.Ó  

To be aggressively creative and constructive.  To be effective and nonviolent,
honest and forgiving, relentless and willing, when necessary, to compromise -  it
was and it is a demanding, paradoxical theology.    (7)

Cone wrote radical things, among them that in his opinion to “be black” did not
necessarily mean physically black.  “To be black,” he said, “means that your heart,
your soul, your mind and your body are where the dispossessed are.”   His
indictments were not of white people, necessarily, but of injustices, evils and habits
of being that perpetuated white superiority.  They echo those of King, who wrote
in an essay published after his death:

In indicting white America for its ingrained and tenacious racism, I am using the
term ÒwhiteÓ to describe the majority, not all who are white.  We have found that
there are many white people who clearly perceive the justice of [our] struggle for
human dignity.  Many of them displayed heroism no less inspiring than that of
black people.  More than a few died by our side [one of these was James Reeb, a
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Unitarian Universalist minister killed at Selma, for whom King himself delivered
the eulogy.] Yet the largest portion of white America is still poisoned by racism,
which is as native to our soil as pine trees, sagebrush and buffalo grass.    (8)

This past Friday at a press conference, John Thomas, the President of the United
Church of Christ, of which Trinity Church in Chicago is a member congregation,
said it’s time for a nationwide “sacred conversation” about race in the United
States.  Standing in the Trinity pulpit, he said, “Sacred conversations are never
easy conversations.  This is especially true when honest talk about race confronts
us with a painful past and won’t let us ignore the troubles of our present day.
Sacred conversations require a readiness to see one another as sacred in spite of
our differences…”   He’s urging congregations – churches, synagogues, mosques -
to take up this conversation first, mindful that in his tradition the earliest churches
were called “meeting houses,” where “the great public issues of the day were
discussed and debated and where God’s will was discerned in deliberate
attentiveness.”  (9)  Unitarians and Universalists came out of that same meeting
house tradition.

Most houses of worship in the United States are as segregated now as they were 40
years ago. How will we enter the conversation, we in our predominantly white UU
congregations?  What do we bring to the table, that table of ordinary, extraordinary
holy communion,  – as individuals, and as a gathered community?  What long line
of stories, struggles, songs, history, lamentation, demonstration, do we claim as our
own - each one of us, and all of us?   What tradition are we standing in?  This is in
some ways a matter of history and fact, and ours is both a proud and a not so proud
history.  We bring all of it to the table of sacred conversation.  What story is ours?
Who are our people?  In what river of history are we swimming?  In some ways
our answer must be simply a matter of record, and in some ways it is a choice, like
James Cone’s definition of blackness, which is such a slap-in-the-face challenge,
and such an invitation.  “To be black,” he said, “means that your heart, your soul,
your mind and your body are where the dispossessed are” whoever the
dispossessed are, in your time, in this moment, in this world right now.   It is a
matter of history and it is a matter of choice.

40 years ago, on April 3, 1968, the night before his assassination, Martin Luther
King spoke to a church full of people in Memphis who were going to demonstrate
the next day for the rights of sanitation workers. He took a long moment in the
middle of sermon to thank the church leaders who’d come out. He mentioned them
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by name, almost as if he was saying goodbye to these beloved friends and
comrades, one by one.  He said,

And you know whatÕs beautiful to me, is to see all these ministers of the Gospel.
ItÕs a marvelous picture.  Who is it that is supposed to articulate the longings and
aspirations of the people more than the preachers?  Somehow the preacher must
be an Amos, and say, ÒLet justice roll down like waters and righteousness like a
mighty stream.Ó  And I want to thank them all because so often, preachers arenÕt
concerned with anything but themselves.  And IÕm always happy to see a relevant
ministry.

“I’m always happy to see a relevant ministry.”  I read those words and think of
Pastor Jeremiah Wright.    I think of us.  What is a relevant ministry for our time?
What is a relevant, reverent role for us a religious people, and as citizens right
now?  There’s an old Unitarian Universalist hymn, set to a fine old Protestant tune,
commissioned for the merger of the two denominations:

Prophetic Church,
the future waits thy liberating ministry!

Go forward in the power of love-
proclaim the truth that makes us free.

I wonder if we’re sufficiently brave to do that, to be that – a prophetic church.
What song, what relevant song, are we trying to sing in here?

In that same sermon, King spun out a little fantasy.  He imagined himself standing
with the Almighty God, surveying from a mountaintop all of human history, and
God giving him the chance to choose any age to live in.  He travels over all the
generations, hand in hand with God, and finally he says,

Strangely enough, I would turn to the Almighty and say ÒIf you allow me to lie just
a few years in the second half of the twentieth century, I will be happy.Ó  Now
thatÕs a strange statement to make, because the world is all messed up.  The nation
is sick. Trouble is in the land. Confusion all around. ThatÕs a strange statement.
But I know, somehow, that only when it is dark enough can you see the starts.  And
I see God working in this period of the twentieth century in a way that [people] in
some strange way are responding- something is happening in our world.Ó
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He went on to say that he would choose to live exactly in the moment he was in,
hard as it was, because it was a moment of great choosing – that people were
deciding what kind of history they intended to live in, what kind of history they
intended to make, and they were deciding, on a deeply personal, spiritual level,
what kind of human beings they wanted to be. It was an amazing threshold, he
thought, quivering with tension and possibility.   I believe we’re all still standing
there.  (9)

Become a people, says Matthew Fox, a contemporary theologian who has faced his
own detractors for prophetic preaching.  Twenty years ago he was removed from
the priesthood for giving sermons about “original blessing” instead of “original
sin,” and for writing passages like this:

Look about you at the starry heavens and at the deep, deep sea.
Look at the amazing history that has birthed a home for you on this planet:

at the surprise and joy of your existence.
Gather together- you and your community- to rejoice and give thanks.

Gather together to heal and to let go.
Gather, to enter the dark and deep mysteries, to share the news,

to break the bread of the universe
and drink the blood of the cosmos itself in all its divinity.

Be brave.
Let your worship make you strong and great again.

Create yourselves, re-create your world, by the news you share and the vision you
celebrate.

Bring your sense of being microcosm in a vast macrocosm;
bring your bodies, such as they are, and wonderful.

Bring your pain, and bring terror.
Gather together and do not scatter.

Learn not to take for granted anyone or anything, and learn this together.  Gather
together, worship together.

Become a people.
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