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Last month, Carol, Carissa, and I had the good fortune to take an eight day Caribbean cruise. We went with Carol’s parents, who were celebrating their 50th wedding anniversary. This was our first cruise and our first trip to the Caribbean.


Now this being my very first cruise, I have to say I was a bit uncertain about what to expect. For one thing, I’ve never really been much of a boat or water person. Don’t get me wrong, water is beautiful and I can spend hours staring at it from shore. But the operative words in that sentence are “from shore.” And then, just to make me feel even more confident, a few weeks before we boarded our ship, another ship belonging to the very same cruise line had an engine fire, stranding the passengers at sea for almost a week and leaving them with toilets that did not flush and limited food supplies that mostly consisted of spam. I must admit that as we boarded our ship there was a part of me that was wondering if I was saying goodbye to the conveniences of modern plumbing and if I was going to be spending my week eating nothing but spam sandwiches.


Well, I’m happy to report that everything went well and the Temersons had a wonderful time. We got the opportunity to rest, to play, to explore new places, and yes to eat (no spam!). I’m not going to tell you how many pounds I put on during the cruise but suffice it to say that diet and exercise are at the top of my list of new year’s resolutions.


As I said earlier, this was not only our first time on a cruise but also our first trip to the Caribbean. And I must say that as much as we enjoyed being on board the ship, I think we had just as much fun exploring the various islands and ports where we stopped. In what seemed like a very short time, we managed to go snorkeling off of a coral reef, travel through a rain forest, and visit beaches with the most beautiful turquoise blue water I have ever seen.


Now of all the places we visited, one of the most memorable was San Juan, Puerto Rico. Our ship only docked in San Juan for about six hours, so we hardly had time to see much of the city. In fact, we only got a chance to walk around that part of the city known as old San Juan.


Old San Juan was built during the heyday of the Spanish empire. A fort dating back to the 16th century guards the entrance to the harbor and an enormous wall that must be 20-30 feet high surrounds the city. 


Walking along the perimeter of the fort and the wall was quite an experience. The wall is massive and it must have given the colonial-era residents of the old city a sense of safety and protection. As I walked near the wall I could almost hear them saying – “we have a beautiful and enchanting place to live and all we need to enjoy life is to remain free from the dangers and the challenges of the outside world.”


Now as much as we were awed by the imposing presence of the wall and the fort, the look and feel of the old city itself was even more amazing. Narrow streets, a downtown square filled with people, dozens of small cafes and restaurants, and lovely, colonial era buildings with small balconies projecting from their walls.


Those balconies were really something. In a city surrounded by an enormous wall designed to keep people apart, the balconies of old San Juan seemed to have a very different attitude towards life – one of welcoming, meeting, connection, and friendship.


As you can probably tell, old San Juan’s wall and its many balconies made quite an impression on me. They seemed to embody two very different sets of values and ways of seeing the world. The wall seemed to be saying “Life at its best is individual and independent, and focused primarily on freedom from outside interference and control. The balconies, on the other hand, seemed to be saying “Life at its best is communal and interdependent, and focused primarily on connections to others and the world around us.


I believe these two approaches to life – the way of the wall and the way of the balcony – hold a great many lessons for our spiritual lives and for our own Unitarian Universalist tradition. Are our spiritual journeys primarily about individual freedom, independence, and autonomy – about being able to find our own path, our own truths, and our own answers to the great mysteries of life? Or are interdependence, community, and our connections to others at the heart of our quest for ultimate truth and meaning?


If I could boil my own spiritual life down to a sentence or headline, I would say that is has been a journey from the way of the wall to that of the balcony, from a life lived as a quintessential spiritual lone ranger who valued individual spiritual freedom above all else to that of a seeker deeply embedded in webs of connection, relationship, and community.


For much of my spiritual life, I have truly lived as a spiritual long ranger. Having rejected the doctrines and creeds of my religious upbringing, I chose to find my own way and to follow my own path. I stayed away from anything resembling organized religion for many years, preferring instead to preserve my spiritual autonomy and freedom – what I saw as the freedom to seek, to explore, and to be who I really was.


There was only problem. My solitary journey wasn’t getting me anywhere. No matter how hard I tried, I always seemed to feel spiritually isolated and empty. I was hungry for something more, for something that would challenge me, inspire me, help me grow, and enable me to experience connection to a meaning and a purpose greater than myself. But as a lone ranger, I just couldn’t get there. In many ways, I had become trapped behind an enormous wall I had built around my spiritual life – a wall of isolation and autonomy that protected me from those things about religion I didn’t like but which, at the same time, wasn’t allowing any light, any depth, and any holiness into my spiritual life.


And then, Carol and I learned about this off-beat religion called Unitarian Universalism. Now as you can imagine, for a spiritual lone ranger like me, Unitarian Universalism seemed like a good fit. Here was a religion that had none of the creeds and doctrines I had rejected and that placed a high value on individual freedom. Becoming a Unitarian Universalist enabled me to break out of my spiritual isolation while at the same time continuing to follow my own path. 


For my first few years as a UU at our church back in Massachusetts, doing my own thing worked pretty well. I heard some wonderful sermons, joined a few committees, and took some interesting classes. And don’t get me wrong – it was all good and far better than living as a spiritual lone ranger. But that experience I hungered for – an experience of spiritual depth and transcendence – an experience of being part of something greater, something that gave my spiritual life meaning and purpose – that experience was still missing.  In many ways, even though I had become a Unitarian Universalist and joined a congregation, a wall remained around my spiritual life – a wall that shielded me from what I most needed to experience. 


And then, everything changed. Rather than continuing on a path of independence and isolation, I opened my spiritual life to others and to the blessings of love, community, and relationship. And it was on this path – a path that took me beyond, as our responsive reading put it, “the pain of my aloneness” –it was on this path that I encountered the spiritual depth, the meaning, and the experience of transcendence that I sought. More than anything else, it was the intimacy of community and deep connection to others that enabled me to experience The Ultimate – an experience and a reality that I have come to call “God.”   


The turning point in my spiritual life came when I joined a wonderful church program called small group ministry – a program that we are blessed to have here at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron. For those of you who are not familiar with it, Small Group ministry consists of groups of 8-10 people who meet regularly to discuss spiritual topics, to listen deeply, and to journey together in a spirit of love, acceptance, and trust.


More than anything else, small group ministry enabled me to experience the beauty and the blessing of community. After a lifetime of doing my own spiritual thing, I found the depth and holiness I yearned for in the bonds that developed in our group – bonds of love and compassion that lifted my spirit and enabled me to connect with something greater than myself.


I want to leave you this morning with a story from my small group experience- a very personal story of pain and healing - a story that proved to be a turning point in my spiritual life.


Some years ago, while my family and I were attending that UU congregation back in Massachusetts, my mother moved from Florida to the Boston area to be closer to us. Shortly after she moved to the area, my mom’s health began to fail. She was in and out of the hospital with serious medical problems - problems which I’m sad to say eventually claimed her life almost 5 years ago. 


In addition to my mom’s declining physical health, she suffered from a debilitating depression – a depression that at one point led my mom to attempt, unsuccessfully, to commit suicide. 


I can’t begin to describe or understand my mom’s emotional pain but I can tell you something about my own. In the days and weeks that followed her suicide attempt, I felt so angry, so guilty, so hopeless, and so very, very broken.


As Carol and I attempted to find a way to cope with our pain and our despair, I initially followed my usual practice for dealing with emotional pain – namely bottling it up inside. But this time, something told me that I didn’t need to bottle it up, that I didn’t need to journey alone, that I had a community I could reach out to and lean on.


So on an extraordinary evening about three weeks after my mom’s attempted suicide, I decided to share the news with the members of my small group. I remember feeling anxious about how they might react. I worried that I was asking too much of my friends by sharing such an intimate and painful experience. After all, they had signed up for spiritual conversation and listening – not to be my therapist.


Well, let me simply say that in the moment when I shared the painful news with the group, something happened that changed my life. You see, all of my fears and anxiety proved to be unfounded as every member of the group stood and embraced both Carol and me, and told us that we were loved. And it was in that moment of deep, deep connection that I experienced a divine presence – a presence of boundless and unconditional love – a love reassuring me that no matter how dark or painful my life had become – I was not alone and I was loved.


And it was that experience of being loved fully and unconditionally that led me to embrace the spiritual power and beauty of community and relationship. For me, God lives in those sacred connections – connections of love and compassion that transcend all of our differences and that bind us to one another and to the entire human family. The Sacred is not a distant abstraction that lives above or beyond us. Rather, it is right here, in our midst, waiting to be experienced when we love and care for one another.


And it is this emerging theology of relationship and community that I feel is transforming Unitarian Universalism and that can help make us, as our president Peter Morales often likes to say, the religion for our time. In a world filled with so much intolerance and judgment, ours is a religion that welcomes and celebrates our individuality, and that sees our different beliefs and experiences as a blessing rather than a problem. But at the same time, Unitarian Universalism is embracing a theology of community and relationship – a theology rooted in love and pointing us towards the sacred bonds that link us to each other and to all people. If this amazing religion we call Unitarian Universalism can find ways to embrace both freedom and love, both the individual and community – in all that we do, then we can be the religion for our time and we can help a world that is yearning to be healed, whole, and at peace.     

