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Good morning and welcome to Stewardship Sunday. I want to begin by thanking all of the wonderful leaders and visiting stewards who have committed their time, their energy, and their resources to helping the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron live our mission and move boldly into a promising future.



I don’t know about you but there was something so compelling and deeply spiritual about those images of Amish barn raising. The commitment, the community, the sense of shared purpose, and the celebration. Barn raising is a vivid and compelling example of what people can create when they bring their commitment and their skills together for a common purpose. 


But as impressive as the barn itself is, I am even more inspired by the people and the values that make it possible. Those images bear witness to the powerful and transforming connection between faith and action, between ethics and behavior – a connection that is at the heart of the Amish tradition and that is also, I would argue, at the heart of Unitarian Universalism and the UU Church of Akron.


I know it may sound strange to compare Unitarian Universalism with the Amish tradition, but I think our two religions have a great deal in common. Now I realize most of you probably didn’t get to church this morning by horse and buggy, and you probably don’t have an aversion modern technology like the Amish. But what UUs do share in common with the Amish is a conviction that religion is as much if not more about how one lives than it is about what one believes. For the Amish, this translates into what I would call an ethic of Christian discipleship, meaning that it is not enough simply to believe in Jesus. One must also strive to be a follower or disciple of Jesus by living according to the ethics and values he taught and embodied. So because Jesus taught that we should love rather than kill our enemies, the Amish refuse to serve in the military. And because Jesus taught that we should love our neighbors as ourselves, the Amish gladly take time away from their own work and their own responsibilities to help a neighbor build a barn.    


Now although Unitarian Universalism draws truth and inspiration from many more sources than the Amish do, like the Amish we stress the connection between ethics and religion, between our spiritual values and the way we live our lives. So rather than simply professing our belief in the inherent worth and dignity of every person, Unitarian Universalists strive to welcome and accept all people into our communities and to work for a world in which every person, every person is cherished and loved. We also affirm the importance of compassion, freedom, and the democratic process, which calls us to stand boldly for social justice and human rights. And Unitarian Universalists affirm the beauty and blessing of the interdependent web of existence, which leads to strive to be good stewards of the earth, both individually and as a congregation. As we often like to say, religion is ultimately about deeds rather than creeds.

 
And something extraordinary happens when communities that affirm the centrality of love and compassion have the commitment and the courage to live those values in the world. You see, when faith traditions like the Amish and like our own Unitarian Universalism put our core beliefs and values into practice, we begin to create a path leading away from fear, away from hatred, and away from despair – a path leading ourselves and the world towards hope.


Now hope is a term that’s tossed around quite a bit in religious life without being very clearly defined or understood. As I understand it, hope is a powerful and life-affirming confidence that, in the midst of the brokenness of our lives and our world, healing and wholeness are possible. Hope gives us strength when we are weak and courage when we are afraid. More than anything else, I think hope is an unshakable faith in the power and possibility of love – the power of love to cast out fear, to triumph over indifference, and to create ripples of goodness and healing in our own lives and throughout our world.


I want to take a few minutes this morning to tell you an amazing story about hope – a story about the power of hope to heal and save lives – a story that I believe points to the promise and possibility of the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron. 


This story takes place in the tiny French village of Le Chambon, in southern France, during the Second World War. On the surface, there was nothing extraordinary about this village. Its three thousand residents were mostly farmers who worked hard, sent their children to the village school, and faithfully attended church every Sunday. 


During the course of the war, Le Chambon was occupied by Nazi Germany. Many local authorities were co-opted as they became the eyes and ears of the Gestapo. Cleary if one wanted to survive in Le Chambon, it was best to maintain a low profile and avoid anything that might arouse suspicion.      


And yet, arousing suspicion is exactly what the people of Le Chambon chose to do. Through a well-organized and clandestine effort that involved deception, secrecy, and unbelievable courage, the people of this tiny village worked together to save the lives of 5,000 Jewish refugees. That’s right. A village of only 3,000 people became an island of life and hope for 5,000 Jewish refugees, almost all of whom were strangers, people of a very different faith, who came from places the residents of Le Chambon had never even heard of.


Why did they do it? When you think about it, it’s not rational or reasonable to open one’s heart or to risk one’s life to save a stranger, especially when such an act risks one’s own life. The villagers should have simply kept to themselves, minded their own business, and maintained a low profile.


But they didn’t choose to maintain a low profile. Instead the people of Le Chambon saved the lives of 5,000 Jews because they listened to and followed the call of love – a call emerging out of their deeply held religious values – values which they didn’t simply affirm, but which they embraced and lived in everything they did. 


You see, like the Amish, the residents of Le Chambon saw their Christian faith as a call to discipleship and love. It wasn’t enough simply to profess love; one was obligated to live love by loving your neighbor as yourself.


But the love embodied in the village of Le Chambon wasn’t just for their immediate neighbors – it was the same boundless and universal love that is at the heart of Unitarian Universalism. It’s a love that knows no distinctions and no divisions. It’s a love that isn’t reserved just for us or for those who worship and believe as we do. The residents of Le Chambon viewed all people as their neighbors, as the children of God, as possessing worth and dignity. It was faith in that boundless and universal love, and the willingness of the people of Le Chambon to let it guide their actions, that created an island of hope in the midst of the most monstrous act of evil in human history. 


And it’s that same love and that same hope which I believe are at the heart of this religious community. The Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron is a loving and welcoming community for all – a community of compassion, justice, and peace. We have embraced these values in our new mission statement and are striving to live them in everything we do. Our many ministries and programs are deepening the love we feel inside this community and are enabling us to bring that same love to our work in the world. More than anything else, I believe this congregation is truly becoming a house for hope – a house where all people are welcome journey with us in a spirit of love, justice, and peace.


During this year’s stewardship campaign, you’re going to hear a great deal about numbers – about church finances, about our annual budget, and about the mortgage on the fellowship hall. But as you consider your pledge both to the annual budget and to the capital campaign, I encourage you to see past the numbers to the love and hope that are at the heart of this church community. I know that’s how my family sees our pledge both to the stewardship and to the capital campaign. We see our pledge as an opportunity to live our values, to stand together on sacred ground, and to make an investment in this remarkable house for hope.  


Many years after the Second World War ended, Phillip Hallie, the author of the definitive history of the events in Le Chambon, encountered a woman at a book signing. During the question and answer period, the woman asked if Le Chambon was located in a particular region in southern France.  When the author confirmed that that was indeed the same village, the woman paused for a moment and then simply said, “Well, you have been speaking about the village that saved the lives of all three of my children.”  


Total silence fell over the room. The woman then asked if she might be permitted to say one more thing.  Walking to the front of the room, she turned to the audience and simply said, “The Holocaust was the storm, the lightning, the thunder, and the flood.… Le Chambon was the rainbow.”


Friends, our lives and our world are so often filled with thunder, violent storms, and dark clouds. But in the midst of the clouds and the storms, there is love, there is compassion, and there is hope. As you consider your pledge both to the stewardship and the capital campaign, I urge you to give generously. Help this community to live its’ values and to be that house for hope. Because if we can journey together, guided by that boundless, universal love, the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron can help create a path away from the thunder and the storms – a path that is always leading us toward a beautiful, beautiful rainbow.

Thank you for listening and blessed be.

