JOHN KUTUCHIEF, MEMBER SINCE 1984
The idea of ''spirituality'' as a deeply-rooted concept in our lives seems a bit strange to me.   Because of how I was influenced by my family’s history, I have always thought that all of us are primarily defined more by our circumstances – where we were born, who our parents were, the value system instilled in (or, in some cases, foisted upon) us, the lifestyle in which we were raised and then later, as adults, either rejected or embraced, and the level of intellect we posses.   That said.....I think we evolve into our spiritual selves because it is an extension – not a definition – of who and what we are. 

I am a first-generation Bulgarian, born in America to parents who came to this country as young 'sweethearts' on a boat in 1939 with about $6 U. S. dollars in their pockets.  With the support and guidance of close friends from the Bulgarian community in Cleveland, my parents attended Oberlin College and after graduation went to Bowling Green, where my mother got a Master’s in Social Work, and my father attended seminary to become a United Church of Christ minister. 

Now I tell you all of this because it was this succession of events that shaped and defined my beginnings of spiritual growth.   You see, if my parents hadn't had the courage to escape the communist regime, leave their family and friends which they knew they'd likely never see again for many years if at all, and come here to America, I wouldn't have grown up as a free white male with educational, economic and religious choices – instead, I would have definitely been born in communist Bulgaria where economic and educational opportunities were limited and the religious orientation was unquestioned.  That kind of upbringing would have surely skewed my understanding and growth on a spiritual journey, and would have hindered (as we say each Sunday in our Unison Affirmation) “The quest of truth.”

My evolution into the idea of ''spirituality'' as a viable concept is steeped in those values expressed, lived, and played out by my parents:  The inherent worth of individuals, individual responsibility for self and others, tolerance and inclusion and a firm belief in a power greater than I.  This is the kind of direction and influence I had while growing up.  

April 4th 1968!!  Remember where you were on that day?  '68 was a tumultuous year and I felt betrayed, hopeless, angry, bitter, and very confused by the assassination of Martin Luther King.  I needed some form of spiritual comfort – a sense of connection with my fellow beings, a reason to hope and move forward.  That week I went to three different services:  an interdenominational service at the Civic, one at a Presbyterian church, and the last one here at The Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron.   Of course, those of us who've been around longer than we care to admit remember Gordon McKeeman, and how he approached this tragedy.  His service gave me more peace and comfort than any of the other services I attended.  That was the beginning of my connection to this church.   It's been 43 years and I continue to feel connected and mentored along by this community in seeking my spiritual well being.

Sidebar comment:  My father, who was a United Church of Christ minister here in the Akron area, never understood my connection to this church.   In fact, he and Gordon McKeeman belonged to an Interfaith Council and my dad would chide Gordon at every opportunity about why John had gone over to the ''dark side.''   It was always good-natured, and Gordon being the gentleman he is patiently took it in good stride and respected the different viewpoint my father had about other religions.   And in turn, my father eventually came to grudgingly accept my different viewpoint about religion.  

That's why I really like our Mission statement, because it echoes much of what both Gordon McKeeman and my father believed:  We are a welcoming & loving community for all, dedicated to meaningful & inspirational worship & lifelong spiritual growth.  We find strength in diversity & commit to be a prominent force for social justice & stewardship of the earth.   We aspire to take very good care of ourselves, each other and the world.

And that, Friends, is the essence of what I think our collective spiritual journey is all about:  To offer an island of hope and a community of love for those who are continually bombarded by faiths whose dogma and creeds deny individual growth and expression.  

Thank you for allowing me to share with you this morning.

 

KATIE RIFFLE, MEMBER SINCE 2010
Where do I belong?

I know I was churched growing up.  When I was younger, I attended a local UCC church.  I don’t necessarily remember the services, but I do remember Sunday school, two boys named Jack and Joe, and events at the church.  
I also remember the Friday Night Club House bible study group, specifically the opening song
“The Friday Night, Club House… Where you can bring a friend.  You can learn about the Savior and life that never ends…”  I remember the friends that I made and the stories I heard.  I remember the community.

Where do I belong?

When I was a little bit older, I remember coming to the UUCA.  I did actually sit in on some of the sermons.  I remember special friends’ activities, the friends I made in the high school group, and the conferences… the conferences changed my life!

But it wasn’t all good memories.  I remember my dad, who was sad to know that his kids were going to hell because we didn’t believe in Jesus as the savior.  I remember struggling with the question of God and Jesus and who was “right”.  I went to my dad’s church and there was definitely a spirit that moved in that congregation.  I prayed for people and felt God do his work through me.  I was active in that church too.  I made good friends and learned some more about the bible.  I liked the enthusiasm of the preacher and the music stirred my soul.  I liked it, but I couldn’t live it.   I also went to that church to spend time with my dad.  And when I started to feel like I was invisible to him even there, I stopped going.

Where do I belong?

I fell out of touch with church.  I came back once to this church, when my son Joseph was really young.  I really needed the community at that time in my life.  But, I only came one Sunday… and didn’t come back for about 4 years.

My sister and my mom brought my kids, Joseph and Malinda to church at first, because it felt like the right time to get the kids involved in something greater than themselves.  Once, I came reluctantly when my sister couldn’t go with my mom.  

During those in between years, I struggled immensely.  I suffered post-partum depression, situational depression, a broken marriage, life changes, lack of self-esteem and self-confidence.  I did start back to school to finish my undergraduate degree.  I learned that you make choices, and you live with the consequences, both good and bad.  At that point in my life, I thought I could do it all by myself.  I know now that what I needed was community.
Where do I belong?

I have been back a little over one year.  I have found my home.  I now feel like I can begin my spiritual journey, where I am allowed to explore, discover and grow in a loving and supportive community.  I have found comfort in sharing my joys and sorrows with this congregation.  Together with Austen and Chandra, we began the Young AdUUlt group and helped give other searching peers a home.  I have enjoyed teaching in the Sunday school and attending many functions.  There are classes here where I can explore my own faith, and I have taken those that I can.  After many years in the church, I still learned a lot from the New UU class.  I wish I could take the Bible class, but cannot, however I have faith Tim will teach that again.  One class that particularly began a stirring in my soul was the Articulating Our UU Faith offered in the fall.  We learned a lot from that class, and the knowledge helped bring us to our own faith statement, which I would like to share with you now.

A rose, dedication, signing the book, making a commitment, a spark, a flame, witness, sacrifice, testing, courage, illumination, growth.  The beginning of a shared journey.  Searching, seeking in a loving and encouraging community.  Freedom, acceptance and reason.  All are found at my home in the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron.

 “Celebrating Our Journeys”

Rev. Tim Temerson
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February 13, 2011

I want to begin by thanking John and Katie for sharing their spiritual journeys. 
A couple of weeks ago I emailed them a rather long and exhausting list of questions for them to think about and they both did a fabulous job of translating those questions into wonderful personal stories.


I must say that being able to listen to people’s spiritual journeys is without question one of my favorite things about being a Unitarian Universalist minister. There is so much richness and power in those stories – stories about joy and sorrow, hope and despair, change and growth. I can honestly say that I’ve learned as much if not more about Unitarian Universalism from listening to your stories as I have from any book I have read or class I took in seminary.  


And I think what makes those stories so extraordinary is that they speak to the essence of what it is to be a spiritual being and a Unitarian Universalist. Our stories reveal how much we yearn for the same things - for meaning, for growth, for community, and for connection to something greater than ourselves. And I think they also tell us a great deal about Unitarian Universalism and about this church community – about how our core values of love, freedom, and acceptance draw people to our faith, how those values enable them to be who they are and to become what they yearn to be, and how our own Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron can be, as John so beautifully put it, “an island of hope and a community of love.”


Think for a moment about the stories John and Katie shared with us this morning. They both came to this church community in the midst of difficulty and struggle. For John, it was the assassination of Dr. King in April of 1968 that led him to experience what I would call a crisis of meaning and hope. He sought out a faith community that would offer him spiritual comfort and a way to connect with others as a means to finding hope in the world. And that is precisely what John has found here at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron – a community where he has felt connected and mentored, and where he has been able to find what he calls “spiritual well being.”


Katie came back to us after a difficult time in her life in which she faced many personal challenges. She tried to go it alone spiritually but realized that she needed a place to belong. And now she has found her spiritual home – a place where she can share her joys and sorrows, a place where she can explore and discover, a place where she can grow and become the person she yearns to be. Katie has truly begun her spiritual journey here at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron and the faith statement she shared at the end of her reflection points to the extraordinary depth and beauty of that journey.


And that I think is what makes Unitarian Universalism such an extraordinary and life-changing religion. You see, like Katie and John, many of us come to this community and this religion seeking meaning and hope. But rather than insisting on adherence to a single creed or belief, this faith community accepts you for who you are and offers inspiration and support so that you can become who you yearn to be. And how do we do that?  By listening to and learning from one another, by embracing diverse sources of truth and wisdom, and always by journeying together in a spirit of love, acceptance, and peace. That’s who we are, that’s what Katie and John have experienced here at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron, and that’s what I hope each of you will find as you share your spiritual lives and your spiritual journeys with us. 



Friends, wherever that journey takes you, may the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron be for you a place of peace, an island of hope, and always, always, always a community of love.

Thank you for listening and blessed be.         

