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Good morning and welcome to this day of celebrating our collective soup – the minestrone of our ministry here at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron! 
I hope all of you will join us after the service for the Ministries Fair in Fellowship Hall, which will be a wonderful opportunity to learn about all of our congregation’s ministries and programs, and find ways to get involved in the life of this community.  


I must say that I love the image of ministry as a warm and nourishing soup that we create together. Ministry, as our own emeritus minister Gordon McKeeman says, is all that we as people of faith and conscience do together. I like to think that ministry takes place whenever and wherever people listen for and then choose to follow love’s call – a call to share our gifts and to live our deepest values - a call that can literally transform lives and heal the world. 


Following a call that has led to life-giving change certainly describes the life and story of Greg Mortenson.  I can’t imagine a more amazing and inspiring example of ministry, of following  a call of love and service. From a failed attempt to climb one of the world’s highest mountains came an extraordinary and life-changing ministry – a ministry that has led, over the last 17 years to the building of over 145 schools and to education for children, and especially girls, in one of the world’s most dangerous and forbidding regions.


And if you were to ask Greg Mortenson to explain how a mountain climber, grieving the death of his beloved sister, could be transformed into a world renowned humanitarian, I think he would simply say that in the aftermath of his failure to climb K2, he was able to listen for and discover his calling. As the quote at the top of your order of service says, When his heart spoke, Greg Mortenson was taking good notes. (By the way I took that quote from Three Cups of Tea) Mortenson listened to the memory of his beloved sister Christa, whose struggle and courage in battling her own illness enabled Mortenson to find his own courage and to appreciate and want to help the children of Korphe. He listened to Haji Ali and the residents of Korphe as they showed Mortenson what it truly means to help others by opening their lives and sharing their very meager resources to help him recover. And I think it’s fair to say that Greg Mortenson ultimately listened to the stirrings of his own heart – to a voice calling him to a life devoted to love, to service, and to building peace in Pakistan and Afghanistan through education and learning, not bombs and bullets.


But what exactly does it mean to have and to follow a calling? I remember when I decided to become a Unitarian Universalist minister, it seemed like everyone was asking me to talk about my calling. So Tim, tell me about you’re A Ha moment, you know, that moment when it all became clear. Although I could rattle off a few reasons why I wanted to be a minister, I struggled with that word calling. Did I have a calling? If I did, how would I know? I didn’t have a single A Ha moment when the heavens opened and a voice from a Cecille B DeMille movie or perhaps from the Wizard of Oz called down to tell me I should be a UU minister. Maybe wanting to be a minister automatically meant I had a calling, even if I didn’t have an A Ha moment? And finally, I struggled with the question of who exactly was doing the calling? I mean, if one is called doesn’t that imply someone else is on the other end, placing the call?  


To be perfectly honest, I still haven’t worked out that final question – the question of exactly who or what calls me to serve and to minister. But I now know that I am called – perhaps by a voice out there somewhere or maybe by the stirrings of my own heart, or perhaps by some combination of the two.  But I am called - called to live my life in a way that reflects the hopes, the values, the gifts, and the passion that live within me.


In thinking about what it means to be called, I have been helped immeasurably by the writing of Parker Palmer. In a wonderful book which I highly recommend entitled “Let Your Life Speak,” Palmer argues that being called is at the heart of what it means to be human. Each and every one of us is called by what Palmer terms our “inner teacher.” And the roots of that voice, that inner teacher, are found in what Palmer sees as the basic human need for wholeness and unity – for living undivided lives – lives that reflect the essence of who we are and what we hope for ourselves and the world. As Palmer so beautifully puts it, people hunger to lead lives in which soul and role, spirit and vocation, are in harmony, not conflict, with one another.


But how does one discover one’s calling, one’s vocation in life. According to Palmer, a calling is a voice that is speaking to us through our lives, our experiences, our successes and our failures, our hopes and our dreams. A calling is not a goal we can set as if we can wake up one morning and decide, “ok today I’m going to decide what my calling is.” Rather, a calling is a yearning, an inspiration that grabs hold of us and leads us where we are meant to go. A calling is not a goal we create and control; it is a teacher that we listen to and follow.


And once we find our calling and begin to lead lives that are undivided and whole, amazing things begin to happen. For one, we begin to experience a rising tide of joy in our lives emerging from wholeness and unity, which another of my favorite writers, Frederic Buechner, calls, “deep gladness.” 


And second, when we listen for and then begin to live our calling, amazing things begin to happen in the world and in the lives of those we touch. Our yearning for unity and wholeness in our own lives becomes a creative force for unity and wholeness in the world. Our vocation, our ministry, our yearning for wholeness finds its way to the world’s greatest needs, whether those needs are schools and education in Pakistan and Afghanistan or providing help to someone in this church or in the local community.  That’s why I am especially drawn to the rest of Frederic Buechner’s definition of ministry or vocation, which he defines as “that place where our deep gladness meets the world’s deep need.” Ministry is that place where our deep gladness meets the world’s deep need.


And that’s also where religious communities like the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron can play such a vital and life-changing role. While you or I can certainly live our calling and our ministry alone, just imagine what we can do if we bring our gifts into one warm and nourishing soup? From the beginning of his ministry in Southwest Asia, Greg Mortenson listened to, learned from, and joined forces with the people of villages like Korphe and with leaders like Haji Ali, and eventually created an organization called the Central Asia Institute, which we will be raising funds during our offering and which has enabled Mortenson to live his dream and his calling of bringing education to the children of Pakistan and Afghanistan. Without question, one person living their calling is a blessing. But a community ministering together can truly change lives and change the world!


So the question I leave you with today is simply this.  What is your life, your gifts, your yearning for wholeness – what is your inner teacher calling you to do? Where does your deep gladness meet the world’s deep needs? And as you listen to and strive to follow your inner teacher, I hope you will bring your deep gladness and your calling into the soup, into the ministry of this congregation. There are so many wonderful ways we can serve together, grow together, experience deep gladness together, and bring our individual ministries together into the ministry of the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron – a ministry calling this congregation to be a community of welcome , a community of lifelong spiritual growth and depth, a community working for justice and environmental stewardship, a community that journeys with us through the joys and sorrows of life - a community that is, above all else, listening for and striving to follow where love is calling us.

