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Good morning and welcome. I’m so glad you made your way through all the snow because today is a very important day here at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron – for this is the day we begin to look forward with excitement and expectation to our congregation-wide mission and vision workshops on February 27, less than three weeks from today. 


Now I imagine you may be thinking to yourself – Well that workshop sounds like it might be interesting but what makes it so important, so important that I should give up either a Saturday morning or a Saturday afternoon to participate? Well friends, I’m here to tell you that these workshops are vitally important, that they represent the single most important moment in the life of this congregation since I became your minister last August. For it is on that day less than three weeks from today that our church community will come together to ask and answer deeply profound questions – Who are we? What do we yearn and hunger for as a church community? What does it mean to be a Unitarian Universalist religious community? and What kind of a future do we dream and imagine for this congregation and for the world? That’s what you will be doing on February 27th – dreaming of the congregation we want to become and dreaming of the world we are called to build.


I want to thank Warren Brown for all the work he has done to help our community think about some of these big questions. Back when I was a candidate to become your minister, I read the wonderful report Warren mentioned in his remarks and was so impressed with this congregation’s willingness to look at itself, to ask those big questions, and to imagine an even brighter, more hopeful future. More than anything else, I could see that the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron is a community rooted in love and acceptance and a community that yearns to deepen those roots while at the same time reaching beyond its walls to serve the community and to build a better world.    


I also want to commend Warren for his wonderful reflection this morning, and especially for his metaphor of the quilt. Our diverse spiritual paths and many different reasons for seeking out the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron do resemble pieces of cloth – pieces that contain many colors and patterns. And Warren is so right to remind us that while we can keep our pieces of cloth to ourselves, something truly extraordinary and beautiful can happen when we join our individual cloths together into a marvelous, marvelous quilt – the quilt of Unitarian Universalist religious community.


I must say that whenever I think of religious community and the power it has to change our lives and change the world, I am always reminded of music. There is something truly amazing and I would even say divine about the way music brings very different sounds and very different voices together into works of art and beauty that touch our hearts and stir our souls. I think the late novelist Kurt Vonnegut, a lifelong atheist, got it just right when he said that the only evidence he had ever encountered pointing to the existence of God is music.


Now I must confess that I don’t know much about music, have never played an instrument, and possess a singing voice that usually sends those near me running for cover! But from what little I do know, it strikes me that, like Warren’s quilt, music is a wonderful metaphor for what can happen when we share our spiritual lives with others. In many ways, each of us resembles a unique and precious sound or perhaps even a song – a song possessing beauty and dignity, a song we sing to ourselves and to others. And yet, there is something inside us that yearns to join our unique sounds, our unique songs, with the songs of others so that we can become part of a larger and even more magnificent symphony. It is that yearning - that hunger to bring our voices into harmony with others, which brings us to religious communities like the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron. And when we bring our unique voices and our individual songs into community and join them with the songs of others – something truly extraordinary and divine can take place- something that touches and transforms not only our lives, but that can also change the world.      


I want to take a few moments to share a story with you about music and religious community – a story about the power of love to bring people together, in community, to create beauty and hope, not only for themselves, but for others and for the world. 


The story took place (and it is a true story) at the Unitarian Universalist congregation my family and I attended before we moved to Akron. My wife, Carol, and I have many friends in that congregation and one of our closest friends is an extraordinarily kind and compassionate woman who I will call Sandra. One day Sandra sent an email to some of her church friends expressing deep sadness and even despair over the illness of her best friend, who I will call Ann. Ann was suffering from a very serious and debilitating form of cancer. Ann’s illness forced her to spend most days in bed, either at home or in the hospital. Every week, Sandra made, and still makes, a four hour round trip to spend time with Ann.


On the day she sent the email, Sandra was very worried about Ann’s condition and her prospects. Sandra devoted so much of her time and energy to lifting Ann’s spirits. But on this day, it was her spirits that were low and in need of care and compassion.


It was at this point that my wife, Carol, sent Sandra an email – an email that proved to be the spark of something amazing – something that not only touched Sandra, but that also touched Ann and the lives of many in our congregation. You see, at the end of a message filled with compassion and sympathy for both Sandra and Ann, Carol enclosed the words from the last line of the hymn we just sang – “Come Sing a Song with Me.” Carol told Sandra that she was not alone in her sadness and despair, and that the many people who love and care about her would, as the hymn says, “bring her hope when hope is hard to find, and bring to her a song of love and a rose in the winter time.”


As you can imagine, those beautiful words and the love they expressed touched Sandra’s heart and lifted her spirits. As Sandra has said many times, Carol’s email helped her find hope and feel deeply connected because she knew that she wasn’t alone.


But Carol’s email also did something else - it gave Sandra a wonderful idea. You see, Sandra decided to share the gift of love and song Carol had given to her with Ann. Ann was also a Unitarian Universalist but her health prevented her from attending Sunday services. More than anything else, Sandra wanted to give those beautiful words from that beautiful hymn to Ann, so that she could also experience hope when hope was hard to find. 


Now Sandra first tried to purchase a CD containing the hymn, but unfortunately, she couldn’t find what she was looking for. So Sandra turned to the congregation’s minister for help. After brainstorming with the music director, the minister came back to Sandra with quite an idea. Since a CD could not be found, the congregation would simply make one of its own. And rather than bringing in professional singers or asking just the choir to sing, everyone would be invited to sing and record some of Ann’s favorite hymns, and we would do this on a Sunday morning, after the 10:30 worship service.


I can still remember that morning when it was announced during coffee hour that the sound equipment was in place and that anyone who wanted to help make the CD was welcome to return to the sanctuary and sing. No special singing abilities were required; everyone was welcome! 


Now I remember thinking, they may say everyone is welcome but, with my voice, surely they don’t mean me! I gave serious thought to staying in the Fellowship Hall rather than going back into the sanctuary. But on this special day, something inside me kept saying, “Go into that sanctuary and sing with all your heart because this is not about you, it’s about bringing a little joy and hope to someone in need. It’s about joining with others to do something important, something we could only do together.


Once I got back in the sanctuary, things did not get off to a good start. You see, before we began recording, the music director gave this very impromptu choir a few singing instructions. He explained the importance of pitch and trying to sing on key. I’m sure his instructions were wonderful but I must confess that the longer he talked, the more I developed this feeling of utter and absolute confusion and cluelessness.


But once we began singing, and especially after we sang “Come Sing a Song with Me,” I began to sense that in spite of my confusion and our untrained singing voices, something very special was happening. You see, the longer we sang together, the more I came to realize that what we were doing that day was creating something holy and sacred – that we were creating out of our individual voices, limited as they may be – songs that had the power to bring light and love to someone’s life. 


And you know what? The CD we recorded that morning is incredibly beautiful. I have no doubt that to the musically trained ear, it is far from perfect and perhaps even deeply flawed. But to this untrained ear and to everyone I know who has heard it, there is a beauty and sacredness in the songs we recorded. And I believe that beauty is a result of the fact that on that blessed morning, those of us who had gathered in the sanctuary were, in fact, singing in the same key, and that key was the key of love.


And that is precisely what all of you are being invited to do in less than three weeks. You have a wonderful and I would even say sacred opportunity to join your unique voice, your unique song of love and hope, with the voices and songs of others as we create this congregation’s mission and vision for the future. When you think about it, a mission and vision is really a song - a song that this congregation will create out of its many voices – a song that reflects who we are, what we yearn for, and what we dream for ourselves and for the world. 


But our song won’t be as rich and beautiful as it can be if you keep your voice to yourself and don’t share it with our community. We need you to come and sing your song and share your hopes and dreams for this congregation on February 27th.  After the service, there will be a table in the crossroads as make your way to coffee hour so that you can sign up for either the Saturday morning or Saturday afternoon session. And if we miss you then, look for Pam Nunn and her sandwich board at coffee hour.


Friends, we need you. We need all of you.  What a shame it would be if your voice, if your sacred song, is missing when we gather on the 27th to share our hopes and our dreams with one another. This is the moment – this is the moment when the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron will listen for, create, and begin to sing our sacred song, our magnificent symphony. I don’t know what that song will sound like or what its lyrics will be. But I do know this. If we have the commitment, the courage, and the compassion to listen to one another and to join our voices together, we will create a beautiful song, a sacred song, a song we can sing with joy and with love to each other and to the world.

Thank you for listening and blessed be.  
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