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Good morning and welcome to this wonderful day of new beginnings. Today we mark both the start of a shared journey with our new members and a new beginning for the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron as we vote to adopt a new mission statement.


I must say that new member Sunday is one of my favorite Sundays of the year and one of my favorite parts of being a Unitarian Universalist minister. Whenever I meet in my office with someone who is considering joining our church, I feel an excited and energized. There is so much possibility in the room – possibilities for the prospective new member and possibilities for our congregation.


I can still remember the first time I signed a membership book and participated in a New Member Ceremony. It was about 11 years ago after Carol and I had made the decision to begin attending a UU church. We both quickly felt at home and eventually decided that signing the book was the right thing to do. But when the big moment came to put pen to paper, I remember having this strange feeling of both excitement and anxiety. I remember thinking to myself “I’m so glad to be joining and committing myself to a community where I feel welcomed and valued for who I am. But there was also a part of me, probably the same part that had kept me away from organized religion for so many years, saying “What in the world am I getting myself into?


The answer, of course, is that I was getting myself into something extraordinary, something that I didn’t think could possibly exist, something that would literally change my life. I found in Unitarian Universalism and in the UU congregation we joined a faith tradition and a community where I was not only accepted for who I am and free to follow my own spiritual path, but also where I could grow, stretch, be transformed, and experience a kind of depth and connection that I hadn’t thought possible. More than anything else, when I became a Unitarian Universalist, I became part of a religious tradition and a community rooted in love – a love that offered me support through the joys and sorrows of my life and a love that always sought to reach beyond the confines of a single building or a single faith tradition to embrace all people and to help heal a broken and hurting world.


And with the new mission statement that the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron has written and will soon vote on, I can honestly say to all of our new members that you have joined a church community rooted in that same love, that same commitment to acceptance, spiritual growth, and transformation for ourselves and for the world. 


I want to take a few minutes this morning this to talk about our new mission statement – to explore what it reveals about this faith community – about who we are, about what we value, and about how we might live out our mission in the coming years.


And the first thing I want to note about our mission statement is the process that led to its development. Rather than being dictated by a creed, a single sacred text, our denominational headquarters in Boston, or your minister, this statement belongs to all of you. Over the course of a very snowy and stormy weekend back in February, well over 100 members and friends of this congregation gathered to share their values, their hopes, and their dreams for this spiritual community and for the world. I can’t begin to tell you how moved I was by your commitment and your enthusiasm, and I still can’t stop bragging to my ministerial colleagues about how so many in my congregation battled the weather to write a new mission statement. I know by now they’re pretty tired of hearing me say things like – so you think your congregation is great, well let me tell you about mine!


When I came to church on that Sunday morning following the mission and vision workshops and read all the statements you had written the day before, I could tell that something special had taken place. Although the wording was different from statement to statement, the values and the hopes were the same - freedom, acceptance, diversity, spiritual growth, social justice, stewardship of the earth, and, of course, love. 


And when your facilitators gathered later that same Sunday to merge all those statements into the language you will be voting on later this morning, I couldn’t help but feel excited and energized about our future. You see, contained in those few sentences is the sacred ground which this congregation has staked out and the core values and loyalties by which this congregation chooses to live.


And what is that sacred ground, what are those core loyalties and values? I think they are best summed up by a simple but powerful phrase I recently encountered in the work of the Rev. Meg Riley. Meg is a very well known Unitarian Universalist minister and has deep roots in this congregation. As I’m sure many of you know Meg is the daughter of our own Charlie Wilson. 


In a recently published essay, Meg argues that, above all else, Unitarian Universalist congregations ought to be communities of what she calls “radical caring.” I love that phrase – radical caring. Radical caring, as I understand it, is rooted in a special kind of love that is always being translated into action, a special kind of compassion that is always being translated into deeds of justice and peace for all people and for the interdependent web of existence. 


As I said before, radical caring is a special kind of love - a love is that is best captured by what Dr. King called agape, which he defined as “creative, redemptive good will towards all human beings.”  The love at the heart of radical caring is universal rather than particular, boundless rather than restricted, and directed towards all people and all of creation rather than reserved for those who look, think, talk, believe, worship, or live like us. Radical caring is radical because it knows no bounds, knows no distinctions, and knows no value higher than love.


And if I had to sum up our new mission statement in a few words, I would say that it is a bold proclamation of radical caring. Look at the very first sentence. It says that we are a welcoming and loving community for all – not for some, not for those adhering to one belief system or theology, not for one race, one sexual orientation, or one class. The Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron is a welcoming and loving community for all. That, my friends, is what radical caring is all about.


But as our mission statement goes on to indicate, radical caring is experienced and embodied in many different ways. It requires a rich and diverse worship and spiritual life that is meaningful, inspirational, and conducive to lifelong growth and transformation. Radical caring also requires the strength that comes from diversity – a diversity that challenges us to grow, to stretch, and to reach beyond our comfort zones of religion, race, class, sexual orientation, gender, and so on. And finally, radical caring demands that we move beyond our own walls and out into the world as a prominent force for social justice and stewardship of the earth. That’s what makes radical caring truly radical – it is extended to all people and to all corners of creation, and pays special attention to those who are subjected to injustice, hatred, fear, and oppression.


Our new mission statement, our bold proclamation of radical caring, ends with words that are very near and dear to my heart. If you attend worship regularly on Sunday mornings, you have heard them in the blessing I use to conclude every service. I can’t tell you how touched I am that those words have made it into our new mission statement. But I must say that what I like most is how you have improved them by adding the language of aspiration. The Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron aspires to live as a community of radical caring- a community in which we take care of ourselves as individuals, take care of each other as a church community, and take care of the world through acts of justice, stewardship, and peace towards all people and all creation. By employing the language of aspiration, you have boldly and bravely acknowledged that radical caring is not a destination we have already reached, but a journey we must still make.


Just imagine for a moment what a community we could be and what a world this could be if we live out our mission of radical caring. When I listen to the words of our new mission statement and imagine what they might mean, I can see a congregation joined together by a spirit of overflowing fellowship and love, a congregation in which we share each other’s lives and deepen the sacred bonds which connect us to one another and to the spirit of life and love that flows freely throughout this community. I can also see a congregation that is changing, learning, growing, embracing difference and diversity in new and exciting ways, and always striving to translate the love we feel inside this community into care for others and for the world.


Friends, as we consider our new mission and begin planning for our future, what ultimately matters most are not the words on a page but rather the love in our hearts. Each and every one of you has made the decision to share your lives with this community – to worship together, to learn together, to grow together, to be transformed together, and to care for one another and the world. What a community of love and care this already is and what a community of love and radical caring – love and care that flow throughout this congregation and which are always reaching out to repair a broken world – what a community of love and radical caring we can be.

Amen and Blessed Be.

