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Looking back on four years of papers from seminary, I discovered a theme that
seemed to continuously pop up over and over. In my bible classes, when given a
choice about what papers to write, time and again I turned to the parables about
the kingdom of heaven. And Andover Newton Theological School being what it
is, a school focused on the practice of ministry, after getting through the all the
proper scholarly, peer journal informed and academic supported research one
was given the opportunity to write a bit about how a particular passage informed
your tradition. And I would write pages of how I understood the kingdom of
heaven Jesus spoke of to be a time and place that should and will and can and in
some places does exist in humanity. It is not a supernatural place to me, the
kingdom of heaven. It is an ideal that humanity should pursue, and can be

achieved through building the Beloved Community.

In our reading today, we hear that Jesus compares the kingdom of heaven to a
mustard seed and to leaven. Traditional interpretations of the kingdom of
heaven are simply not compatible with most Unitarian and Universalist

theology. They depend on subscribing to the idea that this life we live today is not
inherently good, nor preferable, and that we must merely hope for a better
afterlife, wherein we can experience the kingdom of heaven. Most UUs,
concerned more with the life we live now, and not the unknown of what comes
after, consider that we live in a world that is inherently good and filled with love
and through that love we experience that which is divine. The kingdom of heaven
is the beloved community in which we gather together to acknowledge the
humanity of one another, we come together as the beloved community to worship
that which is holy to us, to remind ourselves that life is mostly good, and that
through loving our neighbor we can be sustained through the darker parts of our
journey. But the building of the beloved community is and never should be

complete. As a liberal progressive faith, we must always be evolving, or we will



perish. The branches of the tree in the parable, where birds come to make their
nests. I understand that tree to be the church, the branches growing more
numerous and stronger by the years. Because we cannot all make nests on the
same branches, or the branches will become crowded, and under the weight of
too many, break. Building the beloved community, to experience divinity in each
one of us, will require us to grow more branches. Branches designed for the

times we live in, for the people we have yet to meet. Branches for the future.

The Beloved Community is a term coined by philosopher and theologian Josiah
Royce in the early 20th century. However, as many of you know, it was Martin
Luther King Jr. who popularized the term. King embraced the concept, according
to the King Center, as not a lofty, utopian goal where lambs and lions laid down
beside one another, but as a realistic goal for community to live out agape

love. Different than eros’s romantic love or philia’s affectionate love between
friends, Agape love is often defined by being an understanding, a redeeming
goodwill for all and an overflowing love that is creative and transcendent. The
Beloved Community is where you bring your best self, to be of service to others,
to bring comfort, to be comforted, to have a faith experience. Unitarian
Universalist churches worked at building this type of community in the 20th
century. And many got derailed in the process. Rev. Dr. Frederic Muir referred
to this derailment in his Berry St. lecture at GA last June, as the problem of
iChurch. That would be Church with a tiny “i” in front of it, like your iphone or
ipad. Muir refers to iChurch as a place where the allergy UUs have to authority
and power and the defensive protectiveness each person’s of individuality prevent
the transition into building the Beloved Community. He suggests that the peril of
church is in depending on the individualized needs. Muir goes on to further
explain that the future of Unitarian Universalism in being the beloved
community depends on our ability to engage with the growing number of adults
under 40 who identify as having no religious identity, but having a want for

spiritual community and experiencing faith.



Last fall I shared with you my belief that our stories are what have kept our faith
vibrant and relevant and are what sustains us. Our historical stories, our
personal stories, our mystical stories. If Unitarian Universalism and our stories
are to survive in the 21st century, we need an open and honest conversation about
why and how we do church, and in what ways we will need to adapt to continue to

be relevant in modern society.

I believe we have rethink how we do church, how we do religious education and
spiritual development. I am not talking about changing up content in our
curriculum here, but a bigger awareness of how we worship, how we learn, how
we spend our time together as a community. Because if we continue to use a late
19th and early 20th century model for worship and religious education, fewer and
fewer people will think of church as relevant in the 21st century. Boundless,
transcendent creative love lives here. We need to find a way to welcome people
through our doors to experience this love, and make it easier for families already
here to deepen their spiritual lives. For that to happen, we need to think outside
the box, think outside the pew, think outside the classroom and think outside the
pulpit....we need to redefine what church is for families and individuals who live

lives very differently than families did a generation ago.

Because here’s the thing. We do church pretty much how church has been done
for at least fifty years, if not longer, depending on what part of our church life you
at. Sure, the content of RE curriculum has changed a few times, and we have
some contemporary music. But our method? Pretty much the same. What other
areas of your life function in the same method as 50 years ago? If you walked
into your child or your niece’s school and they told you that they have not
changed their methodology in 50 years, would you consider that to be a good

school? A school that will prepare your child for the future?

In our constantly-connected, always available world, church has to compete with

not only sports and scouting, but work. No longer are virtually all of our



households consisting of one adult who works Monday through Friday 9 to 5 and
another adult who stays home and is available to prepare to teach Sunday
school. I tried to count in my head how many of you do not work a fixed,
traditional schedule, but do consulting work at all days and hours of the week, or
work shifts, sometimes overnight. How many of you have regularly have
challenges balancing work and your kids’ school and activity schedules with your
work schedule and the needs of relatives who may be in poor health. How many
of you want to engage in church in different and fulfilling ways, but the
circumstances of your life leave very little time for yourself let alone others, and
that sometimes your schedule does not line up with Sunday mornings at 10:00.
How many of you have demands on your time outside of traditional business
hours. Demands that are not optional. Demands that you do not have choice

in. I started counting, and after a few dozen households, I lost count. We can
lament the encroachment of technology and screens and email and facebook and
mobile phones that make us available to anyone and everyone at anytime. Yes,
we can lament that, in the same way we may pine away in nostalgia for a simpler
time, a simpler time that likely never existed except in Norman Rockwell
paintings and 1950s television shows. But lamenting either of those things it will
not alter the fact that our world has changed, nor will it reverse the course of

modernity.

In her book “designing contemporary congregations” Rev. Dr. Laurene Beth
Bowers explains one of the traps churches fall into is doing the same thing as we
have always done, expecting the same benefits as in the past. In the 60s and 70s,
thanks in part to counter culture movements, liberal and progressive churches in
America experienced growth both in attendance and finances, as churches
became homes for some of the most influential civil rights activities and other

social issues of the time.

This positive reinforcement encouraged churches to keep doing what they

did. And then, as the culture changed, churches held more tightly to traditional



ways of doing things, because it worked before. Turns out, there may be a
scientific reason for this. Scientist BF Skinner studied pigeons, and found that
when pigeons pecked at a gadget, food was released. Over and over the pigeons
would receive food for pecking on the gadget. And then, when the food reward
was withdrawn, it apparently did not matter. The pigeons kept right on pecking

away at the gadget, regardless of not receiving the food rewards

And, most of our churches today are doing the same thing. We are still doing
church in a way that worked decades upon decades ago, and so very little about
the way we move in world today is the same as it was decades ago. But again, the

world has changed, whether we like it or not.

In Bowers’ book, she also encourages congregations to control the change, or the
change is going to control you. Although this congregation is experiencing a large
internal change right now, I am referring to the external changes happening to
this church. The world outside these four walls has changed, and if we don’t
engage with the changed world we live in, little by little, the changed world will
make us irrelevant. When it comes to scouting or sports or dance or music
happening on a Sunday morning, I have heard of some towns where the ministers
band together to bargain with sports teams and of civic organizations to keep
Sunday mornings free of competing activities. I, however do not think that is the
solution. We can only change what is in our own house. In our pluralistic society,
if we were to ask civic organizations to set aside the sabbath time for every
religion, then our civic organizations would be able to schedule things on about,

oh, 10 days a year.

Because, just like facebook and Twitter and Instagram permeating our lives,
sports and scouting and dance and music happening on Sunday mornings is
simply not going away. But if we do not rethink how we do church, if church
becomes just another option for families, and is not flexible and attractive for

children and youth and adult, I think church will lose. No, we won’t lose



tomorrow, and in this community, as evidenced by your commitment to the
capital campaign, we can probably keep doing things the same way for another
couple decades before there is a measurable decline or concern, and by then, it
may be too late. If we do engage with the real pressures of time and community
and find ways to meet our current families and potential new families where they
are in the world, we can continue thrive. Because if we do not rethink how we do
church, and we let the church wither away, we will have nowhere to continue to

build the beloved community.

There are probably some of you who think I am talking only about how we offer
children’s programming or youth programming, and think that well, you RE
people can do whatever you want over in the Parish House, and we can keep
doing what we do over here. I want to assure you though that any modernizing of
our children or youth programming will require changes in how adults come to
church too. You already know you cannot be two churches in one, this is why you
decided to seek a Lifespan Religious Educator. In the same way, there must be a

comprehensive approach in addressing changes.

So, you may ask....who is doing this right? Who is meeting the needs of families
in the 21st century? Where is the model we can look to? I have good news and
bad news on that front. The good news, yes there are some models. There are
some leaders in this. The bad news? I am not convinced any of them are a silver
bullet that can be dropped onto a community. Each community must do its own
work to seek out the changes it can make that will fit its people, its physical space,

its resources and its needs.

Some UU churches and many mainline Protestant churches offer multiple
services to meet the growing and different needs of families and different
generations. There are some UU churches, mostly outside of New England, who
have some interesting models, with all children and youth in worship every week,

followed by religious education for all...and even with the children and youth in



service every week, they still have regular sermons. Let me repeat that: they still
have regular sermons. The Catholics are doing some good work in this, by
recognizing that weekly classes do not by default mean greater spiritual
development, they call it Generations of Faith and have monthly, afternoon long
RE for all ages, including adults, this affords them the opportunity to dive deeper

into topics, to make more of an impact.

I can say this about any of the models though: what makes them work for each
community is that they recognized that a community cannot change things for
children without changing things for adults. For if we want our children to know
what church is when they become adults, we must think outside the classroom for
their life at church. We must have our children participate with adults and
observe how adults do church. I want to be clear, I am not advocating that we
just bring the kids in here every week and be done with it. That is not the
solution. The solution will be much more nuanced, it will be multifaceted, it will
be dynamic and flexible and take into account all parts of parish life, not only

Sunday morning worship.

This community is at crossroads for its future, on the verge of seeing a future plan
unfold through the capital campaign’s success and about to dive into a search
next year for your next settled minister. Four and half years ago, you completed a
Future Plan, and have done some of the items in that plan. It was a good

plan. But a Future Plan cannot be discrete and about checking off boxes of
accomplishment. It needs to be a living, moving process. Future plans do have
expiration dates, they must be revisited regularly and often, and also they need to

be treated as a living document, a document that can change.

Here, and now, there is an opportunity for First Parish to be a leader in Unitarian
Universalism. You have the opportunity to engage in a future that is an example

for growth and inclusiveness for families with changing needs.



The beloved community is where we gather together to acknowledge the
humanity of one another, we come together as the beloved community to worship
that which is holy to us, to remind ourselves that life is mostly good, and that
through loving our neighbor we can be sustained through the darker parts of life.
But the building of the beloved community is and never should be complete. As a

liberal progressive faith, we must always be evolving, or we will perish.

At this point you may be asking me, ok I'm willing to talk about this, so what’s
next? Ilike this phrase, as it reminds me the tv show the West Wing, in which
the fictional President Bartlett often moves his team forward by asking “What’s
Next?”. Usually delivered bluntly and directly by Martin Sheen’s character, it
also was given in the spirit of respect and awareness that there is always
something next that needs attending to. It does not mean all the work of the
previous needs have been met and brought to closure, or that all other issues
cease to exist, or that we cannot or should not visit previous ideas. But it means

that to move forward, we must move onto the next thing.

So, let us all ask ourselves together, What’s Next? And let’s ask some other
questions too. What would it look like if we made multigenerational community
intentional? What would it look like to live our Unitarian Universalist faith in
such a way that our children and youth are inspired to come to church? What
would it look like to incorporate technology into our faith formation to be more
accessible? What would it look like if instead of starting the conversation of
trying to adjust our programming and worship schedule to what has always been,

we looked at a blank slate?

We do amazing things here. We live a faith of love, justice, and compassion. We

are committed to making the world a better place.

Because what I know about you is that you love one another, you love your



church, you love Unitarian Universalism. Let’s find out what that can look like

for the next generation of Unitarian Universalists. Let’s find out what’s next.



