
“Begin Again” 

A Sermon by Alex Jensen 

First Parish in Wayland 

September 29, 2019 

 

 

© Alex Jensen 2019 
1 

Every morning I get up early in anticipation for my cup of coffee. Ever since I was little, coffee 

was something sacred in my family. When I was four years old, I had my first heavily cream-and-

sugared cup of coffee. I sipped it proudly, imitating my dad, uncles, and grandpa who all drink 

their coffee black. I’d throw my shoulders back, stand up tall, and raise the cup to my lips. I would 

pretend that it was the best thing I ever had, even though I’d wince with each sip from the still-

too-bitter taste. My dad laughed at the decorum I placed on drinking coffee. And not much has 

changed today with how much emphasis I give a cup of coffee... 

 

One of my favorite ways to start the day is with that sacred morning cup of joe. Can anyone else 

relate? Who else is barely functional without their morning cup of coffee? Any tea drinkers out 

there? For me, there’s still a lot of decorum involved in preparing this cup. After all, I do call it 

my “Spiritual Coffee”. Some of you may remember me sharing this with you at the Spiritual 

Practices Symposium last Sunday. 

 

First, I set the silver kettle on our gas stove, the little blue flames at work to warm the water to a 

boil. Next, I wash out my French press, doing my best to get every grain of coffee ground out of 

the filter. Then, I ritually place not one, but two spoonfuls of coffee in the bottom of the press, 

covering them shortly after with boiling water. The smell of the warm coffee steam fills the air as 

I partake in the next important practice: before I take a sip, I say five things I am grateful for over 

this cup. 

 

Spiritual practices have never been my strong suit. Growing up nonreligious, I seem to have an 

embedded skepticism toward spirituality. I tend to question whether a practice could really add 

that much to my already-full life. To my jealousy, I have many friends at the Divinity School who 

have robust prayer lives, seemingly perfect yoga practices, and curated social media feeds of their 

daily journal reflections. I was lucky in developing this morning coffee practice organically in my 

time in college. It just seemed like something fun to explore, since I practically drink coffee 

religiously... If I’m being honest, part of my hangup with spiritual practices is the reality that I 

always seem to fail at keeping up with them. 

 

Alright, I’ll own up to it... I haven’t been keeping this regular coffee practice in the wake of the 

new semester. But I’m trying really hard! As of this past week, I’ve managed to keep the 

momentum going, starting each morning with that glorious cup of spiritual coffee. In a sense, this 

renewal of my “spiritual coffee” practice is establishing a new covenant with myself. I have 

renewed a commitment to keep up this ritual that brings so much to my early mornings. 

 

Our theme today is centered around new beginnings. These take many forms in our lives. New 

jobs. New church years. New teachers. New intern ministers. New spiritual practices. New 

commitments. 

 

We find ourselves in a season of renewal. After gathering our scattered waters a couple of Sundays 

ago, we’re now together again and in full swing! Many of us have headed back to school or work. 

We’ve returned from our summer vacations, from camps, long treks overseas. Some of us are even 

simply returning to this place, after a couple or several missed Sundays. And others of us are here 
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for the first time, exploring what happens here at First Parish. Now, at the start of Autumn, we can 

focus our minds and hearts on who we want to be this church year. 

 

How many of you have heard of the Cambridge Platform? A couple of you, I suspect. I had only 

just read about this weeks ago in my UU History class. What we do here at First Parish is founded 

in a sacred tradition of congregationalism and covenant from this important document. To UUs, 

it’s often regarded as the “gold standard” of congregational polity1, or local church governance. 

This was a foundational document for our movement in several ways. 

 

The Puritan Reformers in Dedham wanted desperately to organize a church2. With only thirty 

families, many of whom didn’t know each other, they weren’t quite certain what sort of church to 

start. Landing from England, many of these newcomers had only time to set up the basics they 

needed to survive: building homes and shelters, carving out farms, and establishing a basic sense 

of government. Many of these folks weren’t satisfied and still desired a church. 

 

In an almost Unitarian Universalist fashion, families began to host cottage meetings, each with a 

guiding particular question or theme. Interestingly, in England these meetings would’ve been 

illegal. Bishops of English churches worked to squash the new wave of scholars, ministers, and 

lay persons that had begun to read the Bible in light of society and politics. As you can imagine, 

this only spurred the Dedham Reformers’s wish to create a different sort of church. They discussed 

the guiding principles of the church and how it should also reflect the principles of their society. 

They explored ideas for new structures that would approach our ideas today of a “free church”. 

Keep in mind that this really only applied to white men at the time. There were others––women, 

slaves, indigenous peoples––whose voices weren’t valued. Nevertheless, the Reformers wanted a 

new governing structure and basis for the congregation. 

 

In an excerpt from the Platform, penned by Richard Mather in 1648, it reads: 

 

“This voluntary agreement, consent or covenant... puts us in mind of our mutual 

duty... yet we conceive the substance of it is kept where there is real agreement and 

consent of a company of faithful persons to meet constantly together in one 

congregation, for... public worship... and their mutual edification3.” 

 

The heart of this document is a covenant between consenting members of a church. This can be 

summed up nicely in a phrase: “There is no greater church than a congregation which may 

ordinarily meet in one place4.” In plain terms, there’s no greater church than those gathered. 

 

So what does this old Puritan document have to do with Unitarian Universalism today? We inherit 

this emphasis on covenant in much of how we operate. The basis of “church” in our tradition is 

 
1 McKanan, Dan. A Documentary History of Unitarian Universalism: Volume 1, From the Beginning to 1899. 

Boston: Skinner House Books, 2017, 42. 
2 “The Cambridge Platform,” from Faith Like a River. Tapestry of Faith. 

https://www.uua.org/re/tapestry/adults/river/workshop8/175948.shtml. 
3 McKanan, Dan. A Documentary History of Unitarian Universalism: Volume 1, From the Beginning to 1899. 

Boston: Skinner House Books, 2017, 43. 
4 McKanan, Dan. A Documentary History of Unitarian Universalism: Volume 1, From the Beginning to 1899. 

Boston: Skinner House Books, 2017, 43. 
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covenant. But what is a covenant? In a basic sense, a covenant is an agreement of how we want to 

be together in a community. In Unitarian Universalism, covenant takes on the sense of a verb more 

than a noun. Covenanting is an active process. This isn’t a stagnant agreement set in stone. These 

are living agreements that can be added to or revisited to better meet our needs. A covenant is a 

promise we make to one another, to honor and care for each other in our gathered community. 

 

In UU adult circles, committees or small groups sometimes start with covenanting. In youth 

groups, youth are often encouraged to come up with a covenant with which they can hold each 

another accountable. First Parish also has a covenant, further evidence of the importance of 

covenant in our tradition. Part of faithfully living out this faith is not just creating and holding 

covenants with one another... it’s also examining the ways in which we fall short of these 

commitments. It’s renewing our sense of duty to one another. It’s re-evaluating the commitments 

we’ve made and beginning again when we haven’t fully lived up to them. 

 

At First Parish and in our Unitarian Universalist tradition, we are constantly partaking in this 

shared practice of new beginnings and re-commitments. Today is especially an appropriate day to 

talk about new beginnings, with this evening being the start of Rosh Hashanah. In Hebrew, Rosh 

Hashanah means the “Head of the Year” and marks the start of the Jewish New Year5. In the 

Hebrew scriptures, Rosh Hashanah is known as the day that God created Adam and Eve. People 

often light evening candles, hold festive meals with sweets, and host morning prayer services 

ushered in by the sounding of the shofar, a trumpet made from a ram’s horn. Some believe that the 

actions we take on the “head of the year” set the tone for the rest of the year. Our actions today 

have tremendous impact on the days to come. This is all the more reason that we find ourselves in 

a season of new beginnings. We have new opportunities today to covenant with one another who 

we’ll be in the future. 

 

Our story this morning might remind you of new covenants and beginnings. Like the Puritans of 

the Cambridge Platform, the Transylvanian people of the small village wanted a church on the 

hillside to call their own. The community labored together and built a fine church, with beautiful 

windows, gorgeous tapestries, and glittering lamp stands. But something was missing from the 

church… There were no lamps in the lamp stands to bring light. Gathering the lights of the whole 

community, each family lit their way to the church, the church ablaze with light in every corner. 

And yet, the story tells us, the light doesn’t come from the church itself. It comes from its people. 

And, in the words of Zora’s mother:“even when we are not in church, even when the lamp is not 

lit, we carry the light of truth in our minds and the flame of love in our hearts… That light—the 

light from truth and love—will never go out6.” That light emanates from the covenant they formed 

with one another. People choosing to be together and renewing commitments toward who they are 

and ought to be. 

 

Friends, I want to challenge you today to see covenants as an ongoing, living spiritual practice. 

Some of us really only encounter “covenant,” reading them passively from the bulletins on Sunday 

mornings. But what if we viewed covenant in light of spiritual practices? How is what we do here 

 
5 “What is Rosh Hashanah?”, Chabad.org. https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/4762/jewish/What-Is-

Rosh-Hashanah.htm. 
6 Grohsmeyer, Janeen .“A Lamp in Every Corner,” from Wonderful Welcome. Tapestry of Faith. 

https://www.uua.org/re/tapestry/children/welcome/session14/lamp. 
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together a spiritual discipline? What would it be to recommit ourselves to living covenant out loud 

and out in the world? 

 

The “good news” of our faith is that we expect that we’ll fall short of our mutual agreements at 

times. Covenants aren’t designed to be moralistic, judgmental documents we can never perfectly 

live-in to. Instead, these are our living aspirations with one another. We set expectations for how 

to be a “community” and “church” together. And when we’ve broken our vows, our promises to 

one another, we’re lovingly called back-in. The good news is we can begin again. 

 

As we go forth today, in the spirit of Rosh Hashanah and our ongoing practice of covenanting with 

one another, may we strive to live out our Parish’s covenant: “to search for meaning, to care for 

one another, and to work together for a better world7.” May this become no passive charge, or just 

words we read on Sundays. May we have the courage to examine our lives for the ways in which 

we’ve fallen short of these hefty charges. When we haven’t let our inner lights shine. When we 

haven’t been our better selves. May we, as John O’Donohue invites us, unfurl ourselves into the 

grace of beginning8. And though our destination isn’t clear, we can trust the promise we bring by 

choosing to be together. Let’s bring our inner lamps to this place and bring our collective lights 

out into the world. May we affirm this fire of commitment binding us together and toward building 

Beloved Community. 

 

May it be so. Amen.  

 
7 “Our Vision, Mission and Covenant”. First Parish in Wayland. https://www.uuwayland.org/our-mission/. 
8 O’Donohue, John. “For A New Beginning”. https://sage-ing.org/wp-content/uploads/ODonohue-

ForaNewBeginning.pdf. 


