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All this talk of saving souls,

Souls weren't made to save,

like Sunday clothes that

give out at the seams.

They're made for wear; they

come with lifetime guarantees.

Don't save your soul.

pour it out like rain on cracked, parched earth.

Give your soul away, or

pass it like a candle flame.

Sing it out, or

laugh it up the wind.

Souls were made for hearing

breaking hearts, for puzzling dreams

remembering August flowers,

forgetting hurts.

These men who talk of saving souls!

They have the look of bullies

who blow out candles before 

you sing happy birthday,

and want the world to be

in alphabetical order.

I will spend my soul,

playing it out like sticky string

into the world,

so I can catch every

last thing I touch.
Sermon

I spent time with some of our dedicated volunteers one day in July at our booth at SunFest.   There are people from the London community who visit the booth with questions about who we are.  People are naturally curious – and that’s a good thing!  
Even I, a Unitarian Universalist minister, have to admit – it’s hard to explain in a really short, concise, and easy-to-understand way who we are.
We don’t want to send a negative message, and simply tell people who we’re not.   Of course we want to be positive!  We want to say who we are as a religious community, and what we aspire to.

Today I’d like to help newcomers understand and even all of you who have been here for many decades to re-affirm something crucial about who we are:  We are a covenantal faith, not a creedal faith.

This doesn’t simply mean that we don’t recite the Apostle’s Creed or the Nicene Creed on Sunday mornings.  It means something much deeper.  It means we share a covenant of how we try to be together, not what we are expected to believe together.  This is key to who we are.
For example, people may ask questions of us, like “Well, does your church or fellowship believe in the Bible?”  
Here’s a good response: That is a creedal question.  It questions what we believe as a group.  We are a covenantal community.  That means we all may have very different views on the Bible, yet we try to be in covenantal relationship with each other.

Well, then, some other people might ask, “Does your church or Fellowship believe in God?”  Again, our response is that this is a creedal question.  It questions what we all believe as a group.  However, we are a covenantal community.  That means we all may have different views about God or even that there is no god, yet still, we try to be in covenantal relationship with each other.

Now, it takes a while to get this.  People are challenged to think of church or religious community in a whole new way.

My colleague, Rev. Thom Belote, says this:

“I’m really passionate about the idea of covenant.  I believe it strikes at the core or our identities as Unitarians and as Unitarian Universalists.  That covenant can shape our lives and our living – it can be a central motivating force in our lives”.

And what is a covenant?  A covenant is a set of enduring, but evolving, deeply held promises made between people and with the source of life itself.
Here at the UFL we have a covenant of right relations, and it too is an enduring yet evolving document.  It is not perfect.  It can be revised.  Yet, the idea behind it is that we so deeply wish to be in right relationship with each other.  Not only here, but with all the people in our lives.  We want our association with this place to be one of affirmation and respect and honouring each human being’s inherent worth and dignity.

Yet, in reality, none of us can live up to covenantal promises perfectly either.  We do fall short – and when that happens, the good news is that we can re-covenant, or recommit to those promises.

So while we can’t expect to all believe in the same things, we can covenant to respect each other even – and especially even – when we don’t agree on something.  Isn’t that an incredible thing?   Having a respectful, open-minded conversation with someone you don’t agree with 100% of the time.  What an unusual concept!  Is this something we want for each other?  Is it something we really want for ourselves?  
That famous statement made by our forebear, Francis David, that “we need not think alike to love alike” is truly a covenantal statement.  It can’t be a creedal statement because any kind of a “creed” is something that means “I believe”.  That is what the Latin word “credo” means. 
Covenant is larger than creed.  The promises we make have the power to change lives; promises call upon us to live up to our best selves, to summon forth our true authentic, vulnerable and passionate selves.

It’s like in the reading we heard today, about souls not being made to be saved.  We need to be people who give our souls away.  I just love what Linda Underwood writes: that we should “pour out souls out like rain on cracked, parched earth”…and that our souls are “made for wear, they come with lifetime guarantees”…and that it’s best to “spend our souls, to play them out like sticky string into the world, so that we can catch every last thing we touch”.
Rather than seeing religion as a strict set of precepts and rules to follow, we see religion as a gradual process.  Specifically, a process of awakening to the depths and possibilities inherent in life itself.

Now I think this idea also engages us in a new way of seeing religion.  For me, it’s about being constantly open to the insights of new discoveries in science and their implication.  It’s being open to the “inner promptings of the spirit of life”, however you may define that.  It’s being open to the infinite possibilities for your life’s unfolding, without assuming anything.

As Unitarians and Unitarian Universalists we are invited, even charged, to plumb life’s essential questions to the very depths.  We do not have to follow a pre-conceived path.  Each person is free to create his or her own path.

As we gradually awaken to the depths and possibilities, we come to realize that life is not a given, rather it is a gift.  It is not something to be taken for granted, rather it is an undeserved, unexpected, holy gift – awesome and mysterious.  That it will be one day taken away, even as it was given to us, is one of the conditions placed upon this gift.
The ethical paradox is that if we give – if we “pour out our souls” – then we shall receive.  Empty yourself, and you will be filled.  Every sacrifice, every work of love or selfless deed of praise is redemptive for the person who performs it.  

So as we individually tend to our own process of awakening and giving, we collectively tend to our covenantal relationships of learning and loving.  In community, we can give each other the gift of a listening ear and affirmation.  We can honour one another’s beliefs without feeling that ours are threatened in any way.

May it be so.

� I am grateful to my colleague for his insights and clarity around the concept of covenant in his article: “Covenant – Not Creed”, by Thom Belote (Minister, Shawnee Mission Unitarian Universalist Church, Overland Park, KS, USA), in Quest, Vol. LXIV, No. 8, September 2009, a publication of the Church of the Larger Fellowship (� HYPERLINK "http://www.clfuu.org" ��www.clfuu.org�)  ~FMU.
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