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Reading
From Singing the Living Tradition, #571, “Universal Ministry”

The spirit of God has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, 

To bind up the brokenhearted,

To proclaim liberty to the captives and release to the prisoners,

To comfort all who mourn,

To give them a garland instead of ashes,

The oil of gladness instead of mourning,

The mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit.

They shall build up the ancient ruins, they shall raise up the former devastations, the devastations of many generations.

You shall be named ministers of our God.                                                   – Isaiah 61
Sermon
So here we are: down to our last month and half together!

As always, at the end of an interim ministry, there will be some people who are sad to see me go, and others feeling pretty much the opposite, and still others with the balanced perspective that this is the way things should be, because we intentionally made this agreement together when we started.  And a good agreement it has been!  I’m the one who can push you into all kinds of new and even uncomfortable ways of trying different things, and as the old expression goes, I know that “I’m fired already”!  What a deal.
But I’m not here to talk about myself today, nor to talk about interim ministry, but rather to invite and to engage you to think about your future settled minister.  I know that almost two years ago the Ministerial Search Committee began its important work.  Paul Nesbitt-Larking, or anyone on that committee, could probably tell you all the harrowing details about the long, exhilarating, yet very time-consuming and intense process of it all.  This has been a monumental, but very fruitful search, because you now have a wonderful, wise, dynamic Minister coming up here to London in just over two months!  But more about Myron Andes in a moment.
What I want to lift up to you is that each member of this congregation has had the right and privilege to vote for Myron.  No one in some mysterious head office far away told you what to do.  This is beauty of congregational polity.  The word “polity” means governance.  The sole decision was in your hands, your very capable hands.  
This was the time when the meaning of congregational membership really shines forth!  It’s not just an idea, but a tangible reality.  I encourage even those of you who are “non-joiners” out there – those of you who have been hanging around for months and even for years, and who never signed the membership book or filled out a pledge card – to consider being part of this in the future.  (See I told you I could say outrageous things, and I’m fired already!)

I consider this a kairos moment.  The word “kronos” in Greek means regular time, the time we keep with our clocks.  The word “kairos” means a special kind of time – the fullness of time.  It seemed that time stood still back on April 18th, when you got to make history instead of just being pushed around by it.  I don’t know about you, but hands start quivering when I think about this.  My eyes start to well up with tears.  If you too feel emotional about this, it’s natural.  It’s natural to have your feelings match the powerful reality happening around you.

Think about it:  Having a permanent, settled, called professional Minister is what you have been preparing for, for almost three years now!  First, with the interim ministry of Laurie Thomas for one year, then with me for two years.  It is actually somewhat unusual for a congregation to be in a time of transition for this long, although it certainly is not unprecedented.  You have taken the time that you need to get your feet on the ground, and to be successful.
Having come to the point where you are now, what does it feel like?  This is indeed a remarkable time in the history of this congregation.  I wrote at the end of my Annual Report that you “have weathered some tough storms in the past, and it is good to see the sun shining again.”
I know that many of you remember past times of sunshine as well.  Perhaps that vision for the future kept you going.  Last Sunday we showed a video called Sharing Our Vision, produced by your own Kem Murch, which was made almost 20 years ago.  It was about Unitarian Universalists in Canada.  I realized after we showed the video, that it seemed to have brought back important memories for many of you.  But perhaps more importantly, the video pointed to a way that you have been and therefore a way that you can be – here and now, and into a very positive future.

I know that during this 3-year interim period, you have worked hard to accomplish many things.  When Laurie Thomas was here, you worked on getting rid of barriers for people who are differently-abled.  You even built Laurie a special pulpit – for those of you who don’t know, Laurie rides in a scooter – and then at great expense you enabled the front doors to open with just the push of a button.   This made your building much more welcoming to anyone and everyone who comes here.  Besides the physical barriers, you worked on overcoming psychological barriers as well.  This was profoundly important work!
During that first interim year, you also created a Strategic Planning Task Force and identified specific goals.  I see that many of these goals have now been accomplished, or are making progress towards finding tangible ways to implement them.  I urge you to take a look at that document again now, and see what you think! I think you’ll be pleased.

Over the past two years, there have been numerous accomplishments.  I won’t reiterate what I wrote in my Annual Report, but just encourage you to read it.  

Still, not all will be completed before your new Settled Minister arrives.  And that’s okay.  The point is that you will have a new religious leader to engage with, arriving in just a few months.  You have so much to be proud of!

So how can you tend to the “care and feeding of your new minister”?  I find that most congregations really don’t know what to do.  It really is like getting that cute little pet gerbil home from the pet store, and then having no idea of what to do next!  So you sit there and stare at the poor thing, as it digs around and tries to figure out its new environment.  (I know that Myron would probably be shocked to hear me saying this!)
Perhaps then, to use a better and time-tested analogy, the calling of a Minister by a congregation is like a marriage.  First there’s the dating – you’ve already done that part.  Next there is the vote – the call, the proposal – and the acceptance of that call or proposal.  You’ve become officially engaged!  Then there is what has become affectionately known in ministerial circles as the “honeymoon period”.  It is oh-so-blissful.   This can last for weeks, months, or even years.  You revel in each others’ company, and look upon each other with unblemished fondness.

Then reality sets in.  You realize that each of you is – gasp – HUMAN!  You aren’t the idealized version of your selves in the other’s eyes any longer.  “What have I gotten myself into?”….”What have we gotten ourselves into?” becomes the questions asked by both parties.  I’m here to say that how you navigate through this crucial stage is what will make – or break – your time together.

But – you’re not there yet.  You are still just preparing for this thing called marriage.  As marriage therapists would probably all agree, what people do to prepare for a long-lasting marriage is what really counts.  It is of course not just merely planning for the wedding, which is called the “Installation Service” for a new Minister, or in your case, a wonderfully celebratory Ordination and Installation.  But this ceremony is not what makes your relationship last.   It is living through all the up’s and down’s, the celebrations and the struggles, and still, at the end of the day, being able to say “I love you”.
I told Myron that all this congregation needs is someone to love them.  And that, he will do.  He’s already shown a great deal of love and caring and supportiveness, don’t you think?

But first, what can you do to prepare?  Here’s a few tips:

1. Provide an orientation.  Make sure that Myron knows where things are and how things are done.  He’ll probably have a lot of questions for you.  

2. Work with your Ministerial Search committee to ensure that there is a Committee on Ministry, which integrates some of the people who serve on the current committee and some who were directly involved with the search.

3. Besides that official committee, there is each one of you.  You can come visit him here, or take him out for coffee or lunch, or even invite him to your home.
I remember phoning Goldie and Jackie Emerson on my very first day in 2008, and they invited me over.  It was such a beautiful day that we sat our in their backyard and talked about the Fellowship.  What a good way to learn what’s on people’s minds, and to have an important conversation!

There are so many nice little things that mean so much.  

4. How about having some business cards printed up? With the name of the congregation, phone number, address, email address and website – along with the Minister’s name?  I can tell you, those cards are really needed when you first arrive in a new community.  You meet all kinds of people from interfaith circles and community organizations, and you need to connect with them.  That little business card tells them that you are in relationship with a real congregation, that you’re not just some footloose, freelance minister who happens to be wandering through town.

So let's look more at this relationship between congregation and Minister.  What is it like?  Well, there are certainly expectations in any relationship.  Expectations of the minister, and expectations of the congregation.  Some of this can be spelled out in the letter of agreement, a formal document signed by the President of the Board and by the newly called minister.  This is legally binding.

Yet, as anyone who is married can attest, the marriage certificate or document means nothing if it is not lived on a daily basis.  There are a lot of details that can't possibly be spelled out in so many words.  Even a vow like "in sickness or in health" can mean anything from a partner simply getting a cold and taking a day off work, all the way to that partner being diagnosed with a degenerative and debilitating illness which results in a long hospitalization and eventual death.

Isn’t this what love is all about?  Love and trust form the basis for any real relationship.

· 5.  Clearly define "shared ministry".  What is this for you, in this specific context?  What has this meant for your new minister in his past experience?  This is precisely how you "create one another", as the ministerial settlement rep, Ray Drennan, spoke about all those months ago.  Each party, that is both minister and the congregation, changes over time, and this is quite natural.

Here’s what Ray Drennan read, for those of you who have not heard it: 
A Unitarian Universalist minister is a person never completely satisfied or satisfiable, never completely adjusted or adjustable – a person who walks in two worlds: one of things as they are, the other of things as they ought to be – and loves them both.

Ministers are persons with pincushion souls and elastic hearts, who sit with the happy and the sad in a chaotic pattern of laugh, cry, laugh, cry – and know deep down that the first time their laughter is false or their tears are make-believe, their days as real ministers are over.

Ministers are people with dreams they can never wholly share, partly because they have some doubts about them, and partly because they are unable to explain adequately what it is they think they see and understand.

A minister is a person who continually runs out of time, out of wisdom, out of courage, and out of money; a person whose tasks involve great responsibility and little power, who must learn to accept people where they are and go from there; a person who must never try to exercise influence that has not been earned.

The minister who is worthy knows all this and is still thankful every day of life for the privilege of being – a minister.

The future of the liberal church is almost totally dependent of these two factors: great congregations (whether large or small) and effective, dedicated ministers.  The strangest feature of their relationship is that they create one another.

There are many ways to define this rather fluid thing called "shared ministry".  It depends upon the talents and gifts available in the congregation.  That's why the committee on ministry and I have been wanting people to fill out a simple two-page survey about what it is you truly want to do in community together here.  Thank you to those who have done so.  What is unique about being part of a religious community is this:

If you work for example, as an accountant, perhaps you really want to work with children on Sunday mornings.  If you work as a teacher, perhaps you really want to get training to be a service leader.  If you are retired, perhaps now is the time to volunteer your time helping our Property committee with building maintenance.  The results of this survey will give your new minister a clear idea of who to call upon for a wealth of abilities and desires.  

Perhaps he wants to use a sermon illustration of for bread-making some day.  Say he wants a live demonstration of this, right here in the sanctuary.  Then he'll want to find out who loves to bake bread, and can mix and knead dough!  Looking that information up quickly in the church computer can give him names of real people to call upon.  

But beyond one-time tasks, there is the ongoing work of the committees and task forces or squads. The Minister is called "ex-officio", that is without voting status, on all committees.  This means he can come to any meeting of a committee and still be an integral part of what goes on there.  Perhaps she will be more of a process observer.  The point here is to include him in discussions,  to ask for feedback on decision-making.  Don't be afraid of that.  I'm here to attest to the fact that ministers who are interested in building some form of shared ministry are not on some kind of an ego-trip.  It's not about "power over", but rather, leading "by influence and example". Influencing the congregation's decisions, but also living an example of the kind of person who attempts to embody the ideals one professes.

Finally,

· 6.  Leaders have a responsibility to share their hopes, dreams, and fears.  What has enabled you to move forward thus far?  What has held you back?  How do you envision your future, and how can you dialogue about this with your new minister?   Where does the rubber hits the road, that is, how do you embody the democratic process?   Who implements ideas and how?  Is it just the loudest voices, the ones who complain the most?  Or is it done in a way which includes all voices, including the quieter ones?

I encourage you all to look at the fine results of the revision of the congregational covenant.  Copies are available in the foyer, or electronically.  Read about how you can work together in an atmosphere of listening and mutual respect.

What I can tell you about what your new Minister will be to you is this:

That he will love you for who you are, and will trust you.  Most importantly, he will be trustworthy.  You can expect that.

You can expect that he will have healthy boundaries, and act professionally.  His humanness is there, but he will be supported through his relationships with family and friends outside of the Fellowship, so that what he brings here will always be in your best interest.

He will never act out inappropriately.  You will never be yelled at, or bullied.  You are entitled to your own opinions.   As you respect him, he will respect you. 

As Gordon McKeeman pointed out long ago, “Ministry is all that we do – together.” 
Ministry is that quality of being in community that affirms human dignity – beckons forth hidden possibilities, invites us into deeper, more constant, reverent relationships, and carries forward our heritage of hope and liberation.

Ministry is what we do together as we celebrate triumphs of our human spirit:

Miracles of birth and life

       Wonders of devotion and sacrifice.

Ministry is what we do together – with one another – in terror and torment – in grief, in misery and pain,

       enabling us in the presence of death to say yes to life.

We who minister speak and live the best we know

       with full knowledge

                     that it is never quite enough,
And yet are reassured

       by lostness found,

            fragments reunited, wounds healed

                 and joy shared.

Ministry is what we all do – together.

It all takes work, my friends.  This relationship in community and this relationship with a new minister is based upon those two big words: LOVE and TRUST.

Go forth to be loving and trusting.  And know that you too are truly loved, and trusted.

� from “Who is a Unitarian Universalist Minister?” by Jack Mendelsohn, pp. 338-39 in Awakened From the Forest(1995)





� From “Ministry is All that We Do – Together” by Gordon McKeeman, pp. 10-11 in Awakened from the Forest.
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