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You Were Loved Before You Were Born


Last weekend I officiated for a wedding at a beach club on the shores of Long Island Sound in New Rochelle, NY. The bride and groom are local people from Stamford who found me through the congregation’s website. I met with the couple several times over a period of six months to talk about what getting married meant to them and to help them create their wedding ceremony.

When I do a wedding, I always welcome the people who have come to the ceremony, and I tell them that they are essential because a wedding is a public event in which two people make impossible promises to each other, and for those kinds of promises you need witnesses. Before I met this couple I had never unpacked this idea any further. 


But they asked me to explain. Just exactly what is the impossible promise that a bride and a groom make to each other?  We decided it was Love—the idea that you could promise to love each other forever and no matter what. I told them that their marriage vows are a covenant, a sacred promise that is made and broken and repaired, made and broken and made again.  So you say that you will love each other forever, and you know that sometimes you won’t be able to do it. That’s the nature of covenant: you make the promise knowing that sooner or later you’ll break it, and knowing that you can make it again.


So the groom said to me, “But where’s the hope in that?”

Where’s the hope in that?


And I said, “That is the hope.”


My title this morning, “You Were Loved Before You Were Born,” comes from a sermon preached by the Rev. Bob Janis-Dillon, minister of the First Unitarian Church of Hunterdon County in Baptistown, New Jersey, to the fall ministers meeting of the Metro New York District in 2009. These are not Bob’s words—just his amazing title.


You were loved before you were born, by your parents, by your family, by all of your ancestors, including your Unitarian and Universalist ancestors, who have left you a legacy of liberal religious values and hope and feistiness. You were loved by Virginia Streitfeld, even if you didn’t know her, because she was here at the U U Society in Stamford for over 40 years and brought her children up in this congregation and kept the place going and kept your traditions alive so that you could come along years later and inherit them. You were loved by the founding members of this congregation and by all the members who have come together in this sanctuary along with all the ministers who have served this congregation for the past 140 years and more.
 

Let us “give thanks for this extraordinary blessing—the gathering of separate, unique individuals as one whole, one body, our congregation” (Barbara Hamilton-Holway).


Everything we have—our language, our technology, our religion, our values, even our physical flesh (the mouth I use to speak these words, the brain that fashioned them)—everything we have has come to us as a free gift. We did not earn it, we don’t deserve it, we just receive it. We were loved before we were born. We are indebted to the universe and the ancestors for everything we have.


All we can do to pay back this debt is to pass the love on, to build up the love we have received by sharing it. We can stand on the side of love, this generous love that has given us life and a reason to live. 


To repay your debt for the love that was given to you before you were born, hand the love on. The Rev. Mark Belletini has written:

For religion to be significant, it has to provide more than the 
comforts of community. It has to provide opportunities for 
deepening, for what I call spiritual growth, and for the 
casting down of false images of stereotypes, which hurt us 
all. A good religion has to be open to the real diversity of our 
modern world. For our work as liberal religious people is not 
to be competitive with others, and to find ways to supersede 
others, but rather to find ways to supersede ourselves, to 
grow beyond our limitations and our constrictive boundaries, 
each and every one of us. Diversity, you see, must not end up 
being some sort of feel good slogan, a word we keep in our 
back pocket to make us feel like we’re broad minded. 
Diversity is a gift. But it cannot be a gift…unless it is 
received. It is only received when there are hands and hearts 
open enough to receive it. And the opening of fists into 
welcoming hands and welcoming hearts is spiritual 
work…(worship resources for Association Sunday 2009)


This year in Phoenix, Arizona, the UUA will meet in June for an extraordinary General Assembly at which all business as usual will be put aside to focus the efforts of the entire conference on advocating for justice for immigrants. In the geographical heartland of discrimination against illegal immigrants, where people die crossing the desert trying to get to a better life, the UUA will be taking a stand for love.


Who are you? You are yourself. You are also all the people who came before you.  You were loved before you were born. Because you are a Unitarian Universalist, you will be part of what happens in Phoenix next summer. We need each other for this work. Cultivating diversity is a way to heal the world. Mobilizing against identity discrimination is a way to heal the world. “Whoever you are/whatever you are/wherever you are on your journey,/we bid you welcome” (Richard S. Gilbert, SLT #442).

Who do you belong to? All people. 


Today is Association Sunday, a Sunday each year set aside for recognizing and building up the association of Unitarian Universalist congregations. The Unitarian Universalist Society in Stamford is a member of the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations, our national denominational organization with headquarters in Boston, MA, at 25 Beacon Street. The UUA is an association of congregations, not individuals, so it’s the congregation that belongs to it, not each one of us. There are more than a thousand congregations in the UUA with 165,000 adult members and 57,000 children and youth. 

The UUA provides services to the congregations. For example, UUA staff develop lifespan religious education curricula, provide ministerial settlement services, develop worship resources, produce hymnals, sponsor the yearly General Assembly (GA), and also provide public witness on issues of national importance. The president of the UUA is the Rev. Peter Morales, who was elected two years ago in June at GA. Visit uua.org.

The UU congregations in the United States are organized geographically into 19 districts. Our congregation is a member of the Metropolitan New York District of the UUA, commonly called Metro District. There are 51 congregations and about 9,500 adults and 4,000 children and youth in the Metro District. District services include all kinds of training and workshops for lay leaders, youth conferences, a yearly annual meeting, and various services to individual congregations. The Chalice Lighter program, from which this congregation received a grant to build the handicap access ramp some years ago, is sponsored by the Metro District. Among the district staff are our District Executive Andrea Lerner and our Consultant for Right Relations, Dr. Frances Sink, who was here in your pulpit last year.  Visit uumetrony.org. 

The purpose of Association Sunday is to encourage us to deepen and strengthen our association so that our UU movement will flourish. It is a fundraising effort by the Association to focus on growth. 

The theme of Association Sunday 2011, scheduled for October 2, 2011, is Celebrating Excellence in Ministries. 

Funds raised will be distributed as grants to our professional organizations (the UU Ministers Association, the UU Musicians Network, the Liberal Religious Educators Association) to support a range of projects, including scholarships, continuing education, assessment of our ministries, and other projects that help religious professionals get the ongoing training they need to support thriving congregations.  


How will the money be raised? The UUA asks that each member and minister contribute individually as part of a special collection during services on Association Sunday. They suggest a recommended donation of $20 per member.

How can I be asking you to contribute to the Association now?  This congregation is in such financial difficulty you have recently suspended your search for a new minister. The roof is leaking. Your old tenants have moved on; new tenants have yet to be found. Your building fund and endowment fund are depleted. These are challenging times for the congregation and for many individual members. People everywhere are cutting back, uncertain about the future.


You might very well think: this is the worst possible time to be taking up a second collection. You don’t have enough for yourselves, and the Association and your interim minister are asking you to dig deeper and give more for causes and congregations way beyond your four walls. Why would anyone do that?


Because that’s where the hope is. Because you are more than individuals, you are a congregation; and you are more than a congregation, you are part of an association. And in this challenging time, I have been assured that the Association will support you no matter what. You are not alone. Together we are stronger. You and I, the congregations in the New York Metro District, the staff of the UUA—all of us make our covenants with each other again and again. We promise again and again to hand on the love. That is the hope.


Last week after the suspension of the Search, the members of the Search Committee shared their reflections in e-mails, which they also shared with me. They have worked hard, and now it’s not clear where the congregation’s search is headed, so they are understandably experiencing a number of different emotions.

Here are a few of the things they said:


We can choose to look upon the situation as sad and disappointing, or we can choose to look upon this challenging time as the time of conception for our rebirth…in my experience change has always brought more opportunity than sadness…I do not “hope” that this challenging time becomes a rallying call to the congregation because IT ALREADY IS a rallying call to the congregation…One can look at the ashes of the phoenix with sadness…sadness for the loss of such a beautiful bird…or one can look upon the ashes and find hope in knowing that the phoenix always rises to live another day.

Our committee did good work and came up with important suggestions for what our congregation needs and what to look for in a new minister. Most of all, we need strong and dedicated leadership, lay and professional for the future. I am hopeful for the future but it will be a long and bumpy road…Each of us should engage the congregation in a truthful way in finding a path to rebirth…We are in a state of serious soul searching about the future of our congregation and spiritual home.


As you come together to meet this new challenge, I invite you to remember where you came from, to never forget that at your back are all the ancestors who for more than a hundred years practiced Universalism and Unitarian Universalism in this congregation. And beyond those ancestors are all the Unitarians and Universalists who have been building up this faith since the days of early Christianity. 


I invite your contribution to this year’s Association Sunday Fund. Again, the suggested individual contribution is $20 for each member, and any contribution is welcome. Please make your checks out to the UUA and put Association Sunday in the memo line. Let us commit ourselves to preserving the legacy we have received and to handing on the love.
Copyright 2011

By the Rev. Dawn Sangrey

For the UU Society in Stamford, CT

October 2, 2011
