    WHERE IS THE HEAERT OF OUR LIBERAL FAITH TODAY



A Sermon by Reverend Lynn Thomas Strauss


In every respect, we are utterly dependent.  Dependent on the universe for every detail of our experience.  The first principle of the universe is dependence.  


These wise words of the philosopher and preacher, give me pause.


What does it mean to be utterly dependent?  This mature spiritual insight makes me profoundly uncomfortable.   The idea of dependency is not a comfortable philosophical fit for many of us.  What could be worse, we ask ourselves, what could be worse than being dependent-utterly dependent.


I’ve struggled all week to keep this insight at arms length.  But I’ve failed and therefore must speak about things close to home.  I must speak about family things and church things.   I must speak about my own life, and the message of strength and independence with which I grew up.


I must speak of the illusion of strength and independence within which I still live much of the time.


First let me share some examples of utter dependence…common ordinary examples- utter dependence that touches us everyday.


Last night Dave and I babysat for our 17 month old granddaughter, Sasha.   And wouldn’t you know it…we looked away for a moment, and she fell down the stairs…just a few stairs inside the house…there she was laying flat on her back, shocked by the universe that had done her in, shaken by the small fall- not hurt really, but crying and looking to us to comfort her.


Dave picked her up first…and then she came into my arms…she glued herself into my arms…to clung, tears streamed down her face…Dave got some ice for the back of her head…but she wasn’t really hurt…she was just reminded of her utter dependence.


Recently I visited an older person who is temporarily in a rehabilitation facility to build up her strength.   She was feeling quite down about the physical losses that she was experiencing.  She was happy about the life she had lived, but she wasn’t happy with the dependence of old age.

For much of her life she had taken care of others.   Being taken care of was not easy for her.   Being dependent doesn’t come easy for any of us.


So how can we accept the philosphers’ insight, how can we live knowing we are utterly dependent.


This is an especially relevant question for Unitarian Universalists.

For, as a group, we sometimes suffer from a superiority complex.   As the Uncommon Denomination, we often act as if, we are totally and completely independent, in control, in charge of our lives.


So many of us are highly educated and skilled in the ways of the world.  We have expertise.  We have comfort and privilege, we have a strong work ethic,  we have computer skills; of course we claim our independence.  Often we hold it as a virtue.


Yet we also honor another truth…the truth of the interdependence of all living things.  And doesn’t interdependence imply a meeting a merging, a dependence.   This morning I walked over to the church very early…and as I walked toward the parking lot, I was surprised by a large deer leaping through the brush behind me…ah, interdependence, I thought…and at that moment, a small flock of geese flew overhead.


Was I alone, walking to my office, or was I part of the living network of this holy ground?  How was I connected to the deer and the geese and the birds that greet me from deep in the bushes everyday?  How are we connected to one another?


How we think about these spiritual questions really matters.

Am I independent or am I utterly dependent?  What does this knowledge, this question inspire in me?


This week, I made a decision that I regret.  I hope I can remedy it.

I think I chose wrongly, because I denied ordinary human dependence.


I had received several phone calls from someone I didn’t know, but who said he had received financial help from ministers here in years past.

In our brief phone conversation, I judged that he was not in crisis, he had a place to live, he had a cell phone, he wasn’t hungry, but he needed money to get his furniture out of storage.  Perhaps there was more to it than that, but that’s what he told me.  I asked him if he knew about Community Ministries…which he did.  I told him we gave money to community ministries, and that he could go there for help.  That’s the way it’s supposed to work.  I declined to offer him money.

But as I’ve thought about utter dependence, I realized I should have offered help.   See, that’s the problem…when we believe we are strong and independent, we get to believing that everyone is or should be strong and independent…we forget that we need to help each other…or at least, I forget sometimes.


Maybe that’s the point of recognizing our human dependence on the universe…our individual need for one another…it allows us to comfort others, to offer a shoulder to cry on…to offer a meal or money or whatever is needed.   It is our very dependence, which gives us the courage and compassion to help others.


A poet who shaped my theology; Adrienne Rich wrote in her long poem, “Transcendental Etude”:  “In fact, we were always like this, rootless, dismembered; knowing it makes the difference.”


Knowing our utter dependence on the universe and on one another, makes all the difference.


As an association, Unitarian Universalism has come to know that we all are utterly dependent, that we are and have long been, dismembered and knowing it is beginning to make a difference.     We are reaching out for connection,  connection to other denominations and faiths, connection congregation to congregation, connection to our neighborhoods and our cities, and our international organizations.  Slowly, we are realizing that, as a faith, we must be interdependent, not uncommon, but connected.


The heart of our faith, has too often been an anxious heart, fearful of our own demise, unsure of our place in the family of faiths, too captured by our differences, our extreme individualism, our death grip on independence.

In our denial of our utter dependence, we have looked primarily into a mirror and seen only ourselves…We have become entirely too self-referential.


That can happen when you believe you exist independently.

Free of bonds, free of commitments, free of obligations, free of promises and expectations…free to focus on self.


That’s why I couldn’t hear the underlying humanity of the man asking me for help…I was imagining that he and I were separate independent beings.


How differently we might live, if we understood our dependence…and saw it as a gift, a chance to reach out and become more whole.  A chance even to receive care from others.


A religion cannot survive on reverence of self, no matter how uncommon and special we might be.  A religion can only thrive on devotion to something larger than self.


To ask where the heart of our liberal faith is today, is to ask what it is that we love.  To what are we devoted as a people of faith?


My daughter, Taryn, is Director of Religious Education in the Asheville UU Church in North Carolina.  I asked her wehre she thought the heart of our faith is today.  She said that parents come to the Sunday school at her church because they believe that gays and lesbians should have the right to equal marriage, they believe that pre-emptive war is wrong, they believe that they should be free to question their faith…and they want a religious base, a denominational and congregational foundation for those beliefs.  They seek a spiritual ground for their social beliefs.


In a world of war and environmental crisis, and school shootings, young people, young parents today, want messages of acceptance, not fear.  They want experiences of diversity of all kinds, they want celebrations that are lively and discussions that are open-minded.  They want to be part of a community and to be valued for who they are.  They want to bring their children to a Sunday school program that is consistent with their values and beliefs.


UU theologian, Alice Blair Wesley, says that UU’s are devoted to holy love, that we long to be loving people.  That all the service and justice work we do together is in the name of holy love, not love of self, or of denomination, but love of something that transcends the individual, the kind of love that fills us when we recognize our utter dependence.


The object of UU devotion is most often that love, that transcending, all encompassing love that flows through each of us and binds us into Beloved Community…


A new UU slogan is consistent with these new insights…it is a slogan that acknowledges the longings of our spirit and the call to service in a broken world.


We have this new banner…”Nurture Your spirit: Help Heal Our World”.  It is a message both inner and outer directed.  A message that acknowledges our own human dependence and the dependence of the larger world.


Where else can you come each week to nurture your spirit…where else can you find a community within which to work for healing the world.

Where else can you bring your children and your parents and your friends…and know that they will be accepted and valued.


The current commitments of the UUA today…the Heart of our Faith to day is focused on Peace:


Bill Sinkford has asked congregations to work for peace…to participate in an interfaith witness for Peace on Friday March 7th.  There will be a service at All Souls Unitarian Universalist Church on 16th street at noon and an action on the Capitol Steps at 2:30…Bill Sinkford will be one of the speakers at the rally….along with leaders of other faiths.


Our UUA heart is also focused on Marriage Equality.  On winning equal rights for gay and lesbian couples.  UU’s have been in active support with Equality Maryland, more and more elected officials are joining together to support the marriage equality legislation and it is expected to pass next year.  Last week, a sizable group, including many teens traveled to Annapolis to participate in a lobby day and rally.


Our UUA heart is also focused on New Orleans.  We are partnered with other groups working to rebuild and provide furniture for those returning to devastated neighborhoods in the city.  Contact, Rev. Jim Vanderweele, of the Community Church UU, and he will put you to work.


The UUA and the UU Service Committee are also focused on the needs of Darfur and Kenya.  


It is in the suffering of others that we are often reminded of our own utter dependence.   We don’t offer help because we know we might one day need help,  but because our faith teaches the value of holy love, the reliance on human community.  We celebrate  the hope that is stirred when we acknowledge that the reality of the human condition lies in the tension between dependence and interdependence, frailty and courage…autonomy and community.  Our liberal faith celebrates both the human spirit and the mystery of grace.


This morning I ask you to care about the larger UU World…to look at the UUA website, to pay attention to the coming General Assemble in June in Fort Laderdale, Fla, and to learn about the two candidates who will stand for election as the new UUA president at the 09 GA in Salt Lake City.

This morning I ask you to consider what it might mean in your life to ponder the question of human dependence…of your own utter dependence.


I close with a small story…from author and California fruit farmer, Will Baker…he writes about how his children explain the big issues…


“I am walking up a long hill toward our pond.  My daughter, Montanan, 23 months, has decided to accompany me.  It is a very warm day, so she wears only diapers, cowboy boots, and a floral-print bonnet.  At the outset I offer to carry her but she says, “I walk,” and then, “you don’t have to hold my hand daddy.”


This is the longest walk she has taken, without assistance.  I see droplets of sweat on the bridge of her nose.  Just before the water tank there is a steep pitch and loose gravel on the path, so I offer again to help.


She pulls away and says, “you don’t have to hold me, daddy.”

A moment later she slips and falls flat.  A pause while she rolls into a sitting position and considers, her mouth ben down.  But quickly she scrambles up and slaps at the dirty places on her knees, then looks at me sidelong with a broad grin.  “see?”


Our dependence never leaves us, but neither does our courage…or the loving people who accompany us.

                                                                  AMEN/BLESSED BE

