SACRED TEXT AND THE SUSPENSION OF ENDING
                    A Sermon by Reverend Lynn Strauss


There are three essential questions that guide my faith journey.  I encourage you to ask them of your life as well.


Who are you?  To whom or what do you belong? What do you owe?  


This morning I will speak to the first two…which are linked and have spiraled deeper and deeper throughout my life.


Who am I and to whom do I belong?


The metaphor and symbol that organizes my thinking on these questions is text…or context.

What is the text that gives my life meaning?  I think of text as story, my life story- both rational and imaginative, full of both fact and full of fiction.  It’s an on-going story.
What is the context within which I move and have my being? To what and to whom am I in relationship?  I think of context as a level plain….with edges and heights and depths and hidden places.  Context is geographical, sociological, psychological and theological.
Literary critic, Roland Barthes, who studied and taught in France, Romania and Egypt, until his death in 1980 says that, all of our lives we seek a hidden knowledge.  And that all story is the telling of origins.


So what are your origins?  How do you tell your origin story?


How do you pursue the hidden knowledge of your life?


My origin story begins in Chicago.  My home town.  The home where my heart is…and where yesterday I walked in the cold and rain along Lake Michigan’s shore.  It is there I have  known happiness.  It is the place I return to find myself.

The larger Chicago story is also my story…for good or ill.  The baseball story of Chicago this year for example…was good, then very good, then amazing, then not so good again.


But the political story of Chicago this year…is definitely a hit out of the park!


And being in Chicago Wed. through Sat. of this particular week, was a gift.



On Wednesday morning, the day after the presidential election, Seanan and I arrived in Chicago for the Internship Consultation at Meadville Lombard Theological School where Seanan is a student.


Seanan went directly to Hyde Park, where the school is located, a colleague and I went directly to downtown Chicago to the Art Institute.


We arrived in Chicago in the middle of its amazing story regarding our new president-elect.  Wednesday was widely recognized throughout the city as Obama Day!  There was great pride, and also great comraderie.


From the steps of the Art Institute we could see workers taking down the barricades from the celebration in Grant Park the night before.  We stood near the very spot where Barak Obama had made his victory speech.  The feeling of that historic moment still hung in the air.   Everyone in sight from grandmothers to policemen to tourists to young children and art institute graduate students were grinning broadly.

There was a festival mood.  Most of the people who passed  were wearing t-shirts with Obama’s picture or with the slogan “Yes We Can” .  People of all shapes, sizes, ages, and colors were united in the story of this particular Chicago victory.


I grew up in Chicago and lived there most of my life.  I knew the racially divided Chicago.  I knew the fearful and suspicious and cynical Chicago.  I knew the identity politics of Chicago.  I knew the west side, the north side, the suburbs and the south side…but I had never seen a Chicago like this one.


It was definitely a new story.  A shared story.  The shared text of that day was a communal one.  Everyone, almost to a person, had followed the plot closely, embraced the major characters, had hoped against hope for a happy ending.  


Chicago, a city long divided, was for this day, and perhaps for many days to come, a city united.  The energy of this shared story created a day of mutual joy and happiness.  It felt like a miracle had happened.  An African American had just been elected President of the United States of America!

The night before there had been many tears, but on Wednesday morning , the city was all smiles.


Later that day, my colleague and I traveled by public transportation to Hyde Park.  And we walked the streets of Barak Obama’s neighborhood.  It was early afternoon and 53rd st. was lined with television mobile vans …there were reporters on every corner interviewing Hyde Park citizens, asking what they were thinking and feeling on this historic day.  Two black women walked by arm and arm…and said to us, “It’s Obama Day, a once in a life-time holiday”.  During the days of the civil rights struggle we had sung about “black and white” together, but it was never like this.

I was so struck by the power of the communal story that was so visible, so meaningful, so inclusive on the streets of Chicago.

We UU’s have a theological and congregational challenge when it comes to sacred text.  Because we don’t have one. 

At least not just one, not one that we agree on, not one that brings us all together in a spirit of unity and brotherhood…and sisterhood.  It is a paradox of our liberal faith that our radical inclusivity divides us…at least on this issue of text.

Our very tolerance of and desire to include all theologies and philosophies, all sacred stories and scientific explanations, all spiritual and religious perspectives as equally valid, can feel at times, unsatisfying and  disparate, - as our critics might say, “those UU’s can believe whatever they want.”…not very satisfying…not so helpful in understanding who we are, who we belong to as a people of faith.

But the problem isn’t that we value many beliefs…and points of view, the problem is that we often fail to engage with one another around these different views.

We seldom enter into dialogue with one another, we have stopped debating the merits of a particular belief, or text or origin story.  We each hold our own view, in a kind of parallel theological play…where we sit side by side, without an impetus to reconciliation or consensus, and without engagement with one another’s views, in our liberal acceptance of difference, too often, we forfeit experiences of joyful mutuality.


Ah, you are probably thinking here….but what about our Principles and Purposes!  Yes, they are wonderful and useful and give us an ethical and moral ground to stand on…something concrete to explain to our families and friends.


But they are a list, not a story.


They are a shared set of values, not a text to live into and from, and toil long into the night to understand.   And we rarely debate them…critique them, challenge them…rewrite them…use them to answer “who am I?”  To whom or what do I belong?”

There are times when I long for a shared narrative.  What if our illustrious liberal religious forebears did more than edit the Bible, like Thomas Jefferson and Susan B. Anthony did, what if they or you…wrote our UU history and values as a myth?

I long for a sacred Unitarian Universalist story.  A holy story about birth and freedom and exile and compassion and strength and loss and love and death – this story would be holy because it would be set apart from all other stories…and through this story we would come to know who we are, what it is we belong to.


That was the amazing thing about the Obama Day experience, it was crystal clear that everyone knew they belonged to one another, to the human family, and to the dream of equality among all men and all women.   The lived story fulfilled the moral principle.   The principle of equality articulated by Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King, Jr,- the principle found in all the world’s scriptures of the equality of man.

A sacred text is a text set apart and lifted up…a text that creates life and meaning.  

By this definition the text I saw and felt in Hyde Park on Wednesday was a sacred story, a sacred text…for out of that shared experience new life and new meaning was being created right before my eyes.

Please don’t misunderstand, I am not calling for an embrace of the Bible or the Upanishads, or the Gaia myth or any story I know of…and I am not suggesting that we do away with our Principles and Purposes, or with our commitment to diverse sources of wisdom.

And I am certainly not arguing for a politically partisan story.


I am merely thinking that holding our different views and thoughts so close to the vest, sitting side by side, allowing everyone to think their separate stories, hold their different beliefs without deep exploration, does not serve us well- not well enough.


We need something more.

I am also aware of the dangers of a single story or text.  That is what our liberal forebears have struggled so mightily against.  If only one story is acceptable, then some will be excluded…and we must always draw our circle larger.

When I finally arrived at the seminary at 57th and Woodlawn, in Hyde Park, Obama Day was left at the door, or so I thought.


I was shocked when I went up to visit the library, and saw a bulletin board at the top of the stairs that was dedicated to a celebration of the democratic presidential candidate.  Obviously, not every person in the Meadville Lombard community holds the same political views.  It would be a great mistake and a loss of our tradition of free thought, to assume or even hope that we all agree on a single story, or text, or idea.

Gospel Chapter, a liberation theology chapter, a pagan chapter, a green chapter…

For a part of our history, reason was our shared narrative.

And then freedom was the text we lived from.  Then tolerance

And more recently, pluralism.   There is a new story from our large congregation in Tulsa, OK.   Their minister, Marlin Lavanhar, was at our internship consultation.   He told us about the new religious pluralism in their congregation.  A Christian Pentacostal church in their city split and the pastor was a friend of Marlin’s…and since he was moving to another city, he suggested that the members of his church that left with him join the All Souls Tulsa church.  And so they have re-designed their second Sunday morning service to meet the worship needs of this liberal Pentacostal group.  And that service is growing and the praise music is being felt, and the racial mix is being seen, and the text of religious pluralism is being lived.

I’m not looking for agreement, or one story size fits all…just the opposite-our religious and theological diversity is our unique gift and strength…but I am hoping for, longing for, in need of…


The sharing of the stories that we already have.


I want us to pick up all the threads of our complicated history and weave them into a fabric of meaning and mutuality.

I want us to learn to articulate our story, not in an elevator speech but in a sacred circle.


I want us to share our personal origin stories and in so doing truly honor the worth and dignity of each unique person.


Who are you?  To Whom or what do you belong?

The Text, the story does not end…we are part of the on-going, eternal, sacred story of life. Revelation is not sealed. We create, beauty and meaning and relationship, out of the very suspension of the ending of the sacred text.  Every day is a new page to write upon, to read, to listen to…to discover hidden meaning.

When I walk along Lake Michigan, I know who I am in my origins.  When I enter this sanctuary, here in Rockville Maryland, I know who it is I belong to.   I belong to you.  You belong to me.

We belong to each other…as people who share a text, a story, and a commitment to free thought, as people who walk our spiritual journey hand in hand…and beyond this sanctuary, we belong to the larger Beloved Community….that community that is held and filled with a Universal Love that blesses all.

And I am so grateful.   And each day I also consider the third question;  “what do I owe?”
Amen/Blessed Be

