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Does your church have a soul ?
If it does, how would you describe it?

Those of us who attended the recent “Church of the Future” workshop were asked

this question. It is a potent question to contenpl ate.
Sone of us might get caught on the word “soul” itself. Wat is a soul? It is
deeper than personality. It is what animates a being. Perhaps we can think of

it as the essential qualities of a being, its core presence, its deepest reason
for being.

| have a friend who is a specialist in wines. Wen she encounters a wi ne, she
not only tastes it and observes its color and body, but she breathes in all of
its subtle bouquet. She has an uncanny ability to store, inside herself, the
nenory of the soul of that wine. This is what enables her to judge between

wi nes, to recomrend them and to differentiate the countless varieties and
vintages. She has sone strange capacity to recogni ze and renenber the soul of a
W ne.

If we were a wi ne, what woul d she renenber about us?

| have another friend of uncanny ability, who can walk into a space and fee
what has happened there after the place has been vacated. She feels the echo of
t he peopl e who inhabited that space, what they felt, what they |oved and feared,
what they expressed and suppressed, and how they treated each other. As a
spiritual seeker, she often uses this sense to tell her the quality of the work
being done in a comunity of faith and practice.

These are ways of sensing soul. And when we are asked, “Wat is the soul of
your church?” we are using simlar faculties. W are using our feeling, our
intuition, our senses, to guide us in exploring the question: “Wuat is the

essence of our community? What are we about at the deepest |evel ?”

A week ago, the fol ks who had attended the “Church of the Future” conference net
to further explore the i deas we had encountered. W asked ourselves not what is
the soul of this congregation, but what are, or should be, our central purposes
as a conmunity. |In the course of that conversation, we began to recall all the
ol d jokes about Unitarian Universalismthat suggest that we have neither sou

nor clarity of purpose. For exanple:

What do you get when you cross a UU and a Jehovah's Wtness?
Soneone who knocks on your door for no apparent reason

Unitarianismis a cross between Epi scopalianismand golf.

O this one:

How nmany Unitarian Universalists does it take to change a |ightbul b?

We choose not to nake a statenent either in favor of or against the need for a
i ght bul b. However, if in your own journey you have found that |ightbulbs work

for you, all the power to you. You are invited to wite a poem or choreograph
an interpretive dance about your personal relationship with your |ightbulb



Present it next month at our annual Lightbulb Sunday Service, in which we wll
expl ore a nunber of lightbulb traditions, including incandescent, fluorescent,
3-way, long-life, and tinted, all of which are equally valid paths to

| um nescence.

There are many ironic, self-deprecating jokes about Unitarian Universalists,
many of them made fanous by Garrison Keillor of “A Prairie Home Conpani on,” who
| oves to | anpoon our tradition

But what cane up in our discussion the other evening was the increasing distaste
that we felt for these jokes, that we no |onger found themeither funny or
representative of who we are. W felt we ought to put those jokes out of

busi ness, make t hem obsol et e.

It is possible to be a conmunity of openness and tol erance and yet to al so stand
powerfully for core values and purposes? That is what we are called to do—+to
grow our soul and share that soul with others.

One of the conference attendees, Charlie Landraitis, shared his thoughts about
how we can be both open and effective. He said,

“Being a community of |ike purpose brings out the best in us, and helps us to be
a force in the larger world. W're not just about passive val ues, but also
about trying to look at the world with clear eyes and hel p each ot her nake
deci si ons about what is right, what is the right thing to do. This is different
fromdoctrinal churches—+t’'s harder for us, as a seeking church, but it's a
marvel ous quality that we have in higher abundance than any other church

know. ”

One of the things | learned at this conference was this: The nore inner clarity
a faith comunity has about its reason for being—what it stands for, what its
purpose and nission are—the nore flexible, adaptive and creative it is able to
be in expressing that purpose. On the other hand, the nore diffuse, unclear, or
uncertain a comunity is about its purpose and mission, the nore attached it

will be toits particular traditions and practices, because it is fromthese
things—+ts habits—that it draws its sense of identity.

I know a church consultant who jokes about “The Seven Last Wrds of the
Church”: “But we've always done it that way!”

Theodore Parker Church is at a great advantage, in that this congregation is not
fixed in the past in that way. There is no such attitude of “W’ve always done
it that way,” since this congregation has had to be extrenely adaptive and
resour ceful and has undergone continuous change in its years of resurgence.

If | were describing the soul qualities of this church, | would indeed say
sonet hi ng about its openness and sense of adventure. Qur chall enge, our task, is
to focus.

A trapeze artist swings through the air holding onto one bar, and then nust |et
go for a monent and fly, suspended in air, before grasping the next bar

We are like that trapeze artist in md-air. This congregation swung in a great
arc holding to one bar. That bar was the fierce and intimate bond of a snal
comuni ty gal vani zed around the purpose of surviving, restoring its historic
facility back to beauty, and beconing viable as a congregation



That particul ar phase of work has, in many ways, been acconplished. The arc of
that notion has reached its full extension. |If we continue to hold onto that
bar, to that identity, we will begin to sw ng backward.

And so, to the great credit this community, we have had the courage to |l et go,
and now we are flying through the air, propelled by the forward arc of that past
notion. That can be a strange, giddy feeling, a feeling of uncertainty, of

anxi ety, of suspension. But to achieve the next phase, the next arc, of our
journey, we will need to reach out and take hold of a new bar.

So the question is: What will be the nature of that new bar that we are going to
grasp?

We have an opportunity to shape our future based not upon habit, not on a past
sel f-concept, but upon a vision of who we want to be and becone, for one anot her
and for the world outside these doors.

How do we want to live our life in community, and as individuals nourished by
this community? How can we live fromour soul? How can we best express the
hope, the love, and the faith that is the essence of Unitarian Universalisn?

Li nda Underwood has written a poem about soul ful ness:

Al this talk of saving souls.
Soul s weren't nmade for saving, |ike Sunday cl ot hes,
that mght give out at the seans with daily use

They were nade for wear:

They conme with |ifetine guarantees.

Don’t save your soul

Pour it out Iike rain on cracked, parched earth.

G ve your soul away, or pass it like a candle flane.
Sing it out, or laugh it up the w nd.

I will spend ny soul
Playing it out like sticky string into the world,
So that | can catch every last thing | touch

In an essay called “The Church of Tonorrow’ Thonmas Bandy wites:

“Peopl e reach out to performmnistry because it is who they are—enbedded in
their work and | eisure. People performdeeds of kindness, do daring feats of
justice, and wel come strangers into their mdst because it is who they are. It
isn't because they are well-organi zed, but because they are notivated to live
out alife of faith.”

And the poet Rum says, “Wen you do things fromyour soul, you feel a river
noving in you.”

If our church has a collective soul, and we do things fromthat place because it
is who we are, we will feel that river noving in us, and all who enter into this

space will feel that life-giving river, flowing, and it will spill out of the
doors as we | eave to go about our daily lives, and it will water the ground of
our lives, and the thirsty ground of our world, and it will help things to grow.
As we | ook toward the future, we will |ikely be exploring new programmatic

ideas, and we will likely be making changes to the way we do things, in our



governance and conmttee structures and process, our |eadership nodels, and our
religi ous education, etc.

But the core purpose of our comunity ought to be expressed through our
soul ful ness. Let’s not save our soul, but pour it out like water, let it flow
like a river into the parched earth of lives that are in need. Let's give it
away, pass it like a flame, hold it up like a lanp, laugh it into the wi nd, and
play it out like sticky string into the world, so that it will transform al

that it touches.

May it be so.



