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Reading: by Robert Hill from The Complete Guide to Small Group Ministry – Saving the World Ten at a Time (p.8)  

Allan Ward, [a] professor emeritus of speech communication at the University of Arkansas… has asked his students year after year, “What do you personally want most in your own communication?”  The most frequent answer from persons of all ages and backgrounds is “to find other human beings to talk with without barriers or reservations.”  Students say they want a community in which they can be “totally and openly themselves.”… “The majority say they do not have even one such person, but they are seeking such a community.”  A police officer told one of Ward’s classes that gang members and churchgoers have something in common: Both groups want and need community, and members of these otherwise diverse groups offer virtually identical lists when asked their reasons for joining.

When Ward asked one communications class what sort of religious community they desired, they said they wanted a community with the following characteristics:

- Members of the community like each other.

- Members trust each other.

- Members can talk about everything without arguing, taking unchangeable positions, or trying to convince or dominate.

- The community can look at the cosmic aspects of existence and at the same time deal with the hourly details.

- The community is a supportive group that considers the various forms of reverence, learning, and self-insightfulness without drawing conclusions, but rather continuing to make discoveries.

- Members of the community share certain common skills: the ability to describe ideas and feelings clearly, share intuitive flashes without having to defend them, and appreciate the safety of rational thought that weighs evidence and evaluates its sources.

Reading:  by Claude Whitmyer from In the Company of Others – Making Community in the Modern World (p.33) 

Community doesn’t just happen.  People make community.  Every community experience that has ever been or ever will be begins when one or more individuals decide to focus their time and energy on calling others together with a clear intention.


We are born with the desire to be together, but the skills that really make community must be learned.  Unfortunately, we don’t learn these skills in school or in our families.  We are given some rough guidelines for how to get along with others, and, in generations past, we were even taught the value of following the rules that promote social harmony.  But more and more of us are escaping from our childhood education without a sufficient sense of social responsibility and the social skills that make it possible for us to come together for mutual support and the good of the community.


As a result, many of us feel isolated and alienated from those around us.  Not belonging is often one of the most discomfiting feelings we experience in life.  This pain of separateness and isolation may never be completely overcome, because we are each unique individuals with more going on inside than we can ever fully communicate to those around us.  So how will we ever feel completely understood?

Reading:  by Henri Nouwen from Reaching Out (p.51, 54)

The German word for hospitality is Gastfreunschaft which means, friendship for the guest.  The Dutch use the word gastvriheid which means, the freedom of the guest.  Although this might reflect that the Dutch people find freedom more important than friendship, it definitely shows that hospitality wants to offer friendship without binding the guest and freedom without leaving [the guest] alone.

Hospitality … means primarily the creation of a free space where the stranger can enter and become a friend instead of an enemy.  Hospitality is not to change people, but to offer them space where change can take place.  It is not to bring men and women over to our side, but to offer freedom not disturbed by dividing lines…  

The paradox of hospitality is that it wants to create emptiness, not a fearful emptiness, but a friendly emptiness where strangers can enter and discover themselves as created free; free to sing their own songs, speak their own languages, dance their own dances; free also to leave and follow their own vocations…

Creating space for the other is far from an easy task.  It requires hard concentration and articulate work.  It is like the task of the patrolman trying to create some space in the middle of a mob of panic-driven people for an ambulance to reach the center of an accident….  As long as our minds, hearts and hands are occupied we can avoid confronting the painful questions, to which we never gave much attention and which we do not want to surface.  “Being busy” has become a status symbol, and most people keep encouraging each other to keep their body and mind in constant motion.  From a distance, it appears that we try to keep each other filled with words and actions, without tolerance for a moment of silence…

To convert hostility into hospitality requires the creation of the friendly empty space where we can reach out to our fellow human beings and invite them to a new relationship.  This conversion is an inner event that cannot be manipulated but must develop from within.  Just as we cannot force a plant to grow but can take away the weeds and stones which prevent its development, so we cannot force anyone to such a personal and intimate change of heart, but we can offer the space where such a change can take place.
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So tell me.  Why do you come to church?

Do you come to church to enjoy the wonderful music Kent plays, which calms our minds and spirit as we gather for worship?  Do you come because you like to stand up and sing hymns with a crowd of people?  Do you come because you have young children, and you want to offer them a religious education that nurtures their natural sense of wonder, and teaches that their doubts are every bit as important as their beliefs?  Do you come here because you want to make a difference in the world, and you know the value of working with others who share your vision of justice and peace?  Or do you come here because you simply like to have a quiet place, once a week, to take a break from your busy schedule, your many commitments – and reflect on the meaning of it all? 

These are some the answers I have heard members of this church offer, when asked.  And I confess I take some pride in the fact that this church does provide a fine music program, religious education, worship, and social action initiatives, thanks to our gifted volunteers and staff.  I think we are doing a pretty darn good job meeting the stated needs of our members and friends.

But when my moment of pride passes, when I look beyond our most visible activities and achievements – I know that there are deeper reasons that bring us to church.  I believe we are driven here by a much more basic need.

The church consultant Kennon Callahan writes, “People come to church longing for, yearning for, hoping for.... [a] sense of roots, place, belonging, sharing, and caring.  People come to a church in our time with a search for community...  Their search [is profound and desperate].  [Amid the alienation and loneliness of this time,] they are looking for home, for relationships.  They are looking for the profound depths of community...”

If we stop and think about it, we know this is true.  We don’t need to rely on experts to tell us.  The mission statement we carefully developed just a few years ago, came up with four clear and concise statements that capture the reason we collectively come here. We come here to: build community, seek inspiration, promote justice, and find peace.

It is no coincidence that our desire to build community is the first of the four.  It is the reason given most frequently, and felt most deeply.

* * *

We clearly want community.  But how do we get it?

Community doesn’t just happen.  People make community.

We make community in many ways:  by coming together to worship, seeing familiar faces, singing together, mulling over questions of faith and meaning together.  We make community when we mingle in coffee hour, catching up with old acquaintances, or making new friends.  We make community when we gather for meals, when we play bridge, when we serve on committees or teach classes, when we participate in discussion groups and support groups.  And we create community when we financially support this church.

All of these activities are important aspects of religious community.  And yet while they undoubtedly create a certain sense of community, I wonder whether they succeed in addressing our deep longing, our deep yearning for a sense of roots, a place of belonging, true sharing.

Sometimes I fear our church activities can become just one more way for us to keep busy, to keep our bodies and minds in constant motion, and to keep us from confronting the deeper questions, questions that are difficult and risky and sometimes painful.  Questions that are too easily drowned out by the distractions of our busy lives, questions that we seldom allow to surface.

* * *

I think it is great that this church is often a lively place, with a packed parking lot, bustling with activity in fellowship hall, with the din of children filling our classrooms, and committees competing for meeting spaces.  But I worry that unless we try harder, we won’t be able to create the kind of place that allows a deeper quality of connection.

We are so full of restless energy, full of exciting ideas, full of competing interests, that I fear we have a hard time creating the kind of “friendly empty space where we can reach out to our fellow human beings and invite them to a new relationship.”  A place where personal transformation can occur.

I am struck by the image of a patrol officer trying to create some space in the midst of a mob of panic-driven people, for an ambulance to come through.  Every square inch of the pavement is covered by a throng of people pushing back and forth, every individual anxiously attempting to find their own way, but invariably contributing to the collective chaos.

What the officer needs is a few fences or barriers, the kind that keeps people out of the street during a parade, or maybe a role of that yellow tape that is used to mark off a crime scene.  Without something to create a clear boundary, it seems impossible to create empty space in the midst of the confusion.  

Paradoxically very clear boundaries need to be drawn, so that within the empty space people can speak without barriers, freely.

* * *

As many of you know, there has been an effort afoot, for some time now, to create such empty spaces within our church.  Places in which we make community.  Places in which trust us built, in which people can talk about everything, whether daily worries or cosmic themes.  Places where we can share intuitive flashes, where we can describe our ideas and feelings clearly.

We call them Chalice Circles.  They are groups of six to ten people who make a commitment to meet regularly – maybe once or twice a month for about two hours – to develop deeper connections and wider service both within and beyond the church, and to encourage our personal and spiritual growth.  We used to call them Covenant Groups, other churches refer to them as Small Group Ministry.  (On the colorful insert in your order of service, you can find out about an orientation workshop coming up on November 10th, which I encourage you to attend.)

Chalice Circles are an effort to strengthen our community, by carefully creating a friendly empty space.  

Every meeting follows a similar format.  We start by lighting a chalice, and sharing a short reading.  Then everyone in the group has a chance to check-in – catching others up on events of our day, or since the last meeting.  The chalice lighting, reading and check-in are a way to help group members fully arrive, to become focused and more fully present.  Then the facilitator introduces a particular subject or activity, which will take up the majority of the group’s time.  This might be a particular life issue, like the needs of elderly family members, or dealing with loss.  It might be a religious theme like generosity or forgiveness.  It might be sharing something from a personal journal.  Everyone is given the opportunity to speak.  Everyone tries hard to listen.  Then toward the end of the meeting, there is a check-out, during which everyone can offer a closing thought, an observation about that day’s meeting, or a suggestion for future gatherings.  Finally there is a short closing reading and the chalice is extinguished.

In addition to this simple format, the groups are guided by promises the members make to each other.  Promises are also called covenants.  First, when a group is formed, the members agree about how they want to be with one another, how to listen attentively, how to respect private information, how often they want to meet, and what they want to talk about.  Then, second, the members agree how the group, sometime in the coming months, wants to provide a service to the church – perhaps bringing refreshments for coffee hour some Sunday, perhaps together participating in a work party, or leading a Sunday service.  The third covenant is about how the group wants to provide some service to the larger community, perhaps knitting scarves for our Mitten Tree, participating in a community rally, or pitching in at the local men’s shelter.  These three covenants are crucial, not only to strengthen relations within the group, but to assure that the group itself is grounded in a greater sense of community.

Another important idea of Chalice Circles, is that each group is open.  Each group always has an empty chair available for a visitor or new member.  If a group grows too large, the idea is that it split in two, to make room for more people in more groups.

Chalice Circles follow a very simple format, and yet experience has shown that those who participate in the Circles find them remarkably rewarding.  Over time a remarkable level of trust and support is created.

Chalice Circles play an important role both for longstanding church members and for newcomers.  Those who are already members are provided a place to deepen their connections with others in the church.  Newcomers are provided with a clear entry point into the church community. 

* * *

There is something paradoxical about Chalice Circles.  The groups’ format is formal, but only in order to allow for greater informality within the group.  I think many Unitarian Universalists are resistant to the formality and clear expectations of Chalice Circles.

For many of us, the strongest sense of community we experience is in our family.  And so we try to think of our church as a kind of family, informal and accepting.  I know I often speak of this place as our “church home.”

But, you know, a family-style church is not always a good thing.  Studies show that churches that see themselves as “like a family,” tend to be the slowest growing churches of our movement. 

Robert Hill writes, “Leaders of “family” fellowships or churches sometimes wonder why so few of their visitors stick around to become members of their relaxed, informal congregations and why their guests move on to join instead the stuffy, formal churches down the road.  Here’s a hint: Joining most families involves either an accident of birth or a long and difficult courtship.  Families are not usually inclusive, democratic organizations.  Families have implicit, unspoken rules and structures that are not readily obvious to individuals who are not already members.  The more formal structure of [Chalice Circles], by contrast, offers explicit rules available to everyone, new-comer and long-timer alike.  Explicit rules, being accessible to all, are inclusive and democratic….

The need for formal organization is a precondition of attaining closeness, sharing, and trust within an atmosphere of informality… Formality must come first: “The paradox… is genuine: the informality of small groups depends on having formal structure, and the formal structure is tolerated only because of the informality is encouraged.”” (p.22)

* * *

Community does not just happen. We need to make community.  We need to create a place where strangers can become friends, a place were we can discover ourselves, where we can sing our own songs, dance our own dance, and speak our own truth.  We need to create a community we can trust, where we are free to shed tears and share laughter, where we can talk about both the tragic and comic moments of our lives, a place in which we realize we are not alone.

May we each do our part to make this church a real community,

both for our own sake, and for the sake of those in search of a caring community,

may we join in creating an accepting place in which we might deepen our

sense of mystery and meaning, and dare to share the many blessings of our lives.

Amen.
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