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Opening Words:  by William F. Schulz

This is the mission of our faith:

To teach the fragile art of hospitality;

To revere both the critical mind and the generous heart;

To prove that diversity need not mean divisiveness;

And to witness to all that we must hold the whole world in our hands.

Meditation: by the Russian Poet Miroslav Holub  the poem “The Door”

Go and open the door. 

Maybe outside there's 

a tree, or a wood, 

a garden, 

or a magic city.
Go and open the door. 

Maybe a dog's rummaging. 

Maybe you'll see a face, 

or an eye, 

or the picture 

of a picture.
Go and open the door. 

If there's a fog 

it will clear.
Go and open the door. 

Even if there's only 

the darkness ticking, 

even if there's only 

the hollow wind, 

even if nothing is there, 

go and open the door.

Reading:  by Thomas Moore from an essay entitled “Neither Here Nor There” (p.184 Best Spiritual Writings 2001)

There are places in this world that are neither here nor there, neither up nor down, neither real nor imaginary.  These are the inbetween places, difficult to find and even more challenging to sustain.  Yet they are the most fruitful places of all.  For in these liminal narrows a kind of life takes place that is out of the ordinary, creative, and once in a while genuinely magical.  We tend to divide life between mind and matter and to assume that we must be in one or the other or both.  But religion and folklore tell of another place that is often found by accident, where strange events take place, and where we learn things that can’t be discovered in any other way…

I have a fascination for doors, doorways, and vestibules.  In another life I’d like to be a maker of extraordinary doors.  They are actual thresholds and at the same time images for the deep transitional passages.  Standing in a doorway, you are forced into the imagination, wondering what you will find on the other side.  It is a place full of expectant fantasy.  Gaston Bachelard said, “If one were to give an account of all the doors one has closed and opened, of all the doors one would like to reopen, one would have to tell the story of one’s entire life.”

Reading: by Clemens Starck the poem "A Brief Lecture on Door Closers" (from Traveling Incognito)
Although heretofore unconsidered 

in verse or in song,  

the ordinary door closer is, I submit, a device 

well worth considering.  

Consisting primarily 

of a spring and a piston, in combination,  

here's how it works:

                    You open a door,  

either pushing or pulling.  

The spring is compressed, the piston extended.  

Now, having passed through the doorway,  

you relinquish control,  

and the door closer takes over. The spring remembers 

how it was—  

it wants to return. But the urge is damped 

by the resistance the piston encounters,  

snug in its cylinder 

filled with hydraulic fluid.   

Such is the mechanism of the door closer,  

invented in 1876 

by Charles Norton, when a slamming door 

in a courtroom in Cincinnati 

repeatedly disrupted 

the administration of justice.   

Whether concealed beneath the threshold 

or overhead in the head jamb,  

whether surface-mounted as a parallel-arm installation 

or as a regular-arm,  

door closers are ever vigilant,  

silently performing their function, rarely 

complaining.   

Whereas doors can be metaphorical—as in,  

for example, "He could never unlock 

the door to her heart"—  

door closers cannot.   

Remember this when you 

pass through, and the door closes behind you 

with a soft thud 

and final click 

as the latchbolt engages the strike.
Reading:  by Anne Heller from a book entitled Churchworks – A Well-Body Book for Congregations  (p.156)

There are hundreds and thousands of people out there who could consider themselves part of us.  Some even call themselves Unitarian Universalists.  Who are these people?  They are trying new spiritual paths and places and are looking to root, to rest, to nest, to come home.  They are wounded by past church experiences.  They want a place for their children  to learn ethics and values and are seeking personal fulfillment, self actualization.  They need to be wanted, useful, loved.  They are testing, noisy, active, gay or lesbian or bisexual or straight, curious, explorers, seekers, justice seekers, and social change agents.  They are ethnically, racially, and culturally diverse, in pain and lonely, sometimes difficult.  They come from a range of economic circumstances, social classes, and educational levels; they desire friendship, affinity, and like-minded souls to be with.  They have heard about us and hopefully, tentatively, come to our doors.
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“May nothing evil cross this door,” we sing.  In the words of the hymn, we hope our doors and walls will be strong to keep hate out and hold love in.  We hope our rafters will withstand the battering of the storm.  Our hearth here, though all the world grow chill, will keep us warm.

This imagery certainly strikes a chord this time of year.  My family lives in a big, drafty old house, and we are forever trying to keep warm, bundled in several layers of sweaters, and perpetually gravitating toward those corners close to a warm radiator.  Given our ancient heating system, not all rooms benefit equally from the boiler in the basement.  And whenever someone enters or leaves the house, we quickly shut the doors firmly, to keep the precious warmth in.

Some say the human race can be divided into two kinds of people, people who like their doors open, and people who like their doors shut.  I confess I find comfort in closed doors.  To keep in the warmth, but also to keep out noise and distractions.  My family can attest to this: behind closed doors I find the calm and quiet I need to concentrate, to think deep thoughts, to access depths of the spirit too easily obscured by the lively activity of family life.

The downside of doors that are consistently closed from within, is that it makes it difficult for outsiders to enter. 

* * *

As a congregation, we often say we want to be welcoming and we want to grow.  I think we generally imagine ourselves remarkably open and accessible.

According to experts, the vast majority of churches in America consider themselves welcoming, and want to grow.  But in fact only 15 percent of congregations in the country have grown by even one person in the last five years.  85 percent of all churches either don’t know how to grow, or they don’t really want to.  

More active evangelism might be the solution.  But for many mainline churches the word “evangelism” conjures up unpleasant associations.  Evangelism evokes images of people more pushy than persuasive.  Their aggressive tactics seem driven by their own insecurities, a subtle or not-so-subtle intolerance, and a need to have all people pray and preach just as they do. 

As Unitarian Universalists we tend to bend over backward, to avoid appearing in any way evangelistic.  Lest we appear as if we were flaunting our faith, we err on the side of not speaking at all about what we believe, and how we put our beliefs into action.  Lest we appear pushy, we patiently wait for people to find us on their own.

* * *

Doors can be closed in different ways and for different reasons.  Some doors we close intentionally in an effort to stay warm, to feel safe, to remain undisturbed by disruptions from without.  With a little bit of effort we can learn to open those doors, to allow some fresh air to enter, to allow some coming and going, and to see what is happening outside our sheltering walls.

But other doors are closed unthinkingly, automatically.  We pass through these doors, and once we relinquish control, the door closer takes over.  The spring remembers how it was, and wants to return.  Door closers are ever vigilant, silently performing their function.

Clemens Starck tells us unlike doors, door closers cannot be metaphorical.  But his poem about door closers leaves me pondering a multitude of metaphors.

I have to think of the many times I let doors close behind me with a soft thud and final click as the latchbolt engages the strike.  Times when I could have reached out to someone, but chose not to.  Times when I had an important and daring thought to share, but chose to remain silent.  Times when I saw someone who needed help, but rather than extending a hand, chose to busy myself with other things.  Times when I heard words spoken with which I firmly disagree, but rather than engaging in a potentially charged exchange, I chose to let the comments pass.

I have to think of the countless door closers at work in this church.  Every time one of us chooses to strike up a conversation with a friend during coffee hour, rather than talking with the visitor standing alone, a door closes.  Whenever we engage in the work of church committees and programming, without making a conscious effort to educate those unfamiliar with our work, without making an effort to involve others, who are on the fringes of church activity, a door closes.  Whenever we see a new face at church, someone we haven’t yet met, and we fail to warmly welcome them, a door closes.

Because so much of our door closing occurs automatically, for those on the inside, it is easy to overlook the effect this has for those on the outside.

In order not to appear as if we were trying to drag people into our church, we err on the side of leaving them out in the cold.  Our automatic door closers do their job, and only the most persistent outsiders have the energy and initiative to find a way in.  Only the most motivated are courageous enough actually enter.
* * *

For a congregation to thrive, growth is essential.  In fact, our very survival depends on our ability and willingness to grow.  

Anne Heller puts it this way, she says: 

“Growth is not the objective.  It is a sign, a symptom, and an indicator of a healthy congregation.  As in flowers, trees, fish, birds, animals and the children we adore, signs of growth are signs of good health.  The garden grows and multiplies – and we flourish.  Any living thing that ceases to grow begins to die.  Just as we care for our gardens and pets, the creatures of the forest and field, and our children, our congregation must pay attention to its health.



Some people fear congregational growth, that things will change, that they will be different in their sweet familiar church if it grows.  They are right.


Just as a new baby turns the house upside down, just as life is never the same after its arrival, so a congregation changes irrevocably when it starts to grow. There are people you don’t know around; the parking lot is full.  You have to share power with new members.  The newsletter gets thick with their names.  The sanctuary begins to fill up each Sunday.  There’s more work to do; the budget is bigger, so you have to raise more money.  The minister is busier.  The building is used all the time…” (p.155)

She is right, of course.  To live is to grow.  And to grow is to change.

* * *

Another way we let doors close, is by allowing one of our Sunday services to become so crowded, only the most determined of newcomers is likely to stick around.  In the past I have compared this to my experience of waiting for an elevator. When the elevator arrives, the doors open, but if there are too many people already inside, I tend to wait for the next one, rather than squeeze myself into a crowd of strangers.  

If the people in the crowded elevator are friends, they don’t mind being momentarily crammed together.  Likewise those of us who are already insiders here, generally don’t mind occasionally sitting shoulder to shoulder in the pews – with friends and family this is a comfortable closeness.  But for the stranger who stands outside our doors the message is clear: we are full.  Though to us our door seems open, to the newcomer it is closed.

One way we are attempting to remedy this situation is to re-design our Sunday morning programs, so that one service isn’t overly crowded while the other is remarkably empty.  I encourage you to fill out the blue insert in your order of service, so those who are guiding this effort can take your thoughts and concerns into account.

* * *

Growth is inherently unsettling.  It forces us to perpetually change.  Growth means that cherished habits we have settled into over time, need to be broken up, like the solid soil of a settled field needs to be broken apart by the plough, so planting and growth can begin.  The earth is upturned, so the fertile ground below can receive the seed and the rain.  If the hard ground is left undisturbed the seed will be washed away, and never take root.

* * *

I do firmly believe we are committed to being a warm and welcoming religious community.  We are firmly grounded in a democratic approach that seeks to involve everyone in the work done and decisions made, excluding no one, empowering everyone.  

Nevertheless, if we don’t pay attention to the automatic door closers at work, we will remain maddeningly separated from one another.  And in our valiant efforts to create a thriving community within our church walls, we will remain separated from those outside our doors.  Unless we make a conscious effort to open our doors we will remain oblivious to the hundreds and thousands of people out there who could consider themselves part of us, if only we gave them a chance.  If only we were willing and able to let them in.

(We need to open our door, so we can see the person outside who may look like a beggar but is really a king or a queen.  We need to invite them in, so we can see the stranger is really a friend.)

* * *

For Thomas Moore the doorway is an image for deep transitions. It is a place of almost magical creativity.  It is a place of fruitfulness that can be found nowhere else. 

In the doorway we stand neither here nor there, neither outside nor inside, neither resigned to the world of the realist, who says things are as they are and cannot be changed, nor entranced by an other-worldly vision of paradise and salvation that is wholly removed from this world.  In the doorway we can stand with one foot in the world that is, and with the other foot in the world that could be.

* * *

I have said it before and I will say it again: the world needs a religion such as ours.  A religion of understanding and engagement.  A religion that inspires us to change the world, beginning with ourselves. 

As one church expert pointed out, evangelism, in the best sense of the word, is not about converting people to our point of view.  Evangelism is simply paying attention to what visitors experience, who cross our threshold.  Will they experience warm hospitality?  Will they get a palpable sense of a vibrant religious community?

Yes, I believe they will.  Hospitality, after all, is part of the mission of our faith; part of our mission to revere both the critical mind and the generous heart; our mission to prove that diversity need not mean divisiveness; our mission to witness to all that we must hold the whole world in our hands.

May we dare to open our doors to the whole world.

For we need the world, and the world needs us.

Amen.
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