“If There Were No Limits, What Would You Choose?” 
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READINGS: ANCIENT AND MODERN
Our ancient reading this morning is from the Book of James in the New Testament of Christian Scriptures:

Be doers of the word and not merely hearers.

Those who look into the perfect law,

the law of liberty and persevere,

being not hearers who forget

but doers who act--they will be
blessed in their doing.

Our second reading is from the19th Century German writer, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (GURTAH).  Goethe's works spanned the fields of poetry, drama, literature, theology, humanism, and science. Goethe's most major work, lauded as one of the peaks of world literature, is the two-part drama Faust. Goethe wrote:

Until one is committed, there is hesitancy, the chance to draw back… The moment one definitely commits oneself, then providence moves too. All sorts of things occur to help one that would never have otherwise occurred. A whole stream of events issues from the decision raising in one’s favor all manner of unforeseen incidents and meetings and material assistance.... Whatever you can do or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power and magic in it. Begin it now. 
SERMON: “If There Were No Limits, What Would You Choose?” 
When I originally came up with the title for this morning, I thought it would fit well with where I'd anticipated we might be heading today. Even though the content has changed significantly from what it might originally have been, I trust the underlying religious dynamics involved in it, are still very closely related. Instead of using more personal illustrations, as I'd intended though, we'll be looking at them through the lens of a congregational example. 

What applies to the individual, very often applies to the community. I trust that in this room there are individuals for whom our theme will speak directly into your current or long-standing life challenges. I'll hope that our exploration will be helpful on that personal level as well. As a community though, I hope this morning we might look at this theme that asks us as a congregation, if there were no limits, what might we choose?

Recently at one of our Men's Group gatherings, I was reminded of a story that I’d come across a few years ago.  It provides a good beginning for our exploration. The story is really an explanation about how fleas are trained in order to perform in a flea circus. It goes like this: a flea circus trainer places a number of fleas in a low, flat box. The fleas, for whom jumping is as natural as breathing air, initially try to jump out of the box. But the trainer puts them back in the box and then puts a glass plate across the top opening. The fleas begin jumping again, but now they are hitting their heads against a plate of glass. They fall back down into the box. After a while, the fleas, conditioned to the presence of the glass, begin jumping just slightly below the height of the glass, so as not to hit it. Who wants to keep hitting their head against a hard surface, whether it can be seen or not?!

The trainer gathers different groups of fleas into various boxes with the glass plates set at different levels; six inches, 12 inches 18 inches and so on… When they’ve all been trained to jump just below the level of the glass on their box, the trainer removes the glass plates altogether. The fleas continue jumping to the exact same height. Then the trainer takes his amazing flea circus on the road and mystifies his audiences! 

How many of us have "self-imposed" lids that prevent us from achieving new heights? How many of us might recognize it, if we were facing a new situation where our old limitations might be more crippling than they would be nurturing or protective. If there were no limits, what would you choose? Of course the Buddhist answer to this question is that there really are no limits, that all limits are imagined. I'm not altogether sure that's true, but somewhere between what we perceive to be true and what might actually be true, I have to believe there are far more possibilities than we are often willing to be aware of.

Let me share a story with you from our congregation's history. It's regarding an event that took place about 45 years ago, somewhere in the late 1960s. At that time, the parking lot, just on the other side of our driveway, was divided into two residential lots, each of which had an old house on it. Both lots were up for sale. My understanding is that the combined price for the two of them was about $60,000.

Many members of the congregation thought it would be a good idea to buy the lots. Automobiles were becoming abundant and convenient parking was already something of an issue. The idea of the purchase had a lot of support. The president of the congregation at that time, who will go unnamed here, had other ideas. He claimed that the congregation had no real need for the property and that it could ill afford to spend or borrow the money to acquire it. Period.

I don't know what glass ceilings that president or the congregation might have banged up against prior to that opportunity. Given the timeframe though, I suspect that he and many members of the congregation were children of the Great Depression. I would imagine that the Great Depression would have provided quite an indelible impression as to limitations, possibilities and risks… Something like a glass ceiling.

The congregation would have been well served in many ways, had we dared to think beyond the limitations and the boundaries that were imagined back in 1968. We would not be waiting at this, our moment in time, for the groundbreaking ceremony, which will likely take place within the next few months, at the onset of construction of the high-rise, senior healthcare facility that will soon be our next door neighbor. We would not be scrambling on Sunday mornings for parking places that are already a couple of blocks away, let alone trying to find just the few close-up spots that we need to have for our members and visitors with accessibility issues.

Through a lack of imagination, we lost the opportunity for any number of potential uses for those properties, which could have served our congregation well. The land was there. It was available. It was affordable. And we let it slip away… Not only from ourselves but also from our potential selves. Sometimes we have to imagine ourselves beyond who we are in any present moment. Sometimes we have to imagine ourselves as including those who might yet become a part of us, if only our vision is large enough to embrace them, too.

If there were no limits, what might we choose?

Some of you may have read my September column in our newsletter, the Gazette. In it I began to describe a conversation, already underway, about a potential for our congregation that none of us had begun to imagine until quite recently. My hope is that we will explore deeply this opportunity, which might lie before us, and that we might find our way toward living into a new potential for Unitarian Universalism here in Essex County. I would like to begin by placing the context of this conversation squarely within the language of our congregation's mission statement, particularly the part that reads we are,  “…seeking transformation… In our congregation and in our communities.” The opportunity before us is about the potential transformation of our congregation and the First Unitarian Universalist Church of Essex County in nearby Orange.

Perhaps you are aware that we have been partnering with the folks in Orange over the past couple of years in an attempt to generate energy, momentum and growth in their congregation. The leadership of both congregations has been working to avert the loss of our Unitarian Universalist presence in this nearby, culturally urban setting. Still, the energy and balance needed to keep up the vitality of the Orange congregation, simply has not developed. In fact, over the past few months, they have lost even more of their stalwart supporters who have moved away and begun other new adventures of their own. The part-time minister they've had, Darrell Berger, has been called to an interim ministry with our congregation in Staten Island.

Over this summer, I have been studying different UU models of multi-site congregations. I have had some exploration on conversations with ministerial colleagues involved in them. I am convinced that our best hope for maintaining a Unitarian Universalist presence in Orange is through a multi-site, consolidation of the two congregations.

Along with our President, Teresa DeSousa, our Music Director, Marcus Hauck, a member of our Council on Ministry, Irene Sanderson and the unanimous endorsement of our full Board, we have been engaged in an ongoing conversation with leadership of the Orange Congregation. Their President, Darcy Hall, and I are in full agreement that unless there is a radical change in the way their congregation functions as a Unitarian Universalist congregation and as a congregation within that culturally urban community, UU of Essex County will not likely exist for more than a couple of years, at best.

What is at risk if they go out of existence? For me, and I daresay for our Board of Trustees, this is not about trying to rescue an organization that has outlived its usefulness, albeit this institution is a UU Congregation that is about the same age as our own. What is far more at risk here is the prospect of losing a UU presence in a neighboring township, which has far more urban characteristics than otherwise. The only other urban setting for a Unitarian Universalist congregation in the state of New Jersey is in Plainfield. I believe that we are needed in Orange and that we need to be there.

We would do well to be there, not only to maintain a UU presence, but in order to make real the invitation of Unitarian Universalism, an invitation to a covenant that affirms and promotes the inherent worth and dignity of every person and the interdependent web of existence that connects us to one another and to our planet. We would do well to be there, in order to make real our message of religious unity through diversity in this setting where the community is so diverse and where we might provide an agency of unification. We would do well to be there for our own fulfillment, so that we might more truly walk the walk of social justice and human compassion. We would do well to be there, where justice and compassion are challenged at every step of the way, so that we might better learn to find and share ways of confronting the princes and principalities of racism and classism. 

If there were no limits, what might we choose? 

I would hope that we would dare to imagine our UU Congregation at Montclair becoming an agency of transformation that cares enough about the world around us that we are willing to move out into that world, by way of our neighboring community, in ways that would allow us to be more intentional in the creation of the beloved community. I hope that our imagination would allow us to move beyond the security of our own walls. I do hope that we could grow into such a vision as this. 

What might such an effort entail? Quite honestly, it would entail a great deal of change on our part. It would not be easy or without growing pains… In short, it would mean merging the two congregations. Montclair would remain the "mothership," while the Orange site would become something of an interdependent extension, a "satellite." Orange UU would likely maintain their own name, but they would be part and parcel of who we are here as well.

I should probably interject at this point that this is not something that either the board or I are trying to create on your behalf. None of this can or will take place without an affirmative vote to do so by the current membership of both congregations. We are working on a mechanism whereby leadership from our congregation and some of their leaders will create a plan that the full membership of the two congregations will use to decide whether or not to pursue merger.

We are in the process of creating merger teams that will work out a proposal for structures for what a combined congregation might look like. Here are some initial thoughts on how the proposal might look in four key areas, along with a look at some of the challenges that will need to be addressed:

Worship/Music

In order to promote a consistent and professional ministerial presence in the Orange pulpit, an essential element for any growing congregation, we would likely downstream the readings and sermons from here in this sanctuary, three Sundays of each month. In addition, we have been in conversation with Rev. Gordon Bailey. Some of you will remember Gordon who was only recently an Affiliated Minister with our congregation. We've been talking with Gordon about the possibility of a halftime ministry in which he would preach in Orange on the fourth Sunday of each month and be involved there in developing the local liturgy around those sermons on the other three Sundays. Gordon is very excited by this prospect. Our Board Member and Worship Committee Chair, Cheryl Crawford, along with Marcus Hauck, are prepared to head up this merger team, along with the leader from Orange.

Polity/Governance

It will not be easy to merge the workings and by-laws of two congregations into one, but that will be the challenge. We will need to find ways of creating a Council at Orange, which has enough authority and autonomy to fill the needs of that location, while at the same time we re-create a Board of Trustees here that will serve the singular governance of the merged congregation. This will require something of a delicate balance, to say the least. Our former Board of Trustees member, Shirley Matthews, will be working along with Andree Laney, as well as at least one leader from Orange, in heading up this merger team for us.

Treasury/Finance

The question is, how do we go about merging two treasuries, while maintaining integrity, respect and fiduciary responsibility for the history that created both of those treasuries? How can the folks in Orange be reassured that we don't just want to swallow up their financial assets and, in the end, provide nothing in return? How can we be assured here, that our assets will not be evaporated by liabilities or risks that might come about from new exposure to unforeseen vulnerabilities? I trust that these questions can be answered. And I trust that we have the right merger team who is prepared to work with finance people from Orange on it. They include our Treasurer, Chris Corbett, and our immediate past Treasurer, Judy Strachan. They will be supported in this work by our entire Finance Committee.

Life Span Religious Education

We are unable to form a merger team for this category at this time because there is currently no Religious Education Program in Orange. Clearly this will be a topic requiring early intervention and major efforts towards getting things rolling, if the merger is to move forward.

We have been assured of support for this entire project by the District, Region and national bodies of the Unitarian Universalist Association. This support would be in the form of financial assistance, technological expertise and resource persons who have experience in the areas of creating multi-site congregations. Studies have shown that much of the recent growth in Unitarian Universalist congregations, as well as in other faith traditions, has been with in just such a multi-site combinations. In fact, across faith lines, multisite efforts have shown a 90% success rate.

If there were no limits, what might we choose?

We have to remember that we are not the only ones who are doing the choosing here. I spoke at the beginning about how the content of sermons often changes between the time of inception and the time of delivery. Sometimes they change even in the midst of writing them, as has literally been the case at this point in my writing.

Yesterday morning I received an e-mail from Darcy Hall, president at Orange, which promoted a telephone conversation with her. It seems that a portion of the Orange Board is quite reluctant to move ahead in these discussions, despite a Congregational vote to do so, taken only two weeks ago. Darcy has asked that we slow the pace of our conversation for another month while their congregation undergoes further discernment about its future with us, its future without us, or its lack of a future altogether.

So, as well as anything else you may have gleaned, here's what I would hope you might take away from this morning's message:

– Very often the limitations we experience in the world are self-imposed.

– On occasion in the past, our congregation has self-limited itself in ways that have impaired our hospitality and potential for sharing the good news of Unitarian Universalism.

– A potential exists for the possibility of UUCM to merge with the Orange UU congregation, which could result in our expanded capacity to share that good news, to combat the forces of racism and classism and to promote the beloved community.

– Finally, we do well to see ourselves beyond who we are in any present moment. Sometimes we have to imagine ourselves as including those who might yet become a part of us, if only our vision is large enough to embrace them, too.

We cannot decide for the folks at Orange whether or not to move forward with this merger. We can only offer our partnership and our leadership in this endeavor. There is another Buddhist philosophy I would cite. It would indicate that we do well to put our minds, hearts and souls into whatever we do as best and fully as we can, and that then we have to let go of the outcome.

I hope that our congregation will choose to be a partner in this venture. I hope theirs will too. I can't control the outcome of the decisions to be made, but I do know that I can live with whatever the results might be. I just hope that in the process, we will all be able to see beyond our imagined limitations, limits which are based on what has been. I hope that we will be able to see into an unlimited future of what yet can be.

Que sera, sera. Whatever will be, will be. But still, we can make ready for, and even expand the possibilities of that future, by our approach to it. I am, as I trust you are too, so incredibly grateful to be walking into whatever that future holds as a part of this community, as a part of what this community is becoming.
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