A DENOMINATION? NOT EXACTLY;
AN ASSOCIATION? YOU BET!

Rev. Barbara Child
Unitarian Universalist Church of Indianapolis
October 12, 2008

The message began, “Our sanctuary was razed todidat’s
RAZED. The message was from Rev. Jim VanderWedlaster of
Community Church UU in New Orleans. This was thé ef August. They
had thought the Community Church building wouldvste Katrina, unlike
the apparently more heavily damaged First ChuBiit on the 22 of
August this past summer, 3 years after Katrinactrggregation watched
while the steam shovel knocked, clawed, and graébedvalls down to the
ground. And then they watched the remnants of ttieirch hauled off to
the local recycling swamp.

It takes your breath away, doesn’t it? It do@sem But the postings
from my New Orleans ministerial colleagues latedyd not been filled with
gloom and doom. No. They have written of the geddormation of a real
cluster of UU congregations there — Community,tFisurch, and the
smaller and so still more precarious Northshore3dldiety. It started when
some consultants from the UUA came to see abotateing and
rebuilding these congregations devastated by Kgtand the UUA
sponsored the 3 year capital campaign — to whichnyay have contributed.

And then those 3 congregations also took thetimgtsteps toward
some joint programs and ministries. They startgdesnew traditions —
shared worship at holidays, an annual Katrina Meh&inner, joint
service and social justice projects, a book disonsgroup facilitated
alternately by Jim VanderWeele and Melanie Moresiamger, the minister
at First Church.

The two congregations with ministers have agreddan out a
portion of those ministers’ time to give part tinénistry to the struggling
Northshore congregation that does not have a ramist

Melanie has written: “As time passes, our 3 ceggtions pull closer
even together — friendships deepened, better uiatkeliag ... about our
differences and our similarities, greater visilgiih the wider community



about UUism.” She and Jim recommend to the regsdhat we consider
such cooperative ventures. They just say — “dwait for a hurricane to do
it!”

| believe those New Orleans congregations givefalls Indianapolis
Unitarian Universalists much to think upon. | legk they are a superb
illustration of what it means to live up to the biegentions of an
Association of Congregations.

You know, sometimes | cringe when | hear the toineoice with
which some people say the “UUA” or sneeringly “Bostor even “25,”
which is the address of our headquarters on BeGtreet across from the
Boston Common. You would think they somehow “misee memo” that
spells out that we are not a denomination (likehddtsts, or Episcopalians,
or Presbyterians), in other words, a particulavedrout subdivision of the
Christian church, with beliefs prescribed by a draed practices prescribed
by a hierarchy.

No. We are an Association of Congregations. AwdStatement of
Principles and Purposes that appears in a sedtibre &JUA bylaws was not
handed down from anybody, but essentially handeoyupeneral Assembly
delegates from congregations.

The enormous significance of that is particuladyiceable right now
as we are in the midst of a review of whether threent language needs to
be revised. And | am most grateful to David Jackgfor arranging a
forum for this noon in the Music Room in the brarevly painted
Cottage(!) so that your opinions too can be entaredthis thoughtful
reconsideration.

| challenge the adults this noon to have as satmg, thought-
provoking a discusson as the teens did last Saturd@cilitated their
workshop on the potential revisions of the Prirespht the District Con
(conference, that is) — and I'm here to say thewowed me to change my
thinking on more than one point.

I've heard some people say that the Principlemdeathat it is to be a
Unitarian Universalist. Very curious statemenattane. It has a slight taste
of creed to me. Think about it. The opening laggileading to the
statement of the Principles does not say, “I belieV’ It doesn’t say “I”



anything. It says, “We the member congregationt®@fUUA covenant to
affirm and promote the principles.” Not belieftstaents. Mutual promises
of support and affirmation by the congregationassociation.

Today is called Association Sunday. | wonder wjat think of
when | say “Unitarian Universalist Association”@fUA.” | hope you
haven’t picked up the mistaken idea of some higipsrhanding down
dictates about something or other.

| hope instead what comes to mind are at leasesirthe multitude
of resources and services offered to you as a egagon by the Boston
office and the Districts, in our case the Heartl®mstrict, with its office
here in Indianapolis.

| hope you might think of — or become aware obihstance, the UU
Trauma Response Team — ministers and others whgpgotal training in
New York City after 9/11 and who have been callpdrumany, too many,
times since, most recently after the shootingdénsanctuary of one of our
congregations in Knoxville, Tennessee, last July.

Did you know that our Heartland Acting District &utive Nancy
Combs-Morgan was one of the ones who went to hé&lal?you know that
one row of worshippers that morning, in the gurivsgf the shooter, were
visiting from the other UU church in town, and arfehem was killed?

If we think the one congregation to which we bel@an thrive
indefinitely without involvement with other Unitam Universalist
congregations, other Unitarian Universalists, wg imave another think
coming.

And then too --

When you hear a reference to the UUA, | hope yahtrthink of — or
become aware of — the UU World Magazine, the Imbar{@ctions
newsletter and Leaders’ Library on line, the mutté of listservs for every
UU interest group imaginable.

| hope you think of — or become aware of — thad@fbf Young Adult
Ministries; the Youth Office; Young Religious UUgRUU); The



Washington Office for Advocacy and Witness; theeRisal, Gay, Lesbian,
Transgender Concerns Office.

| hope you think of — or become aware of — congtiegal
fundraising consultants; congregational loan amshigprograms; training
opportunities on growth, small group ministry, amhflict management,
such as the “Smart Church” program the Districtinsooed here a couple of
weeks ago.

| hope you think of — or become aware of — orgatnins like the UU
Service Committee; the UU Ministry for the Earthe tanti-racism programs
like JUUst Change Consultants; the UU Musiciansaideit; LREDA, the
organization for Religious Educators; the Religi&asication curricula,
such as Our Whole Lives and the new Tapestry dghFairriculum.

And as you move through this interim period andma your search
for a new called minister, you certainly are orl\vg aware of the
Transitions Office serving congregations and marsin search, the
Compensation Consultant, and the District Ministiefettlement
Representative.

Yes, of course, from time to time somebody in sk office or
on some UUA committee does something that irksrubai we even
consider downright wrong. | can’t begin to teliybow many people right
now are irked (to put it mildly) with the Commisgion Appraisal on which
| sit because it appears to them the proposakfosing the Principles and
Purposes that we will put forward won’t say whagythvant it to. But then,
surprise, surprise, this sort of thing happensatbngregational level too.
Doesn't it???

You know, one definition of congregational memigvghat | find
intriguing says that signing the membership book ieally what makes
you a member of a congregation. That's just aryehreshold step. This
theory says you arern‘eally a member until the congregation or its
leadership does something that disillusions yomdtaally — and you
realize this is still your tribe all the same. fét, what is disillusionment?
The removal of illusions. The removal of rose-cetbglasses perhaps.
Isn’t disillusionment after all a process of magriand accepting the
fallibility and imperfections of other human beirgsd ourselves?



So the UUA is made up of imperfect human beings tdnd among
all those imperfect beings, an enormous lot ofediyly important and
valuable things get done for the benefit of alusf All those resources and
programs and such that | mentioned a minute agsugeorted by the UUA
Annual Program Fund, not Association Sunday. lsarproud of this
congregation for keeping its Annual Program Funatr@outions intact
every year. Association Sunday every year isHerdpecial needs that are
beyond the scope of the Annual Program Fund.

| love it that today’s contributions will fund sallarships for
promising students preparing for our ministry — sashour ministers have
staggering debts from their seminary educationd-thare will be special
support for minister of color.

But most exciting to me is that half of the funglinom today will be
used for lay theological education, including gsatiot congregations
creating special programs for spiritual and thelaigdeepening. We have
long known that some people go to seminary notumxéhey are suited for
ministry or even want to become parish ministertsbecause their
congregations don’t provide enough adult religiedacation to meet their
needs. How wonderful to think of the day when aeggtions will be
seedbeds for nurturing the spirit. Today’s effontske a great launching for
that initiative.

In preparation for Association Sunday, the UUAtsart a whole
packet of resources for Sunday worship. Most efrtlwere not really “me.”
But then | turned a page and there was one of nyrita old stories, the
story Robin read earlier of Parker Palmer’'s enceuwith the Outward
Bound Program. | couldn’t resist. | think thatt@ard Bound trainer had it
just right. We can't get out of one after anotherdicament we find
ourselves in in this life. And if we can’t get aaftit, we sure better get into
it, see what'’s going on and find what meaning ltkdor us.

And time after time, the Unitarian Universalists@siation is there for
us, to see us through. When | read this congmagathistory, | learned that
more than once the UUA has come to its aid wheamag in financial need.
The UUA is worth every dollar of support you giveaday.



When we are gathered here on a Sunday morningdrsiwong body,
may we be grateful for all we have received andHerwider world of
Unitarian Universalists, our Association of Congregns.



