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At least four times every Sunday, worship is out on a limb here in our sanctuary.  At least four times every Sunday, people have the opportunity to say whatever is on their minds.  At least four times every Sunday, I realize again that this is your worship service, not mine.  Your presence here calls forth the spirit of this gathering.  Without you, worship could not happen.  Most Sundays you humor me and go along with what I have prepared, but I am not in control—you are.

At the risk of opening a can of worms, I want to reaffirm that this is your church, not mine.  And this is your worship service, not mine.  True, I feel a great responsibility for the quality and structure of the worship life of our congregation, but your responsibility exceeds mine.  Each of you makes worship what it is.  When it is “worshipful,” you have succeeded.  When it gets lost or manipulated, you have failed.  

At least four times a Sunday, worship is out on a limb here in our sanctuary.  What are those four times?  The children’s message, the member reflection, a congregational moment, and joys and sorrows.  These four elements require me to trust that you, too, are invested in what happens here.  Let me say from the beginning that I think we do a good job of all four.  In lifting up lay participation in worship I hope to reaffirm the wonderful things our congregation is already doing.  More than any other church I know, we model cooperation during worship.  The trust level we have achieved here says much about the depth of our relationships with one another.

During the children’s message I trust our youngest members to pay attention and stay with me through my message.  During the member reflection I trust that our lay liturgists will deliver carefully prepared reflections that are both personal and topical.  During a congregational moment I trust the speaker to link his or her event to the larger mission of our church.  And during joys and sorrows I trust you all to share in a respectful, prayerful way.  Trust is at the heart of the covenant you and I share as minister and congregation.  Trust is at the heart of freedom of the pew.

An old, possibly apocryphal story is told about a Revolutionary War era minister who remained loyal to the British in a small, New England town.  He served one of the old Standing Order churches situated on the village green—a church fiercely loyal to the tenants of congregational polity and ministerial autonomy.  A church that is likely Unitarian Universalist today.  The congregation loved its minister and he returned this affection.  Wanting the colonies to be free of England’s control, the congregation, however, could not abide by their pastor’s Tory leanings.  But rather than ask him to leave his pulpit or modify his pro-British sermons in any way, the congregation began the unusual practice of leaving the sanctuary during the sermon.  At first only a few brave souls stood and left as the minister climbed the pulpit stairs to deliver his sermon.  Then more and more revolutionaries each week filed silently out onto the village green before the sermon.  In no time at all the minister found himself preaching to a nearly empty church.  Being a good 18th century preacher, this did not bother him much—God had given him plenty to say and he was going to say it.  His flock stood patiently outside the church waiting for him to finish inside.  After the sermon the congregation retook their seats for the remainder of the service and greeted their minister warmly afterward.  The story goes that the minister preached to an empty house throughout the Revolutionary War and only upon King George’s official surrender did he drop his Tory loyalties.  Quick to forgive, his congregation gladly stayed for his sermons again and they knew years of harmonious ministry together.

Freedom of the pulpit is only possible when it is matched with freedom of the pew.  Both the minister and the congregation in this story sincerely held their respective beliefs.  Each believed they were on the correct side of the issue.  Each insisted on maintaining the right to express their views.  And, out of love and respect, both minister and congregation stayed in relationship through their disagreement.  The preacher preached what he thought had to be heard.  And the congregation decided they wanted none of that kind of preaching even though they loved and respected their minister.  They worked out a peaceable, patient solution.  And in doing so, they stood on one of the cornerstones of our faith:  a free and responsible search for truth and meaning and the individual’s right of conscience.

It is exactly the individual church member’s free and responsible search that is at play at least four times every Sunday during our worship.  The children must be free and responsible.  The lay liturgist and the person doing a congregational moment must be free and responsible.  And each of you must be free and responsible during joys and sorrows.  You may not realize it, but these four areas cause more conversation—and disagreement—among ministers than any other aspect of worship.  When we get together we rarely discuss sermons or songs or prayers.  But we always discuss announcement, children’s messages, lay testimonies, and, especially, joys and sorrows.  The debate even makes its way to the denominational level with some asking whether elements like announcements and joys and sorrows keep our congregations artificially small and exclusive.  In all cases, the debate about lay participation in worship reaches right to the intersection of ministerial authority and congregational responsibility.  Too often it pits a minister against his or her laity.  The tension occurs between freedom of the pulpit and freedom of the pew.  

At least two things are true simultaneously.  Many Unitarian Universalists like to talk and most ministers like to be in control.  In a 60-minute worship service, these two things create tension.  More than any other religious tradition I know, Unitarian Universalists feel empowered to speak during worship.  Each of you knows that if you choose, you will have a chance to speak during the worship service, regardless of the topic.  Only the cooperation of the whole congregation can keep something like joys and sorrows on track.  You have seen it when it goes astray.  Yes, we UU’s like to talk.  And the other side of the coin is that ministers like to be in control.  We like things to run smoothly.  We like to finish on time.  We don’t deal well with spontaneity during worship.  Our sense of responsibility for the whole overrides our patience with the individual.  When a layperson gets off track during a service, we might think, “Hey, why is she ruining something I have worked so hard to create?”  And that brings us to an even deeper issue—human ego.

Ministers have big egos.  This shouldn’t be news to you.  I have some particularly pompous colleagues whom I refer to as members of “The Church of the Larger Ego”—a take-off on The Church of the Larger Fellowship.  We ministers have big egos.  And everyone knows what happens when you put more than one big ego in a room together—they have to out do one another.  A struggle for airtime can occur in our congregations, too.  I am sure some of you unconsciously think, “Well, if Howard gets to stand up there and speak for 20 minutes, I should be able to talk for two or three minutes about my sister’s best friend’s dog’s cancer treatment.”  And under a strict interpretation of freedom of the pulpit and freedom of the pew you should.  But neither you nor I enjoy our freedom without the responsibility that goes with it.  Just as it would be irresponsible for me to preach a 20-minute sermon on the “Joys of Underwater Basket Weaving,” it is irresponsible to go on at length about the aforementioned dog.  Each of us has a responsibility to everyone else sitting in the sanctuary with us.  We must each get beyond our own egos and realize that worship is about something greater than us.

Speaking during the children’s message, the member reflection, a congregational moment, and joys and sorrows—all of which we do well most of the time—Christians would call “testimony.”  They would call it sharing the faith.  As the pairing of two historically Christian denominations, Unitarian Universalism’s tradition includes testimony, too.  In most cases this testimony greatly enriches our worship.  Rev. Lillian Daniel, pastor of the First Congregational Church in Glen Ellyn, Illinois, writes:

Churches can easily become places where control and order shut out spontaneity.  Worship that seeks to be comforting in its ritual can become boring, especially when the only creative voice comes from the pastoral staff week after week.  At our church, testimony opened worship up.  Used to being in control, I longed to be surprised myself.  

Testimony is a risky practice, but if it is a regular one, you can rest assured that the following Sunday someone will set forth a different vision.  It takes a confident church to introduce testimony, I suspect—one willing to face the unpredictable and to release some control.  But it is in the very release of control that the blessings come. (Christian Century, April 4, 2006)

I can’t tell you how many Sundays I have been deeply moved by something one of you said—either prepared or spontaneously.  Week after week I am amazed by what our lay liturgists say in their member reflections—this morning is no exception.  Becky did a beautiful job.  I almost never coordinate my sermon with the lay liturgists’ message and yet they are right-on most of the time.  This is testimony.  Week after week elementary school students amaze me as they grasp a religious concept and offer relevant insights during the children’s message.  This is testimony.  And week after week one of you will say something during joys and sorrows that shows the true beauty and strength of this community.  Most recently it was Joan Hellmann’s heart-felt gratitude for how this community helped she and George following their surgeries.  This is testimony.  And it is freedom of the pew.

We have a covenant between us, you and I.  I am your minister and you are my people.  Like those Revolutionary War ancestors of ours, I am free to speak and you are free to listen—or not.  But worship is never about what I say or what you say.  It is about something far more profound than our own egos.  Worship addresses life—life at its most profound; life in all of its beauty and all of its horror.  In worship we join hearts and minds in service to the ultimate.  In worship we seek to find a way to respond to awe.  In worship we celebrate that which brings us great joy and grieve that which brings us great sorrow.  To do this well requires patience, respect, and affection.  It means that we get it wrong some of the time.  It means that none of us is in control.  All the planning in the world must never trump the Spirit’s movement.

I am glad to lead a congregation that still has a children’s message.  I am glad to lead one that gives lay people the opportunity to prepare and deliver their own testimonies.  And I am glad to lead a congregation that still has spoken joys and sorrows—that still listens to the prayers of the people.  Given our size we are unusual in this regard.  Trust me, there are weeks when my anxiety would be greatly reduced if I could have every aspect of the worship service scripted and nailed down.  But then I remember that it is not my worship service—it is yours.  You are responsible for it and for one another.  You are responsible for singing the songs with feeling.  You are responsible for listening attentively even when you doubt what is said.  You are responsible for the prayerful quality of joys and sorrows.  You are responsible for holding our shared silence.  And you are responsible for bringing your children to worship.  You make Sunday morning what it is.  It is your freedom of the pew that is most important.  We create worship together.  That is as it should be.  Long may our harmonious cooperation last.

So be it.

Amen
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