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The imperious grandmother of a friend of mine always started her Thanksgiving dinner the same way.  After her large family had gathered around the bountiful Thanksgiving table, she would stand up and say in her most commanding voice, “Oh, God—if there is a God.”  And a long grace would follow.  By putting the caveat right up front, my friend’s grandmother could give thanks for her many blessings, whether they came from God or just good fortune.  We all give thanks for the many good things in our lives.  Some of us do this thanking formally and some informally.  The point is to give thanks.  

Growing up, I used to be a bit envious of Catholic friends of mine.  When I would visit their houses, it was clear they were Catholic.  From pictures of Jesus and Mary to the odd little crucifixes hanging around, you knew you were in a Catholic house—no apologies.  But what I envied my friends most was the short, precise grace that was said before every meal.  I can’t remember how it goes, though I am sure there are a few of you here this morning who can.  I remember it going by in the blink of an eye.  The shortest, most succinct pause possible before we ate.  And every child in the family knew it and could say it when put on the spot by their mother.

Contrast this grace with the ones at my house growing up.  We really only said grace for special meals, but they made up for all the others!  It was as if all the little graces that hadn’t been said daily got saved up for one jumbo, all-purpose grace.  And when some adult in my family got going, he or she made up for lost time.  Long rambling graces reminding us all of the many things we enjoyed.  Endless graces that extolled us to do better next time.  Interminable graces ensuring that at least part of the meal would get cold before we could eat it.  Oh, how I longed for a short, precise Catholic grace!

Each of us will be at a Thanksgiving table this week.  What will the prayer be like?  Who will say it?  Will you say it?  Will you agree with it if you don’t say it?  Will you feel like this grace was a blessing or a burden?  Does it matter, really?  As Unitarian Universalists, we are bridge builders between faith traditions.  We are the first champions of a religiously pluralistic society.  We are the ones who are able to translate religious language best—well, at least until it comes to family!  Family puts a whole new spin on religious tolerance!  We often let family members get the best of us pretty quickly.  All of our well-reasoned religious arguments fly out the window when some cousin or uncle starts talking about how America is a Christian nation and that anyone who doesn’t speak English should be sent back to where they came from.  It is then that it is hardest to remember that we who celebrate difference live a brave and bountiful life.  It is then, too, that we need something very concrete to say—especially to our children and grandchildren.

In her article from the UU World that Donna read from earlier, Rev. Kate Braestrup gives a good example of why something as simple as a Thanksgiving grace carries tremendous weight.

“If I teach my child a specific prayer, I’ll be indoctrinating her in a particular religion,” a young man objected (to my call for clarity), enfolding his three-year-old protectively in his arms.  “I want Eleanor to be free to choose her own beliefs.”

Parents in twentieth- and twenty-first-century Western cultures are faced with a peculiar problem.  We revere freedom, especially freedom of conscience.  All freedom rests upon the freedom to choose not only among various actions but also between competing ideas…

…When Eleanor is an adult, it will be up to her to decide whether to floss her teeth, eat her vegetables, or watch twelve back-to-back episodes of Dexter.  She will also be free to smoke dope, starve herself to fashion-model thinness, hook up with strangers, or use racial slurs.  She can choose whether to clean her body, her house, or the environment, whether to help the poor or ignore them, say “please” and “thank you” or take the service of others for granted.  In the meantime, as lovingly yet authoritatively as they can, her parents make these choices for her.  

If they do not train Eleanor to like broccoli, the world will happily train her to like Skittles.  If they don’t give her tools and practices for interpreting and expressing the universal human need for meaningful communion and a sense of purpose, the world will happily fill the void.  (UU World, Spring 2011, p. 34)

The great Buddhist teacher Thich Nat Han was once asked by a white, Christian woman how she might become a Buddhist.  In a very kindly manner he replied that she should first become the best Christian she could be and then she might be ready to become a Buddhist.  In other words, know your own tradition first.

The truth is, we are all going to get religion wrong much of the time, but that doesn’t mean we stop trying.  We are all going to fall short of our own ideals over and over again, but that doesn’t mean we become immoral people.  Religion is in the practice.  It is not something that you get right, once and for all.  It is a discipline.  It is a routine.  It is going to include some things at the exclusion of others.  The good news is that it doesn’t matter that you get it right.  It matters that you keep trying.

Unitarian Universalism is a way of being religious.  And it is one of the harder religious paths.  It is quite extraordinary to accept that as a Unitarian Universalist you will hear things in church that you don’t like.  That you will pay for things with your pledge check that you don’t want.  That you will be confronted over and over again by selfish thinking and territoriality.  Members of this church have put up with each other for 84 years.  And I pray that they will put up with each other for another 84 years and more.  Here at UCH theists are going to have to continue to live with theists.  Humanists are going to have to live with Pagans.  Baby boomers are going to have to live with people from Generation X and Y.  Clover Lane people are going to have to live with Market Street people.  We are one messy, wonderful, bumbling, bold congregation.  What you have to do if figure out where you fit into this marvelous mess!

If you do not claim for yourself a religious identity, the world will happily lure you away to the shopping mall.  If you do not figure out the difference between broccoli and Skittles, the world will happily supply you with a steady diet of the least nutritional food available.  If you cannot get individualism to see the beauty of the whole, you will be a good candidate for the church of “I don’t care.”  The church of “I don’t care” has many followers, but they are lonely, lost people, for the most part, who think of little more than what they can get for themselves and how.  This is not how I want to live.  And I doubt you do either.

Luckily, we are all saved by the simple concept that time is not linear—one thing building endlessly on another.  Time is, rather, cyclical.  It is round and circular.  Time doubles back on itself.  And because it doubles back on itself, it offers us fresh chances over and over again.  Thanksgiving comes around every year to remind us again to be grateful.  Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashanah come around every year to remind us to forgive each other and ourselves.  Winter Solstice comes around every year to remind us to have hope and to persevere.  The religious life is a ritualistic life.  And it is available to everyone.

After last week’s Association Sunday service that took so much time and planning, so much effort and money, Sparkie and I looked at each other as asked, “Why do we have to do church every week!?!”  Then we smiled, because we knew the answer without speaking.  Of course we do church every week—big services and ordinary ones.  We do church every week because it is in the collective doing of church that we are saved individually.  Those who do not make a ritual of coming to church will very quickly find themselves out of step with their congregation.  They will be left behind by those who understand that it is not what happens at church that matters—it is church that matters.  This is why I encourage each of you to attend church every Sunday you are in town.  And if you are traveling, seek out a church where you are.  Don’t do this for us or for me, do it for yourself.

We have a nice tradition in this congregation of saying grace before meals that we eat together in large groups and small ones.  You know how this goes.  We all show up for a potluck, dish in hand.  After some initial greetings and placement of the food, someone gets everyone’s attention and a blessing is said.  When I say the grace, I make sure that we are all standing together in a circle, often hold hands for a minute or two.  We take a nice, deep breath together, as each of us truly arrives.  Then I simply offer a grace that comes from the heart.  Usually it has no salutation, no “dear God.”  It just starts by stating the obvious—that we are grateful to be together; we are grateful for the life we have been given; we are grateful for good food to eat.  The prayer includes all who are in the circle and all who are running a little bit late.  The prayer includes all who are part of our congregation and all who we meet in the world.  The circle of hands symbolized our unity amid our particularity.  For that moment, we are one.  We have the same needs, desires, hopes, and dreams as the person on either side.  For a moment all difference drops away.  This is grace.

So be it.

Amen.
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