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READING  from e. e. cummings  
 
i am a little church(no great cathedral) 
far from the splendor and squalor of hurrying cities 
-i do not worry if briefer days grow briefest, 
i am not sorry when sun and rain make april 
 
my life is the life of the reaper and the sower; 
my prayers are prayers of earth’s own clumsily striving 
(finding and losing and laughing and crying)children 
whose any sadness or joy is my grief or my gladness 
 
around me surges a miracle of unceasing 
birth and glory and death and resurrection: 
over my sleeping self float flaming symbols 
of hope,and i wake to a perfect patience of mountains 
 
i am a little church(far from the frantic 
world with its rapture and anguish)at peace with nature 
-i do not worry if longer nights grow longest; 
i am not sorry when silence becomes singing 
 
winter by spring,i lift my diminutive spire to 
merciful Him Whose only now is forever: 
standing erect in the deathless truth of His presence 
(welcoming humbly His light and proudly His darkness) 
 
  
 
 
Church Going  
 
 

I believe in the sun even if it is not shining. 
 
(These lyrics were sung by the choir just now.) 
 

I believe in love even when I don’t feel it… 
 
… when all I feel against my skin, against the raw wound that is my soul, when all I can feel is 
the numbing non-feeling of loneliness or fear or depression or shame...   

 
I believe in love even when I don’t feel it. 
I believe in God even when God is silent... 
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…God … which is love, which is hope, which is truth, goodness, gladness, light, the force of life 
- what kind of container could possibly hold without breaking the weight of such belief, and the 
weight of doubt, its constant counterpart? What kind of house would be big enough, spacious 
and safe enough? What kind of community is brave enough to say, Come in.  Bring all that in. 
We will hold it with you. ? 
 

I am a little church, says the poet,  (no great cathedral) 
 
This is, relatively, a little church, a human-scale circle of wonderers and wanderers, sojourners 
and passers-by.  
 

our life is the life of the reaper and the sower; 
our prayers are prayers of earth’s own clumsily striving 

(finding and losing and laughing and crying)children 
whose any sadness or joy is our grief and our gladness 

 
There is no real separation here, despite the stone, the steel, the glass, the wood; there is no 
barrier and no distinction between the world inside and the world beyond these walls, the 
beautiful and broken world; the people out there and the people in here, because all the sadness 
and joy and gladness and grief are gathered here, in mystery and power, gathered here in silence 
and in struggle, and tenderly lifted, sanctified, in all their ordinary holiness. 
 

we are a little church(far – and also not far) from the frantic 
world with its rapture and anguish) 

 
The frantic world with its rapture and rupture and anguish… we’re not far from that line in the 
sand that separates the landscape which a map calls “Syria” from a landscape which a map calls 
“Turkey;” we’re not far from that line in the dust dividing a landscape which a map calls 
“Texas” from an identical landscape which a map calls “Mexico.” We’re a universe away, in 
here, from the rupture and the anguish, and yet the people are our siblings, the children are our 
children, and we are here precisely because we mean to understand; we mean not to turn our 
gaze away, nor our voices nor our conscience nor our money.  

 
We are a little church. 

around us surges a miracle of unceasing 
birth and glory and death and resurrection: 

[and] flaming symbols of hope… 
  

[and] we are not sorry when silence becomes singing 
 

or when singing drifts to silence, which is why, by the way, Thaxter sometimes puts that line in 
the Order of Service about not clapping: not because we aren’t grateful and amazed at the talent 
our musicians bring and guest musicians bring, but because sometimes all we want to do and all 
we need, is to rest on that threshold, rest for a while, for a moment, time out of time, in that 
liminal place between mystery and beauty, to abide in the breath, not simply in the noise, and see 
where the echo will carry us.   There’s a lot going on in here, in here, and out there; sometimes 



4 
 

it’s okay to simply breathe. I like the silent church, said Emerson, who was a preacher, better 
than any preaching.  Sometimes better than any clapping.  
 
What kind of a space, what kind of a house, what kind of covenant (meaning shared promise and 
intention) could hold all of this, all of us?  What is a church about in 2019?  
 
Belief?  
Tradition?  
Sacrament?  
Public witness, practice, praxis, social action, celebration, common prayer?  
 
It is a little church, this one, yet within it, all around it, swirls infinity, eternity, God, birthing and 
dying and budgets, committees and coffee flowing through it like a river, and friendship, friction, 
everything.   
 
Philip Booth, poet of Maine, wrote about a chapel on the seacoast where he spent his whole life:  
 
A peninsula church, October’s last Sunday, 
…  Barely beyond the … high panes of the southwest window, 
frost-paled maple leaves, still stemmed to 
their half-stripped tree, stream a bright translucence. 
Sunstruck, cloud struck, horizon-bound by 
the seawind, they outshine the sermon, the hymns, 
the words of the congregation’s oldest prayer. 
Given the leaves’ bright light, their benediction, matched 
by the Bach partita fallen or risen to us through 
its thousand seasons, we feel our lives bare: without guilt or reason, we let our eyes fill and be 
lifted. 
 
“We let our eyes fill and be lifted.”  To what kind of place do people come, on their day off, 
some of them, some of you, dragging and cajoling sleepy and reluctant children, sleepy and 
reluctant partners, knowing you will likely cry in here and likely not know for certain why?    
Bathed in light, watching the leaves, hearing the silence and the singing, listening and not 
listening to spoken words and poetry, we feel our lives laid bare: without guilt or reason, we let 
our eyes fill and be lifted.   
 
Music,  
silence,  
window,  
words,  
laughter,  
memory,  
hope…   
Contrition, confession, forgiveness…  
inspiration, aspiration, in-breath, out-breath… 
prayer…  
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The place is a temple; it’s a respite; a construction zone for the spirit, an emergency room for the 
soul; a harbor of refuge, a port in a storm, a point of departure. Our theme this month is church  - 
such a small and simple, ancient word, inherited from Christian congregations and meaning 
exactly what they mean and also nothing of the kind; meaning and not meaning something like 
synagogue, something like mosque, something like ashram, meeting, coven, chapel, shrine… 
What is the word for this?  The community I served in Massachusetts before coming here was 
called “The Unitarian Society” because “church” was just too… “church-y,” and it had been that 
way since 1825; and some are “fellowships” and some are “congregations,” and some in their 
titles mean the building itself, and some mean the people and some (all) mean the work of crying 
and laughing and loving and speaking truth to power and learning, living righteous lives with 
grace and gratitude, the work of resistance and resilience and prophetic transformation that is 
boldly, unabashedly political and also boldly, unabashedly intimate. What’s a right word for this 
thing, for this place, for this people, for this work?  
 
If I am seated on plane or in a theater or at a public meeting, and the person next to me, in all 
friendliness, turns to me to chat and maybe asks,  “So, what do you do for work?”  I almost 
always say, “Fine, thanks!  How are you?”  And if they kindly ask again, only now a little 
louder, I’ll say, “Oh, um, I-work-for-a-non-profit. HOW. ABOUT. YOU?”  And maybe if they 
press me I will say, “I work for a congregation,” because I’ve learned that words like “minister” 
and “church” are like contraband on airplanes; these are hazardous materials that I prefer to stow 
in my checked baggage.  They can be misconstrued as pointy weapons, or at the very least blunt 
objects, that could do some damage if not handled carefully. They need to be purposefully 
unpacked and disarmed and defined. Unless I have a nonstop flight, there’s often just not time 
for this.  And yet I also know that every time I dodge the question, I have missed an opportunity, 
and I betray you there, and our tradition, and all of our life in community here.  And, every time I 
haven’t dodged the question, the conversation has been deep and difficult and beautiful, and 
almost always the person says, “Well, I was raised Jewish, or Catholic, or Lutheran or atheist, 
and I live in Denver or Atlanta or Bismarck or London; do you know if there’s a church like 
yours there? I’m gonna check it out.”  That happens almost every time.     
 
It is the practice of gathering, gathering together, and also gathering our forces, our inward 
strength, gathering our wits about us, stitching back together the frayed edges of our tired and 
distracted days, gathering our faith, our scattered intentions, gathering our blessings in our 
grateful hands, bruised as they may be. Church is the practice of gathering.  
 
Forrest Hamer, a poet from North Carolina, remembers the sacred exuberance of the black 
church of his childhood:     
 
… Knowing we still needed to dance, 
the man who kept company with men 
played the church organ sassy 
… even as we gathered still beside him, 
watching his thin fingers talk the way they dared 
when the sermon had been made  
and we lingered to pray for sound 
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because the body waits for sound. We waited 
for the moment his fingers spoke in their tongues, 
listened for the urgent translation into this: 
We have returned to a blessed place; 
Our family is here with us, even the dead and not-born; 
We are journeying to the source of all wonder… 
Amen.  
 
A church is a gathering unlike any other because every time we come together, in this room and 
in others, at this hour and at others, in the building and beyond it, in the street, in the hospital, at 
the graveyard, the demonstration or the capitol, when we meet for a committee or a drumming 
circle or a wedding or a work party weeding and mulching, whenever we gather together, there is 
or ought to be this silent benediction:  
 

We have returned to a blessed place; 
Our family is here with us, even the dead and not-born; 

We are journeying to the source of all wonder… 
Amen. 

 
I think of the Social Hall here, site of so many hard-working meetings and beautiful meals, 
dinners and dances and luncheons and thousands of gallons of coffee and tea, but twelve years 
ago that was this congregation’s worship space, and before that, before 1990 it was the worship 
space for the Methodists who build the building first.  Right where we drink our coffee, people 
were married, and babies were christened by one congregation and dedicated in another; 
ministers of all kinds were ordained in there, and for forty-seven years the dead came in, in their 
coffins, in their urns, their spirit-selves sanctified in blessed, weeping memory.  
 

Our family is here with us, even the dead and the not-born. 
We are journeying to the source of all wonder. 

Amen. 
 
 

On Thursday this week the Pew Research Center issued a new report after two years of extensive 
research. Across the country, church attendance, church belonging, is declining; religious 
affiliation generally is declining, across denominations and traditions.  The Center conducted 
sweeping phone surveys in 2018 and 2019, asking two questions:  
 
“What is your present religion, if any? Are you Protestant, Roman Catholic, Mormon, Orthodox 
such as Greek or Russian Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, atheist, agnostic, 
something else, or nothing in particular?”  
 
and  
 
“Aside from weddings and funerals, how often do you attend religious services? More than once 
a week, once a week, once or twice a month, a few times a year, seldom, or never?”    
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They are asking about our identity and also how we gather.   The changes underway in the 
American religious landscape are broad-based, says the report. The Christian share of the 
population is down and religious “nones” have grown across multiple demographic groups to 
26% of the population, including among white people, black people and Hispanics; [across 
gender identity]; in all regions of the country; and among college graduates and those with 
lower levels of educational attainment. Religious “nones” are growing faster among Democrats 
than Republicans, though their ranks are swelling in both partisan coalitions. And although the 
religiously unaffiliated are on the rise among all; ages, their growth is most pronounced among 
young adults. More than 4 out of 10 millennials identify as “nones,” and researchers predict an 
even higher percentage in Gen Z.  
 
It’s hard to know what the trends and numbers mean. It is so important that we watch, not to 
guard things as they are, but to become part of what’s possibly evolving.  
 
A few of years ago, a couple of divinity students at Harvard began a project they call “Nuns and 
Nones” – n-u-n-s as in Catholic women religious and n-o-n-e-s, as in intentionally unaffiliated 
people, many of whom (but not all) claim to be “spiritual but not religious.” The project has 
brought members of these two groups together in cities across the country, one cohort female-
identified, Catholic, and mostly in their 70’s and 80’s, the other with various gender identities 
and religious origins, and mostly in their 20’s and 30’s. They meet for conversation, shared 
meals, an occasional conference.  Last year, a group of nones in California wondered if they 
might go even deeper. They were curious not so much about the sisters’ Roman Catholic 
doctrine, but about the rhythm of their lives in intentional community; their structures of 
democratic leadership (which quietly circumvent the hierarchies of the larger church); the 
deliberate and delicate balance between the call to social action and the call to contemplative 
prayer.  The millennial nones were fascinated by Catholic nuns and they approached the Sisters 
of Mercy in the Bay Area with a proposal for a six-month residency in their convent.  The sisters 
agreed, and the secular millennials settled in, each in a tiny, sparsely-furnished room. For six 
months, nuns and nones together, they held Millennial Monday discussions and Friday Shabbat 
dinners (courtesy of two young men raised in Judaism); they led a dialogue series open to the 
public on the sisters’ lifelong devotion to vows of chastity, poverty and obedience, fleshing out 
these medieval commitments in terms relevant to thoughtful 20-somethings, who then discussed 
what deliberate disciplines and promises might guide their own lives.  They drank wine together 
and played and worked side by side, the young visitors often accompanying the sisters to their 
work in off-site ministries in prisons, hospitals, shelters and schools.  One sister who served as a 
mentor said “I hadn’t had an opportunity before to listen to such a diverse faith group. [She’s 
talking about these young people who say they have no religion.] Their desire for spirituality is 
very alive, their openness to the Spirit, the resonance of values.” Another sister said, “One of the 
first questions they asked us was, What is your spiritual practice?  Not What do you believe? 
[They don’t want to be Catholic.] This experience is beyond belief.  For me, the conversations 
have been a sacred journey into mystery.”  One of the young people in residency said, “A lot of 
the concerns of my generation are around how we share resources with each other on this planet, 
and how to be in right relationships in ways that aren’t objectifying of other people, but loving 
and consensual.  How do we remove the ego in our decision-making and make it more about 
inner listening and dialogue?”   When the residency ended, the relationships did not.  Together 
and separately the nuns and nones committed to continued exploration of what intentional 
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community could look like, and what it will require, in the 21st century, whether you go to 
church or not, whether you believe in God or not, whether or not you’re a member of a religious 
order or any religion at all.   
 
They’re asking, old and young, religious and not:   
 
What covenants and promises, spiritual practices, ethical disciplines, moral values and simple, 
daily habits keep us accountable in community?   
 
How and with whom do we mark in solemn observance and joyful celebration the wheel of the 
year, the cycles of seasons, the sacred hours of a single day, meals and work, prayer and rest, and 
all the so-called sacraments through which humans everywhere and always have sanctified birth 
and death, marriage and coming of age, forgiveness and atonement, the breaking of bread, the 
drinking of wine, the blessing of the night and salutations to the sun?   
 
They’re asking, we’re asking: What sacred texts, ancient stories, and new, unprecedented music, 
poems and prayers are at the center of our worship?   
 
Is church a building, a way of life, a web of relationships, a sanctuary on a Sunday morning 
filled with light and singing, filled with doubt and wonder, where all our vows, to one another 
and to God, are constantly renewed?  
 
Philip Larkin, an English poet, has a piece called “Church Going,” about a cyclist on a country 
road who comes upon one of those old stone English churches, damp and dark and beautiful, 
dilapidated, still in use, but maybe not for long, maybe going, as all things go, fading to the past.  
I think of it and think of how much I love old churches, those going strong and those abandoned, 
and new churches, like this one; how much I love that people gather like this, on Sundays, 
Wednesdays, any time, singing, silent, working, eating, healing, tending, helping, the rhythm and 
the discipline and gratuitous beauty of this thing called church. I love it, and I know it is 
changing out from under us.  I love its changes, its brave adaptability, and I am so curious about 
what it could and will become, what the people in our nursery now who are two and three years 
old, will long for, need and shape, what lovely place and lively practices they’ll make holy by 
their presence.  
 
Philip Larkin wrote, in Church Going:    
  
Once I am sure there's nothing going on  
I step inside, letting the door thud shut.  
Another church: matting, seats, and stone,  
And little books; sprawlings of flowers, cut  
For Sunday, brownish now; some brass and stuff  
Up at the holy end; the small neat organ;  
And a tense, musty, unignorable silence,  
Brewed God knows how long. Hatless, I take off  
My cycle-clips in awkward reverence,  



9 
 

 
Move forward, run my hand around the font… 
  
Back at the door  
I sign the book, donate an Irish sixpence,  
Reflect the place was not worth stopping for.  
 
Yet stop I did: in fact I often do,  
And always end much at a loss like this,  
Wondering what to look for; wondering, too,  
When churches fall completely out of use  
What we shall turn them into, if we shall keep  
A few cathedrals chronically on show,  
Their parchment, plate, and pyx in locked cases,  
And let the rest rent-free to rain and sheep.  
Shall we avoid them as unlucky places?  
Power of some sort or other will go on…  
But superstition, like belief, must die,  
And what remains when disbelief has gone?  
Grass, weedy pavement, brambles, buttress, sky, … 
I wonder who  
Will be the last, the very last, to seek  
This place for what it was….?  
It pleases me to stand in silence here;  
A serious house on serious earth it is,  
In whose blent air all our compulsions meet,  
Are recognised, and robed as destinies.  
And that much never can be obsolete,  
Since someone will forever be surprising  
A hunger in himself to be more serious,  
And gravitating with it to this ground,  
Which, he once heard, was proper to grow wise in… 
 
This church is a laughing, loving, lively house, 
a serious house on serious earth,  
proper to grow wise in,  
proper to grow kind in, 
grow brave, 
grow still,  
grow deep,  
grow strong, 
grow loud,  
  
a place to grow our souls that we might serve this world in love.  


