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Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson

Didn’t my lord deliver Daniel?

I heard this song for the first time this summer,

when the Unitarian Universalist songwriter and singer and scholar

Dr. Ysese Barnwell taught it to us.

Didn’t the lord deliver Daniel? 

Why not everyone!

We were learning about the Spiritual tradition,

the body of music created by enslaved Africans;

this song comes from that tradition. 

The lord delivered Daniel from the lion’s den

why not everyone?

Why not . . . us?  

That’s the implication, right?

Why not us?

Let us be delivered from this bondage;

let us be free;

and because of the labor of people like Harriet Tubman and Fredrick Douglass,

who convinced allies like Harriet Beecher Stowe and William Lloyd Garrison,

the world turned. 

The world turned. 

Why not everyone?  

This is a deeply lower-case u universalist message, of course,

that God’s love is for all, for all,

why not every one?

This is the theology we too participate in:

that everyone should be delivered from bondage, from oppression,

that love and hope are for every one.

Since we are Unitarians and well as universalists,

we affirm that the holy works, in part, through our hands,

that deliverance from human sin can come, in part, through human goodness

and acts of justice. 

what does this have to do with homecoming? 

With covenant, and hope, and promises to spill your light?  

What does this have to do with gathering the waters,

or blessing backpacks, or board members? 

Here’s what it has to do with everything:

The church is the chalice. 

It is a place, a people, an institutional body, with boards and budgets and bylaws,

formed for a mission.

The church is not the mission.

It is formed for a mission.

The mission is spill the light. 

To say, “why not every one?” 

Why not every one?

That is the mission. 

The water is the oil, which will make a light, if we bring our love and faith and fire to it. 

We have gathered it, each with our own gifts and blessings.

We have blessed backpacks, to remind us that we bless learning and growing,

for this is part of how we make the light spill into the world. 

The light is the song. The light is the faith. The light is our lives.

The light is the love – 

that love that holds all that we love. 

That shines out, that proclaims:

every one. 

So we gather again, this year. 

We affirm our covenant: love is the spirit of this church. 

We affirm our purpose: to spill the light of love into the world in need,

and into our own hearts, which are also in need.

This is the promise we make today:

to shine. 
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This is the sound of all of us.

Singing with love and the will to trust.

Leave the rest behind.  

With love and the will to trust.  

This is, says Alice Blair Wesley, 

the meaning of covenant:

the commitment to experience affection for one another,

the will to trust,

a decision, made by a free person

to join with other persons

in the search for truth through reason,

in the life of love and discipline.

The sound of one who makes a choice

the sound of me singing with you

surrendering to the mystery

one people,

one voice.  

This is covenant. 

It is the basis for the puritan churches of New England,

of which our form of church government is descended.

I know that church government may not be the most exciting topic,

but what I want you to know

is this may be 

the most important topic of all. 

No, seriously.  

Because what the puritans were trying to figure out

was how free people could live together,

how to have community without a king –

I mean, they still had a king, over in England,

but they didn’t like him very much and didn’t care what he thought;

how they could have community without a pope, 

or even bishops, 

without, even, giving a lot of power to ministers,

but keeping power for themselves, the lay people of the church;

and how they could have community

even if they disagreed about creeds and doctrines – 

can we have a church that is united in its love for each other,

in a method, a way of being together,

a way of discovering the truth through conversation and discernment,

community that is self-organizing,

monarch and creed defying, as we will sing later.

Free from the bonds that bind the mind to lifeless creed, 

a free church that bids the soul, in search of truth, to adventure boldly,

the truth that makes us free, as we sang before.

They gathered in Cambridge in 1648 to write down their understanding – 

there were some ministers there, 

but it was mostly the lay leaders of the churches, 

deciding how to govern themselves,

and how to be in relationship with each other.  

Three generations later, 

three generations later,

it was the grandchildren and the great-grandchildren of these leaders,

who dumped the tea in the harbor,

who wrote the letters of protest,

who marched in the street,

who said, who are you, England, to govern us:

we are a free people,

we shall govern ourselves. 

And it was their children, in turn, convinced that freedom of faith,

reason and discovery,

was essential,

who were first called “Unitarians.”  

America is a tapestry, a great weaving of many threads – 

and one of those threads was begun

in the church meeting halls of New England in the 1640’s . . . 

and that same thread is one of the threads that make us who we are. 

So many of our hymns sing of this freedom, this covenant

our willingness, as free people, to come together,

to make ourselves subject to one another,

to learn from each other,

to help each other,

and to work together to make the world that we share a better place. 

You know, we had two memorial services in the last two days here.

We told stories, we celebrated their lives.

And the family and friends said to me,

it’s so amazing what your volunteers do.

It is amazing.

And they would love you to help them out next time.

But they do it – you do it – 

because we are in covenant together.

We live that covenant when we teach each other’s children,

when we are good stewards of each other’s money,

when we join in small groups,

and when we show up in hospital rooms and at gravesides

for each other.  

We are in covenant. 

The words we say each week point to this promise,

and when we welcome new members – 

free people who freely decide to join this covenant – 

we say “we welcome you to the covenant of this community.”

You’ve made a decision to be part of this covenant,

to move together in the ways of love, known and unknown. 

To join our one voices into two voices

and three voices

and all of us

one voice one people.  

The idea of a covenantal church is deeply connected

to the founding ideas of the American revolution. 

Those founders – a good chunk of whom were or became Unitarians – 

believed that this country would be founded on a promise that we made to each other – 

we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor,

they wrote in the declaration of independence,

echoing the Cambridge platform.

That America would NOT be about a commitment to a king,

or to a creed,

or even to an ethnic identity – 

but to a search for truth, to the idea of progress, 

to trust the dawning future more.

This was their hope, their longing, and their ideal,

and it remains, to this day, one of the things I love about this country.  

And.

And it remains a constant struggle.  

A constant struggle.  

Right?

You know where I’m going? 

In 1648, when those puritans gathered to form their covenant,

they did so on land that was not theirs,

on land that was not empty, 

on land that they were in the process of stealing. 

Our religious ancestors were thieves. 

Some of our actual ancestors were, too – 

some of mine were, I know. 

They were thieves, and even more of them received stolen property

and took it as if it was their own

For some of us, on the other hand, some of our actual ancestors, 

were those whose land, whose lives, whose nations

were stolen and almost – almost – destroyed. 

Some of us have both of those stories in our blood and bodies.

I do not owe you an explanation, says Elissa Wasuta.

I do not owe you, I hear her saying, absolution or cheap answers.  

I got this reading from the Rev. Danielle Di Bona, 

an indigenous Unitarian Universalist minister who serves as the minister of pastoral care 

at our congregation in . . . .wait for it, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts. 

I asked her about my topic, and she shared this with me; 

and I share it with us. 

Religiously, if not biologically, we are descended from thieves.

We are also, religiously, descended from people whose best hopes

for freedom and justice and equality, for the enactment of God’s universal love,

for human dignity and reason and common work,

their best hopes – were beautiful, worthy, and good – 

they were larger than the lives they themselves lived – 

they were such good ideas

that they have attracted to the movement which bears those hopes

people whose ancestors were robbed of their land,

who were, in other cases, enslaved and murdered by those who claimed those hopes.

This isn’t just the story of our form of church governance, is it?

This is the story of America. 

One of the arguments of Hannah Nicole-Jones’ essay in the 1619 project

is that it took the struggle for civil rights by African-Americans, 

the constant work of protest and voting and organizing,

the music and the art and the living and loving,

to make the words of that declaration real.

Thomas Jefferson wrote it, but Sally Hemmings’ children 

made it mean something. 

The people gathered in Cambridge 371 years ago

had fine ideas – but erased from their covenant those who were already 

living in their own covenant with each other and the land – 

and now, 371 years ago, one of the ministers who serves that church

works each day 

to make the covenant larger, more true, and more powerful. 

You know what history is?

What community is?

What religion and covenant is?

You know what it is?

Complicated.  

I did not come to tell you simple stories or give you easy answers.

Guess what?

If our covenant is robust enough, 

we can handle it. 

If our covenant is real,

it can grow and change. 

If it is alive, it can bend and not break,

it can be supple, not brittle. 

The big question in our nation is this:

will those who insist that we all live into the promises we have made

be heard? Will we answer that call? 

Or will we turn away? Or, as so often happens,

kill the messenger.

I mean that literally. 

One of the many examples of this effort:

to make our national covenant be as large the words imply

will be familiar to many of you:

When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir.  . . . It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note insofar as her citizens of color are concerned.

[This is the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 1963, in Washington, before he gets to the part about his dream. He continues:

Instead of honoring this sacred obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check, a check which has come back marked insufficient funds. ….

But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt.

The great irony is that it is those who were excluded from the covenant

who believe in the fullness of its promise,

while some – some – who were included from the start

read it in the most narrow way they can. 

So, we now face a choice:

a choice for our nation, of course, but also for our congregations,

for this faith of the free: 

will our covenant be as large as the words they contain? 

Can our covenant come true? 

Or will it shrink, too small, too narrow?

Will we still be monarch and creed defying?

Or will America become just another ethno-dictatorship? 

Will our churches affirm freedom for people who look like those 

gathered IN the room in 1648,

or will it include those who were then OUTSIDE of that room,

but in the circle of wider love to which we ought be loyal? 

I think that’s an open question,

I don’t ask it rhetorically, I mean it quite seriously.  

I think we are at one of those inflection points – 

I think our congregations, our faith, is definitely moving in the right direction,

though there are some malcontents and objectors causing trouble;

but our country, I’m not so sure.

It’s a knife edge thing, isn’t it? 

The point, for both the church and the country,

is that our affirmations of covenant are insufficient,

if our picture of who is included and excluded is too narrow;

that we can say “we are committed to reason and truth and love” 

but giving up power, changing course, challenging assumption – 

confessing sins and making repair – that’s harder

But the covenant of our religious ancestors including the confession of sins, repair,

discipline and accountability -- 

They didn’t always practice it!

And their focus was too often on individual failures 

instead of group behavior

but it was in there – 

the notion that the covenant called for growth, for learning,

for correcting – 

and for forgiveness and repair. 

For forgiveness and repair. 

That is essential to the notion of covenant – 

in marriage, as we’ll explore next week,

and in the Jewish tradition, from which this whole idea comes in the first place,

as we’ll explore two weeks from now.

But even among our puritan religious ancestors,

they knew, at their best, 

that covenant required forgiveness and repair.  

It required putting the stolen things back where they belong.

It required coming back together into community,

because the sun and the sky and the land and the sea and the moon

could not be themselves without each other – 

the point is that it’s all in there:

the vision of a community of love, guided by reason,

a community of kindness and mutual aid,

connected by free promises instead of by force of compulsion,

a community that practices self-correction, learning, and repair,

a covenant that can be open to all who chose it, 

that lives and breathes and is larger than our desire, our preference, or our identity – 

it’s there, in our legacy,

it’s there, for us to breathe life into,

it’s there for us to make real.  

And that is our task and our work:

to make the covenant of our faith come alive;

to be that community of love and reason, peace and service, truth and hope;

and by so doing, grow and learn the skills,

to make the covenant of our country be more real:

to join the work being done by others,

to cash that check of promise, 

to redeem the broken treaties and repair the wounded land,

to return again and do right; 

it is our task. 

We have inherited a great and complicated legacy – 

worthy dreams, sometimes realized and sometimes ignored; 

the spirit of the dream, and the messy history,

is given to us, as one of its stewards – 

the thread is put in our hands – 

and we are asked to answer the call:

to love one another, to seek freedom, justice for all people,

to seek more truth than we yet know,

to confess our failures, and seek repair in the spirit of forgiveness,

to take those words on a page,

those great words of mutual affection and common cause,

and, yet again, yet again, yet again,

seek to make them true. 

Such is the great work that is before us:

a large and important task,

but the other thing our religious anscestors got right was this:

to live into the coveant, fully,

was the source of joy, and meaning, and true spiritual happiness;

the life that we could, at the end of our days, be proud of,

the life of beloved community, connected with a wider and wider circle of friendship;

that to live into the covenant 

was a great prividge, that it was, truly,

what we were for. 

May we be filled this day with the spirit of love,

the guidance of reason,

the expanding covenant, 

the promise that has not yet been answered yet, but calls us yet forward,

into the life, the church, and the world that is yet to be.

Maybe courage and hope and faith

guide our way

light our path

and warm our hearts

this and every day.
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Marriage.  That blessed arrangement, that dream within a dream . . . 

these are, of course, those famous lines from the Princess Bride

Peter Cook was the veteran British comic actor who played the part – 

the role, in the credits, is titled “the impressive clergyman.”  

What a great title.  

But – and the movie’s been out for a few decades, so there is no spoiler here – 

the marriage he performs is a sham. 

The princess buttercup does not wish to be wed to this man; 

and during the ceremony, her true love, Wesley, is storming the castle. 

And, critically, the evil groom, prince Humperdinck, 

makes the impressive clergyman skip over the “do you take this man” part – 

“say man and wife” he keeps repeating, until the clergyman does so,

“man and wife.” 

And this turns out, of course, to matter a great deal. 

Because the “I do” is not said, 

the marriage is not valid.  

I like to think the Impressive Clergyman knew this – 

that Peter Cook’s character knew that if he skipped over the actual consent,

the marriage wouldn’t be valid,

and Buttercup could, instead, make a free choice to marry who she wanted,

and to live the life she wished for.  

He was playing a part – acting like he wasn’t tracking, but secretly clever.  

I like to think that, anyway.  

Because the “I do” is the essential part.

It is the covenant. 

It is, as I tell couples when we plan the ceremony,

the part where they affirm that “they know what they’re getting into,

and they freely, without compulsion, agree to this covenant of marriage.” 

Covenant is our theme for September, and if we’re going to talk covenant,

we should talk marriage.  That dream within a dream. 

I tell them, the couples I’m about to marry, 

who come in all kinds of times – men, women, non-binary folks, 

in their twenties and in their seventies, 

rich folks and poor folks, 

I tell them that the consent part, the “I do” is the most important,

when the witnesses sign the license, what they are signing 

says “yes, they said I do, and they did so freely.”

They knew what they were getting into, and they agreed to it.  

Yeah, about that. 

The “knew what they were getting into” part. 

Truthfully, only some of the people who are getting married for the 2nd or 3rd time

really know what they’re getting into. And then only barely. 

Marriage is the archetypical example of a covenant for good reason: 

a covenant must be expansive, living, breathing and capable of adjustment. 

A covenant is a promise, as we said last week when it came to the church,

to “move together” – not to be static together, but to move together.  

It’s hard. It’s beautiful. It’s worthy of effort, but it is no idol, and it is not necessary for happiness – 

indeed, sometimes it gets in the way. 

Some are healthy, some are not, and some it depends on the day.  

I’ve been married once, and I hope one day to be married again, 

and hope it’ll last all my days – Mark Twain called a second marriage the triumph of hope over experience – and looking around this room, I know there is a lot of hope, 

even though there’s a fair bit of experience too.  

I’ve performed maybe a hundred marriages over my career, 

and accompanied dozens of friends, congregants, and colleagues through their troubles – 

some of which moved to a stronger union, some of which moved to dis-union,

and some of which continue to be troubled, in one way or another.  

I’ve thought a lot about this institution – 

I’ve had many a conversation with others about whether or not it is hopelessly hetero-normative, and cannot be redeemed, and I’ve also been very proud of the work I and you have done

to make sure the state recognizes, with full equality, the marriages of couples of the same-sex.  

I’m intrigued by marriage patterns – how the average age of a marriage has risen since the 2nd world war, how the increasing economic power of women has reduced the number of bad marriages (an unambiguous good), 

how the economic and stress pressures on parenting have stressed too many marriages,

how we keep, century after century, keep redefining this covenant. 

It is both deeply personal and deeply social.  

It is about us, and about something more than us. 

The covenant, over time, creates something else – 

something that is more than the couple, 

something that has its own power and presence, 

something around which they unite, and they – and others,

friends, family, children, if any, society, the government and the schools and history – 

something around which people connect and organize,

this other thing, this covenant, has its own momentum, 

a kind of gravity, which pulls objects into its orbit. 

Robert Bly calls this “the third body” and I just love that. 

The marriage itself is the third body – 

a third body they share in common,

which they have promised to love. 

This is what a covenant is, a third body;

or, to use another metaphor, it is the table around which we sit – 

it connects us, in our individuality, to something and someone else – 

it is the covenant, in which, and for which, we breathe and love. 

There are marriages when that third body, the covenant between them,

is deeply troublesome – when it is not love, when it is violent, painful, 

when it is not worthy of breathing life into. 

There are marriages when that third body 

never really becomes real – 

when the time and energy it takes to make it real 

never really happens – 

because of circumstances of work or children or both or something else,

and its some people living in a house together and sharing chores,

which, you know, could be worse.  

And there are times when the third body is strong for a while,

but withers.  When it can’t keep up with the changes in the other two,

and despite best efforts by one or other or both parties,

cannot be resurrected.  Eventually someone must call it.  

These things are all real and true – and part of spiritual wisdom is to recognize

when this is the reality, and whether the covenant can come alive for the first time,

or come back to life in a new way, or not. 

And, unlike some other traditions, we say there is no shame in seeing what is before you; 

we want everyone to take their promises seriously enough to try, when trying is wise,

and we want everyone to take their promises seriously enough to know

when trying is pretending.  When it’s time to stop. 

Because – and I believe this because I’ve seen it, among some of you and others – 

that when that third body is alive and well, when the covenant is vibrant and real,

there are few sources of greater joy.  So you should have that!

When that kind of love, the love that is loyalty to the whole and not just the sum of the parts,

the love that breathes and moves and makes the world better,

when that kind of love guides us, it cannot be quenched; 

it is a love that should be fed, and grow, and attended to with purpose and care. 

The line from our anthem today, 

Many Waters Cannot Quench Love, 

is from the song of Solomon, in the Hebrew bible, 

one of the sexiest books in the bible.  Okay, not one of. 

The sexiest, for sure. 

And yes, a lot of it is about young love, 

about those doe-eyed beginners

who do not know what they are getting into. 

But there’s a reason that the elders and rabbis who put the books together

to make up holy scripture included it:

because that feeling of connection, passion, joy,

the confidence that many waters cannot quench love,

is worthy of celebrating, and remembering.  

It is worthy to remember the feeling of joy and passion, 

the birds and the flowers and the fire of it, 

worthy not just to remember but to cultivate it.  

It’s included because the third body needs attention,

the affection of the others; if it is worthy of love, it must be loved. 

Playfully, passionately, with whimsy and humor and depth . . . 

Are you ready for the practical part of this sermon? 

The to-do list?  

If you are in a marriage, or you know someone who is, 

or you think you might be in one some day, 

here are some things I have learned, through books and stories

through long conversations and bitter days and joyful ones, 

which might be useful

when it comes to the care of the third body,

when it comes to feeding the covenant . . . . 

Three tips, for what they are worth, for any relationship you want to take seriously:

1. Date night.  Years ago, a couple who had been married sixty years gave me that advice,

I didn’t take it seriously but I should have. 

Studies are clear that the greatest happiness comes not from things but from experiences,

and it is through experiences, through intentional time.  

I know, especially when you have little kids, or you live away from family who can take care of them, etc, that this can be hard. 

But based on both data and anecdote, I think it is vital. 

When you have date night – even if it is at home, just with the TV off and the distractions elsewhere, it isn’t just the two of you,

that’s when that third body, the covenant itself, is invited to the table,

when a space is made for it. 

Date night! Do it!

You might not think, we’re not worthy of such a thing. But you are. 

Oh, and if you are single, you should have date night too. 

Even if it’s just you. Seriously.  Take yourself out. Or stay in, with a favorite book, a candle, and a meal you enjoy. 

You may thing, I’m not worthy of such a thing. But you are. 

Cultivate your affection for what matters.

Matter to yourself. 

2. Authenticity. Be yourself and love them for themselves. 

Love yourself for yourself.

Be real.

Everybody is different! We have our quirks, our hurts, our longings.

We have different motivations, ways of thinking and expressing our feelings,

we have pet peeves and favorite indulgences. 

We all have our own love language, our own enneagram style,

our own history, our own triggers and phobias and private jokes. 

With most friendships, with social interactions, we can all sort of conform to the moment,

But in a marriage, inauthenticity doesn’t work.

You can’t fake it that long. 

And part of the covenant is honesty – and respect for difference.

Your partner doesn’t need to think and feel and do like you to be worthy of love.

You don’t need to think and feel and do like your partner to be worthy of love.

But you should know what those differences are.

And respond to them.

“Oh, they’re stressed, and I know that means they need be to distract them with stories about my day.

Oh, I’m stressed, and I’m glad my spouse knows that means

they need to leave me the hell alone for a little while,

and then bring me some snacks.”  

Respect and care for difference is essential to a healthy partnership,

and a chance to practice for the world we share with many others 

who are all different in their own way. 

This is one of the essential differences between covenant and merger – 

covenant recognizes that we are not the same, that we are different – 

and doesn’t judge one quirk as better than another;

that accepts and welcomes these differences – at least 90% of them; 

not “differences” when that means “I get to have my way all the time” 

or disrespect you, or ignore you, that’s not what I mean. 

I mean just . . . letting each other be each other. 

That’s covenant. 

3. Be kind. Rewind.  

Do people under a certain age know what I mean when I say “be kind. rewind.”? 

You have to rewind the video tape before you return it to the blockbuster.  

I mean, you don’t have too – I worked in a video store one summer,

and we have these high speed rewind machines, took about 1 minute per tape,

and a lot of people were not kind. 

I had to check each return. 

But for covenant, be kind, rewind, means something else.

Be kind, and respond to each other.

The Gottman Institute, which studies relationship,

has advanced that idea, through extensive research,

that healthy covenants include a “serve and volley” – 

you say something, I respond. 

A need. A joy. An observation.  

I respond – tell me more, how can I help, that is interesting, that makes me think this – 

it matters less what the response is than that I respond,

serve and volley. 

Kindness. 

When this isn’t there, what they notice 

is serve and . . . nothing. 

Or only critique. But mostly, silence. 

And then you stop serving.

It is a bid for connection, and that’s vulnerability, and if you don’t get a response,

you stop, 

and that is the death of covenant. 

Be kind, respond.  

Our deepest human need is for secure attachment,

to be noticed, to be seen, to be appreciated for who we are,

to matter to others.

Those others might be a partner, or friends, or other family.

It might be folks in your small group at church, 

or colleagues at work. 

It might be your dog, who are pretty good at this,

or your cat, who don’t usually have the same skills in this area, but you never know. 

But we want to be seen. To be heard.

And all of these:

be kind, respond,

authentic welcome of difference,

date night and intentional time away from routine,

all of these are ways about taking time to notice each other,

to be noticed and seen.  

And every covenant needs these things – 

whether that’s a covenant of marriage,

or a covenant of friendship, 

or a covenant within another community;

we need to intentionally spend time, welcome difference, and respond to each other with kindness.  

These three acts make a covenant real.

They make marriage not an economic arrangement 

but a source of meaning and joy.

They make a friendship not just convenient,

but life-changing.

The make a church community not entertainment

but a home for the soul. 

When you are sinking down, when life is hard,

or when life is good, and full of joy,

we need each other,

that wonderous love gathered round,

to which we sing and give thanks.
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…And You Will Be My People
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Tonight, at sundown, begins Rosh Hashana, 

the Jewish New Year.

Happy New Year! It’s year 5,780. 

Jews don’t count, you know, from the birth of Jesus as year 1. 

It’s year 5,780, and there will be holy intention, 

a sense of purpose

and joy and celebration.

Tonight, the gates of the new year are opened. 

Those gates will close at the end of Yom Kippur, 10 days from now.

Ne’ilah, the closing of the gates. 

The book of the new year is closed, 

and by that time, on the day of Yom Kippur,

the day of atonement, 

you should have asked forgiveness from other people

for the harm done to them – 

if, and only if, asking forgiveness does not cause them more harm,

and you will have asked God to forgive you

for the failures and transgressions you have committed, 

as well.  

It is my habit to preach about Yom Kippur, and forgiveness,

and reconciliation, most years at this time of year. 

It is part of our liturgical calendar, more or less;

I want to be clear that I am not Jewish, and we are not a Jewish congregation;

not as a whole anyway, 

though we draw from Jewish spiritual wisdom,

and though some of you are Jewish, and that is important to you. 

There is a vibrant and healthy Jewish congregation up the road,

and we are very happy to partner with them on a regular basis.

I speak of Jewish traditions as a friend and ally, 

but not an expert. 

I think it’s important to say that.

It is highly appropriate that we close our month on covenant 

with this topic: 

with the question of promises, how they are broken and renewed. 

Martin Buber, the great Jewish philosopher,

wrote that we are a promise-making, promise-breaking, promise-renewing people,

and the purpose of Yom Kippur 

is to chart, through ritual, how those promises can be renewed. 

It is not easy.

There is a fast, a lot of prayer and worship; 

and, hardest of all, saying, “I’m sorry.” 

There is no cheap grace here, no “I’m sorry you were offended,

but now I’ll go on living as I was before”

nope. 

Built into the very idea of covenant, right from the start,

is the notion that we will break it. 

But that we will then figure out how to renew it. 

That the covenant is larger than our single deeds, 

our best days or our worst ones.

One of the first real expressions of covenant in the Hebrew Scriptures 

is what we find in Genesis 8: 

I will remember my covenant that is between me and you and every living creature of all flesh. 

The bow in the sky will be the sign of that covenant, 

and never again will the waters rise.

Whoops.  

Problem one: the waters keep rising.

Problem two: This God character is a jerk.

In the Jewish theological tradition, and the Unitarian one,

I want to say that God, in this story, is vicious, cruel, and wrong. 

He’s a jerk. 

Was there really nobody worth saving except Noah and his family? 

Before this story, by the way, is the part in the bible

where it talks about how God’s sons went around having sex 

with human women, and made these half-gods who were pretty evil.

Oh, they didn’t tell you about that in Sunday School?  

Yeah, that’s Genesis 5.  

So the humanity that God is destroying with the flood 

is, apparently, in thrall to these demigods, 

all except Noah.  

But what about all the other creatures? All other life?

The innocent animals of the earth? 

Of course, we read these myths too hard if we take them this way:

they are parables about what has happened; 

and one way to take this story of anger, betrayal, and renewal is to wonder:

Is the rainbow, and the words, God saying, “I’m sorry I flew into a rage.” 

“I apologize.”

“I screwed up.” 

“I hope you will forgive me.”  

Maybe there’s another meaning here,

and that meaning is this:

God too must seek atonement for God’s sins. 

God must seek forgiveness from humanity. 

None of us are exempt from the need to seek repair to the covenant,

none of us are above it all, 

none of us are perfect.  

So much breaks, wears

down, fails in us. We must

forgive our broken promises—

their sharp shards in our hands.

These words are so true, aren’t they?

So much breaks. 

We must forgive our broken promises,

lest we carry in our hands these sharp shards.

The point of forgiveness, of asking for it, 

of letting go of our grudges and pains and righteousness,

is so that we can begin again in love,

so that we can put down our weapons of self-flagellation, 

and can, when it is appropriate to do so,

rejoin the covenant. 

This is what the Kol Nidre is about. 

In the early middle ages, Jews were often forced to convert to Christianity – 

either you take a vow to follow Christ, to renounce your faith,

the faith of your ancestors, or you die. 

You die, in torture, and so does your family, and your neighborhood – 

these vicious antisemitic campaigns happened often

throughout history – it’s not like the Holocaust came from nowhere. 

When these pogroms had subsided, 

some – sometimes generations later – would come back to the Jewish synagogue;

but, what do you do about the fact that they, or their ancestors, 

had renounced their vows to Judaism, had renounced – 

against their will – the covenant? 

This is where the Kol Nidre comes from.

The Kol Nidre is the beginning of Yom Kippur.

The Ne’ilah is the end. 

We have today both the beginning and the end.

Here is a portion of the translation of the Kol Nidre,

which the choir sang today.

we hereby grant permission

to pray with transgressors.

All vows and oaths that were forbidden - 

we regret having made them

and may they be forgiven and eradicated and nullified

for the people sin unintentionally 

please pardon this nation

in accordance with the greatness

of your lovingkindness

as you forgave this people

from when it left Egypt until now.  

Wow, right? 

We grant permission to pray with those who have transgressed:

because we transgress. 

And we chose covenant over purity. 

We did what we had to do to survive,

and God’s spirit of forgiveness is large. 

Note the text says from Egypt after

so it doesn’t include Noah.  

But take the reading as I’ve interpreted it, 

that the rainbow, the promise, isn’t just for humanity,

but for God too, if you will – 

the recognition that covenant-breaking is what we all do,

then the Kol Nidre becomes even deeper:

that we have all been caught in networks of sin,

that our ancestors have done things

from which we need to heal,

that old promises are nullified 

and new vows are made:

new vows which come before the Ne’ilah,

before the closing of the gate,

new vows which come after we apologize,

after which we begin to repair,

vows to try, from this Yom Kippur to the next,

to live in holy and loving ways with creation. 

If God must apologize and make amends after the flood,

then who are you to qualify your apology,

who are you to refuse to express regret, 

who are you to cling to your righteousness?

Even for things which you did not do,

but your ancestors did, 

for we are of a people, 

and repair must be made.

Covenant doesn’t gloss over the need for repair.

It requires apology before forgiveness, 

and it requires the constant renewal of vows. 

Recently – this week, actually – two people I know made major screw-ups. 

Both of them – doing completely different things, in different contexts – 

created, through their actions, harm to others and to institutions they were part of. 

And one of them recognized that he’d done wrong.

He expressed genuine regret. 

And he stepped away from the institution – knowing that repair would take a long time,

if it was possible at all.  

The other, when confronted with the boundary – you did wrong – 

refused to even acknowledge it. No regret, no willingness to change. 

The first of these men, he has a chance to come back into covenant.

It might be a while. He’s going to have to do some serious work. 

The other?  I doubt it very much. He’s more interested in not being wrong

than being in covenant.

The demand for forgiveness without apology or repair 

is a form of abuse. 

And the notion of covenant asks more of us: 

that we do the work, that we express our remorse,

that we seek to repair – 

even when the circumstances didn’t leave us a choice!

Don’t make excuses. 

You were never expected to be perfect! 

Remember the parable: even God has to say “I’m sorry.”

You were expected to make promises, to break them, and then to renew them.

You were expected to be human. 

That’s not an excuse to do bad.

That’s permission to engage the holy work of repair. 

But the renewal and the repair is not a matter of snapping your fingers.

The covenant requires faithfulness over time,

the open-hearted acknowledgement that 

we have vows we need to repent of, 

and other vows we need to repair. 

It’s hard.

But, friends, it is worth it. 

The circle of ennobling love. 

The sense of returning home. 

To where we are held in love. 

Because we are a promise making, promise breaking, promise renewing people.

Covenant, rich covenant, with apology, forgiveness, and repair

gives our lives meaning and purpose.

We are not, in the end, individual automatons, 

we are people who need each other,

social animals, and it is through covenant – 

implicit or explicit – 

that we find our home, our joy, our center and our strength. 

Whether that’s in marriage or relationship, as we discussed last week,

or church, as we talked about the week before, 

or in the other communities that bind us together.

We are relational creatures, and we are finite creatures – 

we reach and fail,

we dream and fear,

we long and grasp,

we can be ugly and we can be beautiful,

and so we live between the opening of the gates:

the new is beginning

and the closing of the gates – it has begun.

And in between, which is where we are,

really,

we confess our unwise vows, and repent from them,

we make new vows, to higher causes,

we seek to repair what is broken, if we can, 

and we return

again

to the circle of love. 

Here is what I know:

not every breach can be repaired,

not every wound can be healed, 

and not every promise can be kept.

But when it can, it is good to try.

It is good to say,

I have erred, and I shall seek to make amends. 

Even god makes mistakes.

And yet we are for each other. 

I will be your God and you will be my people,

God says later to the Israelites. 

Well, we’re not Gods, but I think we can to each other

you will be my people. 

You will be my people, and I shall endeavor

to be one with you:

You will be my people, and I will be your people:

that “you” might mean your family,

your lover,

your friends,

your fellow congregants,

your fellow citizens, 

you will be my people, and I will be your people,

and we will break our smaller promises,

and we will repair them,

but as long as we keep this larger promise:

to be each other’s people,

then we can always

find our way home.
PAGE  
2

