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Reading 

By the year 1322 Christian mystic and theologian, Meister Eckhart was the most famous 
preacher of his era.  His sermons are described as being “laced with fresh imagery from the 
vernacular style of chivalrous courtly love-talk,” and “rich with an extremely sublime, lofty 
mysticism often featuring riveting aphorisms that jolted one into (some degree of) spiritual 
awakening.”  He was a prolific writer and preacher.  Though one sentence does not do him 
justice, I have chosen only one to share this morning.  “If the only prayer you ever say in your 
whole life is ‘thank you,’ that would suffice.” (enlightenedspirituality.org/Meister_Eckhart.html) 

Sermon 

When asked that simple and often rhetorical question “How are you?” Monica always 
replies “I'm grateful.” After numerous hellos and how are yous her response could still catch me 
off guard. Monica is a minister, a woman of color, with deep personal experience of the 
struggle and pain in this world. She has taken all that life has given her and used the will, the 
resources, and the power of the human spirit to become an agent of transformation for herself, 
for her community, and for a world in such deep need of our care.  

Though I can fall in and out of gratitude, in these days, of necessity I am falling in more 
and more. Looking for moments, people, actions, words to be grateful for. Today, I have fallen 
all in – grateful for this community, and grateful for the faith that brings us together. It could 
have been otherwise for me. 

I’m an accidental Unitarian Universalist. I wasn’t looking for a religious community nor 
was I unchurched when I found this faith. I was raised Southern Baptist; active in my church – 
Sunday School (perfect attendance – pin to prove it!), Sunbeams, choir. And I was curious about 
other faiths. As a high school junior I took a class in world religions. Visits to various 
congregations with a post visit personal reflection paper comparing those religions to my own 
got me extra credit. My best friend and I visited a Catholic church, a Christian Science 
congregation, and others. A friend in our class invited us to visit her church. I’d never heard of 
Unitarian Universalism. Little did I know how grateful I’d be for that invitation. 

Imagine. Late 1960s. A Southern Baptist. A 17 year old who fancied herself as looking 
like no one so much as Janis Joplin. (Does anyone here even remember Janis?) A typically 
rebellious teenager. Except. I loved my church, and my Sunday School teacher, Mrs. Hughes. 
She cared about me; taught me to see some truth for my own life in the life and teachings of 
Jesus. I faithfully read my Sunday School lesson and the accompanying Bible verses on Saturday 
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night to be ready for Sunday morning's class. And I had questions about some of the things my 
church taught and did.  

When my best friend and I visited the First Unitarian Church in my hometown, 
Lynchburg, VA, my Janis looking self walked in – shy, curious, eager to learn, wondering about 
this faith I’d never heard of before. When I crossed the threshold, something unexpected, 
something I didn’t even know I needed, happened. They welcomed me! My whole self. No one 
cast a sideways glance. No one joked about my appearance. There were no disparaging 
comments about my faith. They welcomed me just as I was. I felt “at home” enough on that 
first Sunday to continue to visit - being BOTH Southern Baptist and Unitarian Universalist for a 
time! Who knew “extra credit” could lead to that? 

Months passed. Early Easter Sunday morning my maternal grandmother died. The 
question was called. Who was I? Which faith could hold me in my sorrow and help me through 
to the other side? Where could I turn to find solace and a saving word? On that Easter morning 
Unitarian Universalism became my chosen faith, helping me take what life had given me, use 
the will, the resources, and the power of the human spirit to cross through to the other side 
and, in time, experience transformation.  

Some seventy years before I showed up, a small group of religious liberals gathered to 
form a Unitarian congregation in Lynchburg. Within living memory of the Civil War and 
Reconstruction, during the time of Jim Crow; they struggled to build religious community 
grounded in respect and justice for all, where reason and spirit could be nurtured; where all 
people were welcome regardless of race.  It was not easy and they were not perfect. And every 
time I crossed the threshold of that small stone church I inherited all they had been and done.  

As we start this new year together, it is well and good to remind ourselves of the 
precious inheritance given into our care.  

We are given a faith shaped by wisdom from the world’s religions, teachings of Judaism 
and Christianity; of Humanism; insights from the sciences, inspiration of the arts, prophetic 
words and lives and decades and lifetimes of human experience.  

We are given a faith and a congregation shaped by many hands. Some of our ancestors 
were born into this faith. Some came into it. Some were long time members of this 
congregation. Some newcomers.  Others passing through.  Some came knowing their religious 
path and others came searching.  

We are given a congregation shaped by this place and its history. This is the homeland of 
Algonquian speaking people the English called Massachusetts. The Algonquin word from which 
the word Massachusetts comes means something like “at or about the great hill.” In August 
1675, the colonial government ordered all indigenous people who had converted to Christianity 
onto one of five plantations (“praying towns”) including what is now Natick. Two months later 
those in the “praying towns” were marched in chains to the coast, and confined on Deer Island 
(now part of the Boston Harbor Recreational Area); confined to the Island with little food or 



shelter. Hundreds died on the Island over the harsh winter. Others were sold or kidnapped into 
slavery.  

We are given a congregation shaped by this place and its history. The first meeting 
house was built in 1698 and the church formed October 1701 when 18 men signed a covenant 
creating the Church of Christ in Framingham.  Their covenant began, “We do, under a 
soul-humbling and abasing sense of our utter unworthiness of so great and high a privilege, as 
God is graciously putting into our hands.“ Rev. John Swift who had been serving as the town’s 
minster for over a year was ordained the day the covenant was signed. This congregation has 
been served by 49 minsters (25 of them settled); called five buildings home, this one since 
1926; been through colonial, national and world wars; experienced theological changes and 
theological differences; a theological split over some of those differences. This congregation 
survived gale force winds and. Fire. In 1960 this congregation and the First Universalist Parish of 
South Framingham merged. 

There is always a tension that comes with inheritance. On the one hand, this faith is 
ours to live, to grow and grow with, to change and change with as life requires of us. On the 
other hand, this faith is not our possession. We do not own it. It is not ours to keep; not ours to 
insist it must always or only be this way and never that. It is our inheritance. It is also our 
legacy. Even as we hold it, our lives, our hands are moving. . . to pass it on. 

I am grateful to be serving with you in this interim time; grateful for your generous 
welcome.  And I have a bit of anticipatory gratitude for the prologue we’ll write for the next 
chapter in the story of First Parish.  Before our writing begins in earnest, imagine. What 
difference would it make if this congregation did not exist? What do we want for generations to 
come when it comes to faith and a faith community? What might be needed from a Unitarian 
Universalist congregation here 30 or 50 or 75 years from now?  What role will each of us play in 
the ongoing creation and re-creation of beloved community where all souls are welcome as 
blessings and the human family lives whole and reconciled?  Imagine.  

This faith is ours to live, to shape, to make strong and vibrant. This place is ours to make 
welcoming and hospitable to member, friend, guest. This ministry is ours to share. One day 
other hands will hold a precious inheritance that bears the imprint of our lives. Even as we are 
grateful, may our gift be received in that same spirit; with the words of that one sufficient 
prayer. Thank you. 

 


