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After a week of rain, this day was perfect – sunshine, a few puffy white clouds, comfortable temperature.  Trees were in bloom all around us – rhododendrons in their bright pinks and purples, azaleas of red and blue, lilac bushes with their most beautiful of fragrances wafting past our noses.  The mountains were clear, no fog or low clouds to obscure them – just a few tinged with snow on their tops.  An ocean breeze gently ruffled the waves and our skirts, just enough to keep the air fresh.

Before the ceremony began, clusters of guests exchanged greetings and memories.  The multi-age group at the west end of the terrace were all related to the groom.  In another grouping, there were a few parents keeping track of the flower girls, ring bearers, toddlers -  as they ran about the lawns.  On the patio and garden steps, clusters of visitors from California, or Florida, or farther afield, seemed to find each other, enthusing about BC’s beauty, or the bride’s beauty, or each other’s beauty.   Questions could be overheard as one wandered through: How are you related to the bride?  What is your connection with the groom?  How old is this sweet baby?

It was a gathering of friends and relations with one common characteristic: they were all there to offer support and love to the bride and groom in their commitment to one another.   

Beyond that commonality, many were strangers to one another.  

We are a gathering of strangers, too, in a sense.  We are a bunch of people who have come together with one particular interest in common – our desire to be part of a spiritual community. 

Before we joined this congregation, we were strangers.  Maybe you are here today for the first or second time, and you still feel like a stranger – or maybe you have been here a long time, and you are wondering who these “new people” are, these “strangers”!  But we all were one, once.

We might have arrived at the invitation of someone – so we knew at least one other person.  We might have clustered around that familiar person at first, waiting to start feeling comfortable enough to reach out.  But eventually, the people around us started to look more familiar; their quirks became less odd and more endearing; we knew more names, we learned the rituals of coffee hour … .

 We stayed, we continue to stay, because this cluster of strangers has become a community and a spiritual home.

Strengths of communities

Membership in a congregation such as this one is a gift and a responsibility.  

People join because there is something that feeds their soul, when they sing with others, when they hear about the good and bad times in another’s life and are able to share their own pain or happiness,  when they feel they are with a community in which Love is the overarching value.  

We come seeking spiritual connection; we come to be recognized as a unique individual with worth and dignity; we come to remind ourselves to embody Love in our every moment, as well as we are able.

As far as I know, nobody joins a church just to be on the board of trustees.  Nobody joins a church with the goal of helping to set up chairs or wash coffee cups or take care of the budget and pay the bills.

People DO join a church or fellowship because they want to be part of a community.  It gives us an opportunity to become better citizens of the world – right here -  as we learn to connect, respect, and get along with someone who might be very different from ourselves.  In here, we are encouraged to grow ourselves in just that way.

Why are we here?

There are days when it seems that church is all about work, with no greater purpose than to keep itself functioning – when any deeper reason for the work evades our awareness. 

You are asked to organize the committees, join them, chair them, envision for them a worthy mission.  You are asked to pour coffee and come to work parties, create the newsletter and bring the flowers. You are asked to understand the budget and the bylaws, and even sometimes to lead the Sunday services.

Sometimes people have been known to ask themselves – is it worth the effort?  This is especially likely to happen on days when members are critical of one another; or when people forget to speak and act with respect; or we forget to assume that the other person is acting out of her or his best intentions.

But then, we have days like that in our marriages, too.  When we aren’t sure why we hooked up with this person in the first place.  When we long for the solitude of a life of making decisions “just for myself”, not having to take anyone else’s needs, foibles, particularities into account.  And it takes continued attention to keeping the relationship rich and open and clean.

So, is it worth the effort?  Is it worthwhile to you to spend your precious time and your money with this religious community?  Why do people belong to churches anyway, even a church as un-churchy as this one?

I’m in the business.  So I ask myself the question quite frequently – what is it that holds people in religious community?  There are so many other offerings of how to spend one’s time, how to be entertained, even how to meet people – why here?

We come because we are spiritual beings, and we need a place to express that part of ourselves.

It has to do with  looking for spiritual depth in one’s life.  It has to do with a person’s wanting to explore the meaning of life, the universe and everything – with other people who also want to explore it.

It has to do with someone’s feeling lonely for real connection, in a world that offers instant messaging with a thousand people, but hasn’t got time for a walk in the park with one.  

It has to do with being at a life-point that hovers between tragedy and possibility, and wondering how to balance the two.  

It has to do with wanting to Save the world, and also to Savour it – and needing company for both.

It even has to do with wanting to serve something larger than oneself.

It has to do with seeing possibilities for all of these: for enriching one’s spiritual life, for deepening one’s commitment and action to heal the world’s brokenness, to bring one’s children into a community that values honesty, and generosity, and beauty, and individuality.  

These are some of our ideals, as we “seek spirituality and practice community” together.  

We don’t do them perfectly.

But we are a community.  And from time to time, we need to rededicate ourselves, individually and collectively, to pursuing those ideals.  

Congregation as Bouquet

Flower communion is a celebration of community.  It is a celebration of the beauty that can be created – in a bouquet – when 30 or 60 or 400 people – flowers -  of uniqueness and colour, come together with good intentions and a willingness to make it happen. 

We can flower into the people we hope to be.  But Nobody can do it alone.  A flower symbolizes the uniqueness and beauty of a life. It is not for us to open the bud into a blossom, but we can give it the nurture that will enable it to unfold. No flower grows alone, apart from the sunshine and the rain, apart from the soil in which it lives. So too, no person grows alone.

A loving community offers us water and nourishment and soil and sunshine.  I think that’s what we’re here for.  And that’s what we have to make a priority, in our time together.  Mutual support – spiritual, intellectual and physical -  so that we may grow into the people we aspire to be.

Weddings are about making promises to each other and to God / or to Life.   We know and acknowledge that even with all the love the couple has for each other, they will still need help at different times along the way.  There is a ritual I like to include in the wedding ceremony that I call “Commitment of the Guests”.  It says basically that we are all interdependent; and then it invites the assembled friends and relations to pledge their support to the couple in keeping the promises they are making to one another.  

It is similar in this congregation.  We are interdependent.  Our community supports us on our spiritual journeys, as we try to act with integrity and kindness, and as we try to make meaning out of the lives we are given, and as we try to keep our promises to make the world a better place.  

By the end of the evening, the guests at that wedding didn’t feel so much like strangers any more.  The elders were cooing over the toddlers and babies who had travelled so far to be here; the California professionals were rubbing elbows with the groom’s Edmonton school-mates.  The Florida parents of the bride were dancing with the Vancouver cousins of the groom. 

May we, too, be willing to become more than strangers to one another, in this dance of life in which we are engaged together.

AMEN.


