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Rev. Wendy McNiven

“Sometimes, change sucks.”  This in the elegant words of a parishioner.  

As a minister, I often have the privilege of witnessing, of being a witness as people tell me of the changes in their lives.  Sometimes that is what is most helpful to us – to be witnessed.  It’s not only ministers who do this – you do it for each other, too, in this beloved community.

To live is to change, and to be changed.

Nothing is permanent. 

We are energy, always in motion,

We are waves in the ocean, always moving and shifting, always changing.  Nothing we are is permanent.  Change happens.  How will we meet it?

It seems that we have an ambivalent relationship with change.

You know the one about “how many UU’s does it take to change a lightbulb?” – One, but the lightbulb has to want to change.

And of course you know the definition of insanity – keep on doing the same thing, and expecting different results.

To live religiously is to live consciously.  One way of bringing one’s assumptions to consciousness is to ask “what stories do I have about my life?”

Who we are in relation to the earth, or even to each other; who you are, who I am, who we are as a congregation – these are all described and delineated by the stories we hold.  

I have had a story about myself until fairly recently that I am healthy, fit, in my prime and about 45 years old.  It is a story that still has some elements of truth, but really, it’s not all that current!  As the tentacles of arthritic pain reach my joints, and my nouns disappear, I know that I have to adjust the story.  But my ego rebels!

Often, our stories are out of date, but we are reluctant to let go of them.

This year, as the new year started, I decided to look more deeply at my own stories - stories that perhaps strengthen me; or maybe hinder me in my interactions with people and events. Of course, the idea, is to find replacement stories that are more empowering, or more enlivening – maybe even more true.  

To change our habits or stories is not always easy, as you know if you’ve ever made New Year’s Resolutions.  It remains to be seen how easily I am able to adopt new narratives about myself.

Stages of transition – Wm. Bridges

According to author William Bridges
, people go through three main stages while they are experiencing change.  He says we start with an ending and end with a new beginning. The ending includes letting go, and loss.  Then there is a period of confusion or distress, resistance, and rearranging our thoughts. And finally there is a new beginning.  

Like any other theories about human behaviour, it is not strictly true all the time, and sometimes the three stages come in a mixed-up order.  But in general, this is a useful paradigm for understanding ourselves and making sense of change.

It is very common, in that middle stage of making changes in their lives, for people to feel distress, resistance and loss (resistance because it’s difficult, loss of comfort, loss of familiarity, distress - unexpected effects of what we’ve changed … ) and so we might relapse, or decide not to make the change after all, or make it less intensively than we had initially intended.  Our brain even plays tricks on us with the totally normal feeling that the whole idea was a mistake and we'd rather go back to the way things were.  (I remember thinking that when I was in that change period of becoming a parent – i.e. when I was in labour with my first child.  This whole thing is a mistake!)

Biological factors relating to change

Biologically, people seem to be programmed to invent habits for ourselves, so we don’t have to be continually making new decisions about how to do things.  This was probably a survival mechanism – to know just what to do in a dangerous situation, for example  -  always going home by a certain route because it is less likely to have trouble spots in it, intruders, predators, geographical hazards.

Also biologically, our brains need about six to nine months of practising new habits to anchor any significant change.  Six to nine months! If one of our stories is that we should be quick learners, and be able to have almost instant success, it’s no wonder we give up trying.  Many of us get discouraged long before the six month minimum time.  We start to slack off, we practise the change less often, we begin to think of ourselves as someone who can’t stick with a resolution. 

My own journey to becoming a meditator took me several serious tries over a period of about 30 years until it finally became a real habit.  And even now, I fear that it’s not final, that I might backslide if I’m not careful. 

“We’ve just been pacified into thinking good things come 

as quickly as a tv dinner

forgetting the real nourishment comes in the process of 

patiently preparing our place at the dinner table”

But really, our reaction to change is often painful, confusing, and full of resistance.  Perhaps the goal, spiritually, is to lessen one’s resistance, and be more present to the change and our own reactions.

Our story in relation to the Earth needs to replacing.  Collectively, we have grown up with the story that Humanity shall have Dominion over the earth.  This comes to us through centuries of biblical teachings.  It is not a story that is serving us well any more – though perhaps it was created in a time when survival of the species depended on domination of the earth and the animals.  

“Times are changing so what are we intending?  

Do we notice the way the whole web quivers 

when we breathe, 

or believe we are still its weavers stringing together 

theories of isolation and balancing them on 

precarious strands of grandeur?”
 

We know that it is time for a new story to replace that old one – a story that already has prototypes in some cultures – a story that is gradually being adapted to a more realistic and respectful one.  But the process of making that change, of rewriting our cultural backdrop, is slow, painful, confusing and full of resistance.

Rev. Robert Latham offered a workshop on social change, at the last CUC annual meeting.  First, he told us of a phenomenon called “rhythmic entrainment” with clocks.  It seems that if a number of grandfather clocks are placed in the same room for a period of some days, they will eventually synchronize their ticking, so that they are all on the same beat.  Amazing!  Anyway, Latham believes that all change is community change, and that those of us who can create a strong enough “beat” will induce the others to rhymically entrain and match that beat.

Even so, as part of making change in the culture of a social organism, the group will inevitably move into a place of discomfort.  Naturally, people resist discomfort!  We tell ourselves, if something worked in the past, then it doesn’t need changing, it should continue to work … even if we know it doesn’t.  Part of our resistance is fear – that fear that sometimes overwhelms the excitement we once felt about newness and change (as Mark Morrison Reed said in the reading we had earlier).

Change in the church

I am very interested in the fact that churches in general are seeming to be less relevant or at least have many fewer members than they used to have.  As a religious institution, this Fellowship is affected by a movement away from regular church participation as we have known it for the past century and more.  

We have a story about ourselves as the UU church, broadly speaking.  The story tells us that we are a welcoming, rational, social activist, diverse and spiritually seeking community.  We are modern seekers of truth, ready to revise our beliefs according to new facts or ideas that come to light.  We are different from other churches; and we appeal to any intelligent person who is looking for community and depth.  What’s not to like?

So – how true is this story?  How true was it ever?

How does this story, or picture, need to adapt to the 21st century reality?

“Times are changing

shed your fear like old skin

or the world you find yourself living in

will become unrecognizable.”

This present era in our culture is characterized in part by the prevalence of electronic communications, social media such as Facebook, and on-line communities.

In her Minns Lecture last year, Rev. Christine Robinson told us that unchurched people now are not looking for freedom, which we have in abundance in our society – nor are they looking so much for community – though I personally like to think community is pretty key.  She says that ‘freedom’ and ‘community’ are part of the old story.  Now, “they have Facebook, volleyball leagues, going out for a drink after work, mothers’ groups, and the like. No, when they show up at our door, they show up looking for the one thing they can’t get at the gym, or the Democratic Party headquarters, or the mothers’ group. They want a safe place to explore what happens to them when they start to deepen their lives. They are looking, in short, for a religious community—not a secular one.” 

I do think that people are still searching for how to live a life of integrity, still asking the big questions, still trying to make meaning in life, still searching for love and relationships, still needing community.  But what should a religious community look like when we write our new story?

We will have to find ways to serve those who are already within our communities, and at the same time, make room for Gen X, Gen Y, and the millennial generation. 

We are here to enhance love and justice in the world ... but our format will have to change.  And we will need courage and strength to hold our centre during the change.  Perhaps we will even need the support of other, non-UU, churches.

The big change won’t happen this week or this year, perhaps, and not all at once – but starting now, and making gradual changes.  To me, the scary part is, I have no idea what those changes should look like, if we are to continue to offer spiritual sustenance and service to the community at large, but in a different form.  I don’t know – and that frightens me, in the sense that I like to know what I’m doing!  Typical of the second stage of transitions … feels like chaos, with no new beginning in sight.

But experimenting could be quite exciting!  It could mean creating something almost entirely different from what we do here on Sundays – creating a new “beat” altogether, and then tweaking and trying it again – and then changing it a bit more, or throwing it out and creating something else.  

It would mean being willing to live with imperfection, with a concept that is under construction and incomplete in its formation. 

While that all sounds a bit chaotic, uncertain, and uncomfortable, it is also full of opportunities. We would have to involve the inventive help of everyone who participates, to help us improve it.  We’d be in it together.

This collective effort at change will call for honesty, transparency, innovation, creative participation, and inspired imagination. It will also call for Humility!  Embracing our imperfection and our unfinished edges.  If not easy, an important spiritual practice for anybody, really.

There is an important role for people to play who are relatively new at UUFK, to help us look with fresh eyes at what we have begun to take for granted, what we’re used to doing.

If this challenge to the old version of church is typical of changes in general, the pattern would be to have an Ending, a period of confusion, distress, and resistance, and then a new Beginning.

The ending would include feelings of loss – and probably the usual stages of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.  We’re somewhere in the middle of that process of letting go of old church right now, I would say.

After this, there will be a time of chaos, and regrouping.  That’s when we will need each other the most – as we seek to be less resistant and more accepting of the new flow. 

And if we’re very clever, creative, and persistent – a new beginning will emerge for church as a relevant institution once more.

As Mayda del Valle says, “The world turns … and we shift with it.  There is no other way.”

And so, we take two steps forward and one step back, three forward and two back – or maybe four.  The self-protective instinct is strong.  But with persistence, with courage, and continual communication with others on the journey, we begin something new.

We don’t know what ending we must accept before we can move forward into that new place.  We don’t know, yet, what anxieties will get in our way – and what enthusiasms will propel us forward.  

In the words of T.S. Eliot

“What we call a beginning is often the end

and to make an end is to make a beginning.

The end is where we start from."

Let us live today, with poise and presence, willing to be graceful as we change, holding one another’s hands as we walk boldly forward.

May it be so.  Amen.
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