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 Today is a day we set aside to remember.  This seems to be a 

very appropriate spiritual practice for us all as we approach the 

end of our time together.  So instead of the usual, I thought I 

would exercise the Senior Minister’s prerogative and share a few 

of my memories and reminisces about my past seven years of 

service to First Unitarian Church. 

 Some of them were surreal and grace-filled such as the 

Sunday when Glen didn’t come to his own surprise postlude.  

There was a Sunday a number of years ago now, when Barbara 

Gadon and I had the bright idea to co-preach a service together.  

Normally we did, as we do now, alternating her preaching with 

mine.  Why not preach together we thought?  It would be fun.  I 
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would write a reflection, she would write a reflection, and we 

would see how it went with the both of us in partnership.   

So the Sunday rolled around, and I got a rather distressing 

call on my phone minutes before the service.  It seemed that 

Barbara had been in a fender bender on her way to church that 

morning.  No one had been hurt, but there was no way she was 

going to be there for this service – half of which was hers.  I will 

never forget the impromptu conference Scott and I had in my 

office that morning.  He had received a similar phone call.  We 

were going through the order of service dividing up the various 

parts that Barbara had been responsible for.  “Do you have a Time 

for All Ages you can do?” I asked Scott since Barbara had been on 

the hook for that.  “I will by the time I walk into the sanctuary!” 

he said.  And he did – or at least he had it ready by the time he 

needed it.  I read Barbara’s reflection that morning, which was a 

story about being on the beach in your bathing suit.  I am sure it 

lost something coming from me rather than her. 

Some of these moments are memorable because they stand 

out from the normal way Sunday morning operates, thank 
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goodness.  But you know there is more to it than just that.  That 

moment when Scott gave me that shrug is when I KNEW First 

Unitarian Church was where I belonged.  We were that simpatico.  

Same with when Barbara had to bail at the last minute.  We were 

a team.  Oh, and before you feel too sorry for me, I cashed in the 

favor two years later.  I woke up on a Sunday morning with 104 

temperature, and there was no way I was going to make it to 

church. Fortunately it was Flower Communion and she pulled 

out the sermon she preached the year before.  I remember Barbara 

being mildly annoyed that no one caught that they had heard the 

exact same sermon exactly a year before. 

Our theme for the month of June is covenant.  Covenant is a 

central idea in Unitarian Universalism.  A covenant is a 

relationship in which we make certain promises.  These promises, 

sometimes called vows, define how we will be in relationship 

with each other.  The most obvious one is a marriage.  However 

membership in a UU church is a kind of promise too, as we heard 

last Sunday when we welcomed new members.  We reaffirm 

those promises every time we speak our Unison Affirmation in 

worship; another kind of covenant.  Yet still a third kind of 
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covenant that Unitarian Universalists have, is the covenant 

between the minister and the congregation.  Hence we do not 

have contracts we have “Letters of Call.”  When a minister is 

installed in a congregation, the covenant between them is 

affirmed in worship.  This includes charges to both the minister 

and the congregation – the promises they make to each other.  

What a covenant really does is answer the question “How will we 

walk together?” 

The deeper that covenant goes, the deeper the trust between 

the minister and the congregation.  With deep trust comes the 

ability to better accomplish the mission of the church.  I 

remember when these things came together for us.  Early on in 

my ministry, Terry, our former Building Supervisor, was cleaning 

one of the RE classes.  He noticed written on the chalkboard in 

one of those rooms a racial epitaph.  He was pretty upset by it, as 

were we all.  Immediately the speculation went out as to who did 

this and why.  I have to admit to you that to this day I have no 

idea on either count.  Anyway, I told this story in a sermon a few 

weeks later.  I called on the congregation to respond to racial 

discrimination in our community.  I said that I would not be at 
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coffee hour that day, but rather in the room where this happened.  

Anyone who wanted to talk about what we were going to do 

about it was welcomed to join me.  The room was packed!  I was 

so heartened by the energy that morning.  The result was the 

creation of the Allies for Racial Justice and a partnership with an 

African American church. 

Indeed I have been fortunate to be a part of a number of 

anti-racism programs at the church.  Loving Day, New Jim Crow, 

the March for a Culture of Peace, and even being the only white 

minister quoted in the News Journal the day after the Ferguson 

decision.  We have been blessed to have a greater amount of 

diversity in the congregation than when I first started. Though 

granted there was really nowhere to go but up in that regard! 

Social justice is just one of the areas where we have 

accomplished the church’s mission together by being in covenant.  

As is the case with any ministry, there are moments of sorrow as 

well as celebration.  One of the most significant of my memory 

was Governor Russ Peterson’s memorial service.  Governor 

Peterson was a dear man and a good friend.  I will never forget 
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the kindness and wisdom he showed me.  He gave me a tour of 

his house and pointed out with some glee his honorary doctorate 

from Meadville Lombard; the seminary I attended in Chicago.  

His life was truly one to celebrate.  And celebrate we did in good 

Unitarian Universalist fashion at the Chase center.  I remember 

Scott playing and Martin singing “Make them hear you!”  

Governors and Senators past and present spoke about the 

character of this great man.  I was blessed to give the closing 

remarks at this memorial service.  I barely remember what I said 

exactly, but whoever was taking pictures of the event snapped 

some good ones of me gesticulating with passion and vigor.  I 

don’t remember whipping the crowd up into a fervor that day, 

but it sure looked like I did from those pictures! 

But that is what the covenant between a minister and 

congregation makes possible: the celebration of life and 

expressing sorrow in the midst of loss.  No, not all memories are 

highlights.  Church is not Sports Center – only showing the 

touchdowns.  We learn and grow far more from the times we fall 

short of the promises we make in those covenants than when we 

succeed.  Unfortunately, there have been people disappointed in 
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my ministry as well.  Sadly, too much of that disappointment 

reached my ears second and third, even fourth hand.  Part of 

what it means to be in relationship means speaking the truth 

directly to each other.  Hiding in the shadows and speaking 

through anonymous people or through third parties is not a sign 

of a healthy congregation.  The content of these criticisms have 

always been various and usually self-contradictory.  The most 

concerning part for me has been these unhealthy behaviors of 

triangulation and anonymous feedback.  These patterns 

deteriorate relationships.  They cripple the minister’s ability to be 

effective, and therefore become self-fulfilling prophesies.  In 

short, not speaking directly and honestly with each other 

diminishes the covenant. 

We cannot blame others for our anxiety or feelings – we 

must own them for ourselves.  When the minister has become the 

system’s identified patient there is only one thing left to do.  The 

identified patient, in family therapy, is someone the group agrees 

is the “problem.”  Labeling this person as “the problem” distracts 

people from doing the necessary interior work, by putting all the 

blame out there onto someone exterior to us.  Blaming others for 
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our feelings of anxiety only makes things worse.  Looking inward 

is what is needed.  That is the vision for a healthy spiritual life.  I 

will never forget the night that insight flashed into my mind.  It 

was the day last November that I told the Board that this would 

be my final year at First Unitarian Church.  I composed a 

statement that I read at their meeting that evening.  You all read a 

version of it when I sent out my letter to the congregation a 

month later. 

It’s hard to describe the feeling going into that meeting.  

Everyone else in the room was anxious.  You could cut the 

tension with a knife.  I was the only one who was free.  I went 

into that room with the Board, the Evaluation Committee and the 

District Executive and read my statement – without choking up.  I 

was mildly surprised by that.  But it was the most graceful, grace-

filled, moment of my life.  I felt light and free.  To colleagues who 

have since asked me about this moment, somewhat in shock, 

surprise and awe, I have one analogy for telling your 

congregation you are leaving before you have a new job lined up.  

It is like jumping out of an airplane at 30 thousand feet without a 

parachute.  At first it is exhilarating and more than a little scary.  
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Then you realize what you have done and that it can’t be undone 

no matter how you feel 10 seconds afterward.  There is no going 

back.  You have just thrown yourself, vulnerable as you are, on to 

the mercy of the universe.  Whether you survive or thrive is only 

partially under your control; an especially scary thing to do with 

a wife and two kids in tow. 

You know, I found out there is no better ministerial 

evaluation than the search process.  It requires every once of you.  

It too is scary and exhilarating filled as it is with affirmation and 

rejection.  Excitement, anticipation, depression, hurt, and 

boredom all mixed together in a bizarre emotional stew.  All of 

you will find this in the coming years.  However this journey 

together has a happy ending.  I was blessed to be called to serve 

the First Unitarian Universalist Church of San Antonio, Texas.  It 

is also an exciting and scary chapter to my ministry. 

Can I say just how proud I am of all of you and the work 

you have done over these past few months?  I have had lots of 

people, some were leaders and Board members, even a few of 

those critics I mentioned earlier who shy away from talking to 
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me, came up and thanked me.  Thanked me for the gift of time.  

Time to discern the way forward for this church.  I may have 

given you the opportunity, but it was all of you who seized it.  

You have made the most of it by going the path of developmental 

ministry.  It is a fantastic program that will allow you to retool 

and relearn what it means to have ministry.  I know that you will 

be blessed in your work over the next three years. 

On numerous occasions over the years I have said from this 

pulpit, and occasionally in private, that the success of a program 

or a ministry is not to be measured in length of time.  The success 

of ministry is really measured in the depth of connection and the 

quality of the transformation in people’s lives it has produced.  

Unfortunately for some, these are factors not easily measured or 

reproduced in metrics or benchmarks.  In that sense, church is not 

the business world.  As the great Etta James once sang, “The blues 

are my business and business is good!”  The covenant, our 

journey of walking together, cannot always been quantified and 

measured. 
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You know memory is a funny thing.  When I think back on 

my previous ministry in Omaha I find that I don’t remember 

things as clearly as I once did.  I remember them better!  I don’t 

remember the fights and the arguments I lost or even the ones 

that I won.  I just remember the people.  I remember my 

relationships with them.  How we laughed together and loved 

together.  How we worked for something that we cared very 

deeply for in the moment.  Sometimes things worked out and 

sometimes things didn’t.  But that was life in religious 

community.  That was what it was like to walk together down 

this crazy path of ministry together.  I am sure something like that 

will happen again.   

Covenant is a relationship.  It is a relationship over the long 

haul.  It is through our relationships that we have a tangible 

experience of our interconnectedness.  By sticking with each other 

through the good times and bad we build trust and thereby are 

able to further our mission.  It has been an honor and a privilege 

to walk this journey will you. 
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The comedian Eric Idle, of Monty Python fame, told this 

joke: “What is the difference between real life and a sketch on 

Saturday Night Live?”  Answer: eventually life has an ending.  If 

you have ever borne witness to a particularly painful lingering 

sketch on SNL, you know what he means.  With the exception of 

a sketch on Saturday Night Live perhaps, everything comes to an 

end.  Even the covenant between a minister and a congregation.  

The fact that it has an ending does not make everything that came 

before irrelevant or without meaning.  Remember, ministry is all 

about the depth of connection and transformation.  For that we 

can be forever grateful. 

May your journey and mine be blessed with insight, change, 

and happiness regardless of the twists and turns it may take.  

And may our memories of each other be a source of joy and 

inspiration the rest of our days.  Amen Blessed Be. 


