Sermon, Sunday May 2, 2010

Relationships

Rev. Lyn Oglesby,Ph.D.
Here on the pulse of this new day 

You may have the grace to look up and out 

And into your sister's eyes and into 

Your brother's face... 

And say simply 

Very simply 

With hope 

Good morning. 


Maya Angelou, Inaugural Poem, 1993

At her work, a woman thought she was performing well, but she was overlooked for promotion.  Had a meeting to discuss her career possibilities, and it turned out that she was really not doing a very good job, but her boss didn’t want to say anything to her, so he simply let her get stuck doing routine work.  When she finally talked to him, she realized what she needed to do.  So she set out to improve her skills, and her presentation.  But it didn’t make any difference. The way her boss had been in the work relationship was too difficult for him to change.  He was embarrassed, and couldn’t adapt and recognize her for her improved work.  His pride got in the way.  

To be in right relationship takes a commitment to right relationships.  And he didn’t have it.  The boss didn’t know how much smoother, productive and peaceful life and work can be when you are in right relationship.  He was stuck in his habits, his attitude, and he felt threatened by the woman’s new abilities. However, since she had upgraded her capabilities she was able to secure another, similar position.

A man and wife....but could also be about a partnership between gays, or lesbians, or two people who have decided to make a home together.  Both were Jewish, but the wife had been raised as a Christian and had learned about Judaism at the synagogue and had converted to Judaism to please her husband and his family.  They thought they had solved the problem and settled down to live happier ever after.  The man had very few dietary restrictions, and they went to temple about once a month and on holy days.  Well, along came Christmas.  Without even thinking that it might cause a problem, the young wife brought home a Christmas tree and set it up.  She was decorating it with some of her grandmother’s special, handmade ornaments, when the husband came home.  He threw a hissy fit about having the tree, because he didn’t observe Christmas, even as a folk holiday.  She was in tears.  She’d been excited about decorating and making their home sparkle with Christmas decorations.  It was a tradition in her family.  So here we had two people who loved each other.  Who were rational in their “tolerance,” who were happy with each other and excited about building a life together in a committed relationship, covenanted by marriage.  

All of a sudden, this big issue had arisen.  How to manage Christmas together.  Obviously, if she had mentioned a tree and decorating to him in advance, they could have done what people in right relationship do...they could have talked about their feelings, their traditions, and come to some kind of compromise without having a horrible scene over it.  The husband, coming home after a long week of work, expecting a quiet Friday night Shabat dinner, might have held his temper. Both were well-intentioned.  Something came up that in retrospect, they could have thought about ahead of time.  But they didn’t.  They were young and they were in love and they were humans.  Humans make mistakes.  Over time, they sorted out how to handle all the various religious holidays, and reestablished right relationships.  But nether forgot.  

They wanted to be in right relationship, but like many of us when we are suddenly confronted with a surprise, something different that they didn’t expect, something that went to the heart of their upbringing and religious traditions, or deep-dentered values, they had a scene.  

Right relationships are built and nurtured intentionally, with great care, with some thought about the future effects of what we do.  And for some people, it can be threatening to be confronted with something very different, an unfamiliar practice or tradition.  It can feel like a person’s value system is being threatened, and that can evoke a lot of emotion.

So what’s the big deal about right relationships?  And nurturing and cultivating right relationships with our neighbors, our fellow workers, and our families?

And what’s so special about being in right relationship?  Well, when two people, or a community of people, are in right relationship, they are free to dream together.  Free to dream together?  Free?  Yes, when we are in right relationship, in covenant with one another, we are not threatened by each another.  We accept one another, just as we are.  We listen to what people say, for the meaning...the spoken meaning, the body language and the underlying meaning, and we clarify to make  sure we are hearing accurately.  We can speak freely about our common visions for our partnership, our friendships, our congregation, our community, our world.  When we are in right relationship, we don’t have to keep our guard up.  Right relationships are trusting relationships.  Even though we may differ, we assume good will, we assume good will rather than suspect people of selfish motivations.  It’s a wonderful feeling.  In meetings, people in right relationships don’t compete, they are joined by a desire to do their best as members of a covenanted group.  Committed to a cause, a congregation, and their community.

In other words, we agree on a way of being together.  A way of communicating our thoughts and feelings openly, without fear of reprisal or rebuke or ridicule. Being in right relationship provides us a level playing field on which we can acknowledge issues and problems.  A framework where we can work toward mutuality and achieving our shared goals as we solve problems together.

Assuming good will is a huge part of this...without suspicion of hidden agenda, or fear of manipulation, or one-upmanship.  I want to repeat that….a big part of building healthy relationships is assuming good will.  Let me say here that a healthy relationship doesn’t always have to be a loving one…a healthy relationship is one in which people assume good will on the part of others…where people are not driven by suspicion.

When we are in right relationship, we agree on a process for analyzing issues, discovering both the surface issue (presenting question) and the underlying issue, so we can move forward hand in hand, collaboratively, constructively, for the good of the entire community, without winners or losers.   Being in right relationship isn’t about “me”, or “you”, it’s about “us”, and “we”.

Marge Piercy writes: in her poem, “The Low Road”:

It goes on one at a time, it starts when you care to act.... 

It starts when you say “We” and know who you mean,  

and each day you mean one more. 

Being in right relationship is about abundance, thinking in terms of full plates, rather than shortages.  It is not competitive, as when there is some finite amount to be divided up, and not enough to go around.  Thinking in terms of abundance opens up new possibilities.  Two and two don’t always make only four; sometimes two and two can make more than four.  Think of families you have heard about who have taken in ten or more foster children and raised them lovingly on a limited income.  It’s an attitude, like the intentionality of right relationships.

Right relationships involve:

· Learning and reflection on what it means to be persons in right relationships.  Awareness and intentional questioning whether we are speaking and behaving in ways that foster right relationships with one another.

· truth-telling

· letting people know your expectations

· telling people what you sincerely appreciate and value about what they say and think and do.  When people help out, let them know you are grateful for their time and energy.

To prepare ourselves to be in right relationship we need to:

· get to know ourselves. cultivate self-awareness, look for signs in ourselves that can alert us that we need to communicate intentionally, and develop rather than destroy a good relationship.  Some things, once said, can be forgiven, but they are never forgotten.  What are our expectations of ourselves – of others?

· become more aware of what sets us off – what are our buttons?

· set aside times and places for discussion, and to spend time listening to people who disagree with us.

· Listen for common ground.  Listen for underlying meaning.  You cannot be phony about this…if you listen sincerely and genuinely the worst thing that can happen is that you might learn something, and develop a more trusting relationship with the person.

My parents lectured me never to talk about religion and politics….they disliked controversy and conflict, and they had never learned that it is possible to disagree and still respect one another.  Of course, nothing is more important than religion and politics.  Belief systems, theologies, and value systems.  They drive us all.    To learn to conduct meaningful dialogue with folks who disagree with us, we have to give up our feelings of wanting to win and prove that we are smarter than people who disagree with us.  I do not claim to be an expert or proficient at this. And the closer the relationship, the harder it is.  It is particularly difficult with family members

· Don’t triangulate.  When a person begins to gossip about someone, or complain about them, simply suggest that she talk to the other person directly.  There is nothing you can do to fix it without hearing from the other person directly.  

· Practice interpersonal ethics, within the congregation and between the congregation and the minister.

· Our Religious Education programs for children and youth are designed to continuously reinforce ethical behavior, reflection, dialogue, and what it means to be in right relationship with others in the world.

· Our Religious Education programs for adults are designed to stimulate learning and questioning and to enrich our souls and minds and ways of being in the word in right relations with one another, and to involve us in ethical questions..

Do we and our children and youth occasionally stray from right relationships?  Of course we do.  We are human.  We are not perfect.  But we can learn from those detours we take from time to time.

Covenants of right relationship in congregation and the role of the minister:  In every congregation there are 

· Issues around projection/transference onto minister.  Often people are passionate in their like or dislike of the minister. 

· Expectations/previous experiences – both ministers and people in congregations draw from their good and bad experiences when they engage in discussions.

· Boundaries that need to be observed.  I may like you a lot, but I can’t be your social friend and be your minister at the same time. 

· Triangulation – again.  

· Minister is set apart.  We never get to take off these robes.  At the gas station, the hardware store, at civic functions…ministers are always “on.”

· Expectations of ministers often project people’s own needs. Sometimes people who think they would be good ministers criticize the minister often and more often.

· Good ministers are always thinking about the future, the long range, and have a vision about the church and what it might possibly become.  Congregations and ministers spend hours in dialogue about possibilities, some of which bear fruit.

1. A ministers’s role – my role, as I understand it -- create a spiritual climate that fosters care, compassion, collaboration, concern for social justice, a love of learning as we walk our individual and community paths.  A place where we look upward, we reach for the stars, a place where we transcend the ordinary.  To lift up possibilities and to act on opportunities.  To create a climate than encourages us to transform ourselves, individually and in community.

2. Search for truth and speak the truth as best I understand it.  I cannot be afraid to speak my truth for fear you will not like to hear it.  I’m a Unitarian Universalist minister, not a panderer.  We are on many spiritual paths.  It is up to each of us to search and discover meaning and the path that suits us best.

3. Seek out and interpret the teachings of the world’s great religions and philosophies in such a way that it helps us all to discover more of our own souls, our own inner being, and provide a framework for us to become richer, larger persons on our own.  When I was a teacher, the best moments were when I heard the term, “aha” from out there, or when a student came to me with a discovery from his studies.  A new understanding.  Another way to view the world.

4. We are here not to rail against any religion or to protect and defend our beliefs against any doctrine or creed.  We are not here as representatives of whatever political party we support.  We are here to learn to live together in right relationship...at home, at work, in church, and in the greater world.  

5. We are here not to arm ourselves against new thinking or to defend the values we have learned in the past, but to continuously ask ourselves whether those values still work for us.  We are here to discover new meaning, new ways of living that include enhanced values that we practice intentionally, not by rote or required liturgies.  This is the great tradition of our faith.  That we honor the past.  That our leaders have questioned dogma, stood up to powerful religious structures and powerful religious authority.  Religious structures and dogma that were more concerned about controlling thought than encouraging thought and discovery and wonder. 

6. We are here not just because we have rejected an unsatisfying system of religion, but because we have realized that we wanted more from our religion than to barricade ourselves against the world.  We do not fear change.  I hope.  We do not fear new and different ideas.  I hope.  We may interpret them differently, but we are bound by a commitment to a better life, not just for us, but for everyone.  A life of free thinking, of introspection, of speaking out against injustice in whatever ways we can.  We are not here be comfortable, although we do come here to be comforted.  I believe that we are here because we want to make a difference…and I believe we can.

Why have a relationship with a church?  Because it adds something to our lives, to our emotional life, to our spiritual life, to our intellectual life.  And that is the climate that we create together.  

To be in right relationship requires honesty and openness.  It calls for patience, intense listening, assumptions of good will, and lots of practice, lots of hard work.  We cannot be in right relationship with one another when we hide our true thoughts and feelings behind a mask of “nice and polite”.  We can have dialogues without anger.  We can listen for genuine understanding.  We can try to wear another person’s shoes.  

Here on the pulse of this new day 

You may have the grace to look up and out 

And into your sister's eyes and into 

Your brother's face... 

And say simply 

Very simply 

With hope 

Good morning. 


Maya Angelou

Amen, go in peace.

