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I am going to start today with a little bit of a confession: I can’t sit still. Ever since I was little, I was that kid in church who twisted and turned. I tugged on my tights, traced the cracks on the back of the pew in front of me, and was definitely the kid told to shush, if I had been lucky enough to get a seat next to one of my friends. And this was all during the fifteen minutes before we children were liberated to Sunday school. Lest you think this behavior was limited to Sunday worship, I have reams of chemistry notes with drawings of fellow classmates on them. All flattering, I assure you. By the time I got to college, my commitment to actually listening was stronger, and my sense of what activities distracted others was keener. So, I often brought a pen to worship so I could doodle on the order of service. Or more frequently, I looked around me. I looked at the other people and I looked at the space I was in. The ceiling, the faces of my fellow congregants, the pews, others’ movements, the floor, anything my eyes could alight on, they would. What had been full body twisting and turning as a child had turned into just head and mind twisting and turning as an adult.


Now Nate is not here this morning, so someone will have to make sure he knows this: I am always still listening. It’s not a symptom of boredom, but rather I have just discovered that like many people I listen better when both sides of my brain are engaged: I study better with music, I listen better while drawing, and I guess I worship better, if I can say that, when I am supplied not only with a feast for my ears, but also my eyes. So you can imagine my delight when I first started coming to First Unitarian in September. This historic building, if you choose to look at it, provides an unbelievable feast for the eyes. At the risk of sounding a bit like an architecture professor, I want to give you all a little history of this space, because perhaps some of you are, as was I, unaware of the manifold changes it has undergone. For what follows I owe much to Richard and his vast knowledge of this worship space.  

The congregation first had a church built in 1813, at 10th and Locust. You can see a picture of this octagonal space in the Parish Room, as well as an image of the one they built when they outgrew the first. This second was on the same site, but was in the then fashionable—it was built in 1828—Doric Temple Style. This meant it was a long rectangular space, fronted by a façade with a line of Doric columns. In 1886 the space we are now sitting in was finished, as the congregation had outgrown even their second building. Designed by Frank Furness, whose father had been a minister of this congregation, this space must have felt quite different from the original octagonal building, and even from the congregation’s second phase in the long Doric temple. This church is in a cruciform shape, but a very shallow one, resembling more what is called in architecture a Greek cross plan. You can see there are four quite shallow wings. The space has seen many changes, as I said, though some things remain the same. Furness designed the reading desk—that’s what this thing I am standing behind is officially called—and the windows that are tucked into the corners on the side wings; the ones with the strange hybrid daffodil-lily flower at the top. The ceiling has raised plaster decorations which are actually daffodils, though I know it’s hard to see. They were also designed by Furness, and were always intended to be gold. The cream colored wainscoting was likely once a darker brown, painted to appear like wood grain. The shade of blue on the walls is debatable, it may have been a more green color, though the red of the ceiling is, we think, correct. This large wood paneling behind me was added in the 1920’s, and the pews originally ran further forward and further back. The metal bars spanning the space above you are utterly defunct. They were installed to measure the movement of the walls but have not been recording any data for years. The rose window behind me, which is spectacular during certain parts of the service, is in fact a Tiffany window, and behind you is an empty space where another rose window, a LaFarge, should have been reinstalled, and would have, if the expense were not quite so high. 

Now, with that incredibly brief accounting of some aspects of this space, I want to ask you all to do something a little different. I know we do the greeting of neighbors, but this morning I want you to greet the space. I am not asking you to literally talk to it, but, as you are able and willing, I am asking you to stand up, and walk around. Or twist and turn your head. We will take just a few minutes, but if you can, get close to the windows, get close to the walls and touch them. Walk down the aisles looking up, instead of down. Whatever part of this space you have never been in, go there; find out how it feels to inhabit that bit of the room. See if the view is different from another bloc of pews. I am going to ask that we do this in relative silence, in an effort to let the space, as our meditation text this morning said, “assert itself like a person” in the silence. We will ring the Tibetan bell to signal the end of our time of wandering.
a few minutes


When I first started coming here, I couldn’t help feeling the space mattered. It seemed in so many ways totally incongruous with the way we worship, with our beliefs, or at least with my own, given all the crosses everywhere. But I kind of also fell in love with the space and my sense of all the many lives that have been lived and celebrated in connection with it. I had this sense that memory lived here. I started reading Gaston Bachelard’s book The Poetics of Space as I was thinking through ideas for this topic, and I found it in an articulation of exactly this sense that space retains a memory. He writes: “The house will permit me to recall flashes… that illuminate the synthesis of immemorial and recollected…memory and imagination remain associated, each one working for their mutual deepening. Thus the house is not experienced from day to day only… in the telling of our own story. Through dreams, the various dwelling-places in our lives co-penetrate and retain the treasure of former days.” But, this eloquent account of how spaces allow us to recall not only ourselves but memories far beyond our personal reach, assumes that all those memories are good. In talking through the question of this historic space with a friend, I admitted to my own difficulty with the text below the rose window behind me. It comes from the beatitudes, from the Sermon on the Mount, which we heard David read earlier. My friend expressed his own feelings that the whole church, not simply the rose window, gave him pause, made him slightly uncomfortable. This building is, for lack of a better word, so very church-y. For some of us, that may recall nothing more than distracted hours tugging at tights. For some it may recall happy family trips to church, or just fond memories of childhood. For others, it represents a place that didn’t embrace who we were. It represents a place that embodies ideas to which we don’t subscribe. Or it can embody, for some of us, memories of true violence. What I realized, in this conversation with my friend, is that all my twisting and turning is because I intuitively know that the physical place in which I choose to worship matters, not only to how I experience that worship, but to how I construct my religious identity and how everyone else sitting beside me constructs theirs, and it matters for how we do that as a community. 

Also while thinking through this, I looked at a book called “The Art of Public Prayer: Not for Clergy Only” by Lawrence A. Hoffman. On this topic of what we carry with us into a space, he uses this term cultural analogue. Basically, he says that we learn how to behave in a certain place and then use that as a model for understanding any place with similar physical characteristics. He writes: “People respond to similar furniture arrangements in similar ways partially because of that furniture’s common physiological fallout. Chairs arranged side by side anywhere necessitate that the inhabitants twist their heads on a ninety-degree angle if they want to converse with the people beside them. But there is a great deal more to the phenomenon than physiology. People learn to associate spatial arrangements with particular emotions and activities. Straight rows once encountered serve, by analogy, to tell us what to do when we find straight rows.” So, we all bring our cultural analogues to our gatherings, and to ignore them is to shy away from a challenge that I think actually reflects one of the biggest challenges facing Unitarian Universalists’ today: how do we reconcile our past and our present? How do we bring together the individual and the community? 

Space is a tricky thing. As I see it, there are four elements that go into the construction of space: the immovable structures, the symbols we bring in to manipulate those structures, the language and sound we use, and the feelings we feel in the space, the products of our cultural analogues. Perhaps the element we are confronted with most frequently is the sounds and words we use. We have retained, for so many of the songs in our hymnbook, the historic Christian melodies. And yet we have changed so many words. Our commitment to inclusive language outweighed, and I think reasonably, our commitment to the poetry of original lyrics. We have, in a sense, found a common ground, altering some aspects of the way we sing and speak, but maintaining others. For example, take hymn number 20, Be Thou My Vision. The original lyrics have words like Lord and High King, and lines like “Thou my great father, I thy true son.” We have taken that song, retained the music, but changed the words to better reflect our collective and individual identities. We say God for Lord, Sovereign for High King, and have altogether removed the verse with the line about father and son. To choose an example even more immediate, when we open our services in this particular congregation, we usually say welcome home. Not welcome to church, not welcome to worship, welcome home. The very use of that word creates an atmosphere; it alters this space through a naming and a claiming. 

Now consider movable symbols. The banner over on the right, for example, is something purposefully brought into this sanctuary to create a sense of welcome and to convey our historical and present-day concern for social justice. The new member board at the back is another good example. It shows our desire to truly welcome new people into this community. But we do seem less willing to make changes of this nature with regard to our physical space, than we are in relation to our music, perhaps because the words we speak are more blatant and so seem to be more significant. But what other ways of changing this space are available to us? What would it look like, for example, to drape this wood paneling behind me in cloth stitched with a multiplicity of religious symbols, or with images of nature? What if we cordoned off the side wings of the church to use as storage, creating something of a more rectangular space? What if we had a pride flag in here somewhere? And why don’t we have more modern symbols of our faith anywhere on our walls? Nate suggested that perhaps a large daffodil/lily hybrid, the type of flower that is on the windows, might be a good image for this giant empty wall to my left. A non-denominational symbol of our congregation. Or, and this I want you all to really try and envision, what if we took out the pews and replaced them with semi-fixed chairs? Chairs that could be altered for events hosted by renters, or that could be moved for our own sake if we wanted to experiment with new shapes for worship, ones that don’t require us to contort quite so much to see each other. Can you imagine how different this space would look without pews?


The importation of symbols and movable elements can help to change the immovable spaces we deal with, but there is only so much we can do. For example, take the rose window behind me. I have already expressed that this image has really been a sticking point for me in my brief time here. I both adore and am very troubled by it. I think it’s beautiful, please make no mistake about that. And I often find that it is to this window that my eyes stray. But, the words below, words we heard David read, are difficult for me. It isn’t often we read the Bible from our reading desks in UU congregations these days. But it is one of our sources, and a strong part of our past. The text is very inconsistent with Universalist beliefs: that part of our heritage tells us that everyone will see God, not just the “pure.” Meanwhile our contemporary selves tend to shy away from even using the word God, simply because it carries baggage. The more I thought about this window, the more I considered options: could it be covered up entirely, or could we try and remove the sections with text? But I realized that would just be an easy way to make myself comfortable. Worship is not meant to always be perfectly comfortable, it just isn’t. Faith and commitment aren’t easy and sometimes, especially in our individualistic and pluralistic denomination, there are going to be images, places and other beliefs that we are tempted to ignore. But overcoming that gut instinct to look the other way is at the heart of Unitarian Universalism .If I learned anything in my years at UU Sunday school, it was to ask and to think. It was to not look away, whether we are talking about questions of social justice, personal theology, or even, I think, space. I was taught to confront and to inquire. So in the end, I think this window is perfect as it is, because it makes me consider where my faith comes from and what it means to me now. Now I can read that text, and it translates in my mind to: blessed are all people, for we all share in the sacred. 



When I first pitched the ideas for this sermon to my father, he asked me “what is the point? I would” he said “go to a lecture in the architecture department or maybe the philosophy department about this, but who cares for a sermon?” I’ll admit, I intuitively knew it mattered, but I couldn’t articulate it to him. So, we hung up the phone, and I think he, like me, thought about it, though perhaps I thought about with more apprehension. The next day he called back and he said, “I get it.” He proceeded to tell me a story about his office’s cafeteria which had a center section, in the shape of an oval, that was raised up a few steps. From day one, the head honchos sat in that raised section. Not once did they deign to sit with everyone else in the lower level, and not once did anyone in the lower level dare to move up. Lawrence Hoffman, in his book, argues that space shapes worship and how we understand ourselves as a community. Bachelard, our beloved French philosopher, argues that dreaming is impossible without a grounded home space. Space and how we manipulate it matters so very deeply for questions of power, of equality, of community. My father’s story shows us this, and we really needn’t stretch our minds to see parallels in our own country’s history and present: ghettoes, separate but equal laws that reserved certain spaces for certain people, homelessness, and to bring it right into this sanctuary, think about the ways Nate has moved the furniture around to make himself and the worship associates more on level with everyone else. And think about the ways we intentionally changed things up today—all of us staying up here, reading the beatitudes, standing behind the reading desk and so on. Earlier this year Nate gave a sermon about self-care and in the blurb he quoted that line from airplane safety about putting on your own mask first. I think the same applies here. Space matters, but until we grasp its subtle effects on us and our community here in this sanctuary, its going to be hard to identify how it effects the outer world. It’s a kind of spiritual discipline to always be attuned to the way your words, your body, your attitude and then outside factors like art and architecture shape the world around you, and where better to start training ourselves than right here in our spiritual home. 

I said earlier that I think this question parallels a challenge we face as a denomination. We have such varied pasts that we bring, such varied present beliefs and such varied experiences of this space. It can be a challenge to bring all those together; it can be uncomfortable. But it is a challenge worth meeting and that discomfort is worth embracing. As a small step, David suggested that perhaps next week we all sit in different pews—since I know you all, like I, tend to sit in the same area each Sunday. Maybe spend some time today after the service looking at some of the other windows: there is in fact one depicting Jesus at the back toward the entrance. I would also challenge all of you to consider this space anew, not just from your own perspective, but imagine it from your neighbor’s. Think about the cultural analogue they might be bringing; consider how you read the text on the rose window. Try and see both the good and the bad, and consider whether we can make this space what we need it to be: our collective spiritual home. 
