Memorial Church 75th Anniversary

11-11-07

You have already had a sermon today, so relax: you will not have a second one from me.  Besides, this is my church home.  I know you.  And I know some of you get restless and cranky if it seems you might have to be here for more than 60 minutes.
I come to greet you today as an envoy of the Commonwealth, to recognize that this church has been a center of education and worship for this university community for a very long time.  And because this University contributes so much to our Commonwealth-wide community, I come to show my official appreciation, and to acknowledge this milestone.  

But I am also here to celebrate with you as a member of this faith community, as someone who has sat in these pews as a young man, fresh out of high school, as a law student in my post-graduate years, and as a husband and father with my family.  I love this church and this church community.  And though I don’t come often enough (I want to say that before Peter does), I do feel cloaked in your veil of prayer.  And I am grateful for that.
I want to mark the occasion with the words of one philosopher and the example of another.
Reinhold Niebuhr delivered a sermon from this pulpit a little over 46 years ago.  In his sermon, he said, “It is easier to build a house than to tend a garden and weed it every week
.”  
As we celebrate the building of this glorious house 75 years ago, I think it important to acknowledge and thank those who tend to its ever-present needs year after year -- most notably Reverend Gomes.  Your stewardship of this faith community and this university over the last three decades is extraordinary.  What this church is owes so much to what you have given to it, and we all thank you for that.  

The other philosopher I want to invoke to mark the occasion is my grandmother.  I grew up with my grandparents, my mother, my sister and various itinerant others on the South Side of Chicago, in a 2-bedroom tenement.  My grandmother was an unpleasant woman really, especially as she got older.  But she was wise.  She knew things about the world, how it was and how it should be.

She used to grow roses there on the South Side, not generally considered a garden spot.  But never mind.  Early in the morning when the weather was warm my grandmother would go out into the little backyard, brush away broken glass and trash that had blown in, and work that soil.  I want you to know that the soil had things in it that God would never put in dirt.
But she brought her roses forth.  From one cutting I remember she grew a climber that reached nearly two stories up the side of our tenement.  It was a magnificent thing.  And it was improbable.  But she tended her garden.

Reverend Gomes spoke to us earlier about the value, indeed the necessity of community in our lives today.  The Beloved Community that we are all tasked with forming.  It does not happen by chance.
When I was growing up, almost everything and everyone on the South Side of Chicago was broken.  Schools, playgrounds, families, people – in so many ways broken.  But we had a community.  Because those were days in the 50s and 60s when every child was under the jurisdiction of every single adult on the block, every single one.  So if you messed up down the street in front of Ms. Jones, she’d straighten you out like you were hers -- and then call home.  You’d get it two times.

The point was that the adults treated us as if they had a stake in us.  And they taught us to understand that being in community meant understanding the stake you have not just in your own dreams and your own struggles, but in your neighbors’ as well.  They understood how to tend their garden.
A. Lawrence Lowell, Harvard’s President at the time this building was built, composed an inscription for the fallen soldiers it was built to honor.  It is in the Memorial Room of this church and reads, “While a bright future beckoned, they freely gave their lives and fondest hopes for us and our allies, that we might learn from them courage in peace to spend our lives making a better world for others.”  Today, that is, in the words of the scripture, “the race which lies ahead of us.
”  We have a garden to tend.

That reminder – about our role and responsibility in community in the broadest sense – could not come a moment too soon.

I went out to visit the Holland School in Dorchester last spring.  I went to visit because a few weeks before a young woman who was visiting her family from out of town was shot and killed.  And a couple weeks after that, an 11 year-old boy found a .44 caliber pistol in the neighborhood and brought it into the classroom.  The neighborhood was in an uproar and understandably so.  And so we called a meeting of adults, and Mayor Menino and I and our public safety officials went out to hear from the neighbors some ways in which we could help and to share some ideas of our own.

We called the meeting for the end of the school day, so the kids were leaving the building, heading to their buses or on the walk home, as the adults were coming to the school.  And I had a minute or two alone in the principal’s office to look at my notes and collect my thoughts before the meeting began.  You know sometimes you get that feeling that you’re being watched?  And I looked out the window and there were about a dozen or more little black boys and girls about this size, backpacks on, beaming, waving, excited.  
Now, at 10 or 11 years old, I am not sure I could have told you who the governor of Illinois was, let alone recognize him.  (And by the way I am presuming that’s why they were waving at me.)  My point is that when I look at the excitement in their eyes, what I see is excitement not for the history that we made, but for the history they might make.  Not our chance, but theirs.  And I see that look in the eyes of children all over this Commonwealth.  

There is a whole generation watching and waiting to see whether we adults understand that membership in community is about seeing our stake in them, in their dreams and struggles as well as our own.  Watching and waiting to see whether we are going to act on that understanding and tend our garden.
A soil like our common American soil, sown with the seeds of division and mistrust, cultivated too often by cynics, choking in places with the weeds of violence and despair, may not seem like the most fertile ground.  But it is ours.  We must tend our garden.
So, as we celebrate the anniversary of this church, let us see it as a both a foundation for and a reminder of a vibrant and active faith, a faith that carries responsibility and makes demands on us.  Let the Memorial church be as much in these pews as in these bricks, as much in what we do as in what we build.  And let us tend our garden.
Congratulations and happy anniversary.
� Niebuhr, Reinhold, Justice and Mercy. Ed. Ursula M. Niebuhr.  “Be Not Anxious” pp 76-84.  Quote from pg 83.


� Hebrews 12:1, the text of the sermon for the day, “With this great cloud of witness round us, therefore, we too must throw off every encumbrance and the sin that all too readily restricts us, and run with resolution the race which lies ahead of us.”
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