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It is our ancestor’s breath when the fire’s voice is heard.

It is our ancestor’s breath in the voice of the water.

Those who have died have never, never left.

The dead are not under the earth.

They are in the rustling trees, 

They are in the groaning woods,

They are in the crying grass,

They are in the moaning rocks.

The dead have a pact with the living.

They are in the woman’s breast.

They are in the wailing child.

They are with us in our homes.

They are with us in this crowd.

The dead are not under the earth.

The dead have a pact with the living.

So listen more often to things than to beings.

It’s the ancestor’s breath.

Pathways is so new it may seem odd to speak of ancestors, but we all come from families and we are all the product of many generations.  All of our genes are ancient.  The spirit that calls us together in community is ancient too.  There is something in our heart that knows, that remembers, how to hear the ancestors’ breath when the fire is heard and in the voice of the water. There is something in us that knows the dead have never, ever left – that they remain in our hearts - that memory is strong and that the dead have a pact with the living, and that we have and hold a sacred trust for those who come after us.  Pathways is so young it can be easy to forget sometimes as a community that we are deeply connected to an ancient past, to ancestors who breathed fire, who died in fire for their beliefs, for their refusal to accept the status quo of the religious conformity of their times.  

Pathways is so young it can be hard to imagine that years, decades, centuries, from now we will all be religious elders of people we can’t imagine because the dead have a pact with the living and the living hold in trust for those yet to come treasures fire can’t burn and water can’t wash away.  Everything, every thing seems so important in the rush of our days, but we are only a link in a chain that began long before us and will continue long after us.   Today I am grateful to be part of this ancient and magnificent story.  I am grateful for the inheritance of my ancestors who bestowed upon me the treasure of religious freedom, the gift of human reason, and the challenge of tolerance – and I am honored to make a pact with those that follow me in this faith tradition that I will honor the ancestors by passing it on as best as I am able with a generous heart and spirit, through whatever difficulties may arise.  “Here I stand, I can do no other.”

I stand on my ancestors’ shoulders, as I am sure you do as well. Let me tell you about some of them.

As some of you know, my family and I come from Leominster, Massachusetts.  The Unitarian church there split from the Trinitarian congregational church in 1825, yet Unitarian history in my hometown goes all the way back to the town’s first minister, the Rev. John Rogers.  In those days, three things were still required to receive a town charter in Massachusetts: a gathered church, a meetinghouse, and a called minister.  The Rev. John Rogers was called as the minister of the First Church in Leominster and ordained there on September 14, 1743. Sixteen men signed the original church covenant. Written out in longhand on parchment, the original is still in possession of the church in the records in the basement.  Fifteen years later there was major controversy.

Rev. John Rogers was dismissed as pastor of the First Church in Leominster by vote of both the church and the town on January 28, 1758.  The dispute that led to his dismissal began as early as 1757 and lasted in legal battles that played out in the Massachusetts courts until 1762, when with the support of the legislature and the town of Leominster, Rogers and his supporters withdrew from the First Church and incorporated a second precinct and a second church, with Rogers as its minister.  The charges against him were the heresies of denying the doctrine of original sin, denying the divinity of Christ, and denying the virgin birth. All of which about 50 year later, would make him a standard fare Unitarian - but not in 1758.  The building in which he preached was long gone by the time that congregation ordained me a few hundred years later, but the fire of his voice is heard in sermons in what is the fourth Church building there now. His is the ancestor’s breath in this Unitarian tradition.

By the time William Ellery Channing preached his sermon “Unitarian Christianity” in Baltimore in 1819, laying out what Conrad Wright would call a “party platform” of Unitarianism, John Rogers’ theology would be common place among the liberal congregational ministers of New England.  Channing would make the case for a modern approach to the study of scripture, using literary, historical, and sociological criticism on the texts. Channing would insist that reason be a criteria for Biblical interpretation and that doctrines such as the Trinity and the dual god and man nature of Christ were non-scriptural.  Channing would widely be recognized as Unitarianism’s best preacher and theological giant for more than a generation.  His would be the voice of the water that gave life to Emerson to Parker and all who came after him.  His portrait still hangs in Harvard Divinity School’s Andover-Harvard Theological Library as if presiding over his theological descendants.

Dr. Vincent J. Mara was President of Fitchburg State College, in Fitchburg, MA while I was an undergraduate there in the late 1980s. He was fierce defender of public education.   He was a strong, barrel-chested old Irishman. In another age he would have been a cop or a Catholic priest. He was the first administrator and the first politician I had any real dealings with as an adult and few, if any, in either of those capacities have measured up to him since. I caught Vinny Mara at the end of his career, never encountered him in the classroom, but still learned a number of valuable lessons from him that apply to ministry and to life.  Here are the Five Lessons I learned from Vinny Mara:

1. Everyone is their own person

2. Be accessible

3. Always go to the top

4. Take Care of Your Kids 
5. We don’t have to always agree with each other to respect each other.  Or as Francis David said, we don’t have to think alike to love alike.
All of these lessons can be wrapped up in one encounter I had with Vinny Mara my senior year.  I went to Fitchburg State because my dad was a professor there and we got free tuition as a contract benefit, yet Vinny Mara never treated me, for better or worse, as Professor Lorenzen’s kid. And there could have been worse because I know my dad and Vinny didn’t always see eye to eye, but they respected each other. 

President Mara taught me to always go to the top. "Learn when to follow protocol and learn when to skip it," I believe were his exact words. My senior year, Amnesty International USA had asked me to go to Daytona Beach for Spring Break to help with the "Human Rights Spring Break," a human rights awareness campaign on the beaches of Daytona. It was a great deal extended to AI's student leaders from around the country. We got free room and board, and free AI stuff, got to hit the nightclubs to table and promote AI.  All we had to do was cover our own travel to and from Daytona.

Alas, after being selected to the program, I had no cash to get to

Florida. Our Amnesty group at Fitchburg State had no money, and neither did the local AI group in Worcester, MA. I applied to the Student Government Association for funds, but they turned me down. Not knowing what else to do, I set off the next available Monday afternoon for President Mara's open office hours. I explained the situation to him. "I don't know how else to raise the money," I told him. At least not in time to guarantee to Amnesty that I'll be there. I don't know what to do."

"Write me a letter explaining the situation and asking for the money for a plane ticket to Daytona," replied President Mara.

"Great. Thanks," I stammered and began to pick up my backpack and rush off to type him a letter.

"Sit down," Mara said, sliding over his notepad and fancy gold pen.

"Write me a letter."

He paused, looked at me to make sure I got it -I did-, and said,

"Don't forget to sign it and date it." That was my lasting life lesson in going to the top. 
Giving me this money was no small favor as Massachusetts had a statewide budget crisis in 1990 and Vincent J. Mara was instrumental in organizing  the Presidents of the state colleges to charter busses to take thousands of students to Beacon Hill to protest the cuts being made to higher education. It was a political protest, sure, but if you knew Vinny Mara, it was centered in taking care of his students – students who could barely afford a state college education as it was.  I learned a rudimentary lessons in taking care of your kids. 

When I graduated from FSC, he wrote one of my recommendation letters for graduate school at Harvard. I'd see him occasionally around town. He was always interested in how I was doing. I was a Fitchburg State College graduate. I was an ambassador of his life's work to the world, and more than anything, he cared about his family and his school and his kids. I was one of his descendants, one of his kids. He was my ancestor.
Vinny Mara had a quadruple heart bypass surgery years ago, but lived through it. Eventually, it was brain cancer that got him. Poetically ironic that such a man's last ailments were things that attacked his heart and his mind. I'll remember him for both, but not for the diseases that ravaged them, but for the light that shone from them.  I hope I can continue to practice the lessons I’ve learned from him.
These are some of my Ancestors, the people whose ethical and religious and spiritual vision of how to be in the world brought me to the place in my journey that puts me here before you today.  The same spirit that lived in the heart of John Rogers and moved in William Ellery Channing, inspired the people who began Pathways Church, and as we welcome our Newest Members today, let us remember that we are ambassadors of the life and work of those who have gone before us, of Channing and Emerson, and Olympia Brown, and Susan B. Anthony, and Forrest Church, and the original members and staff of Pathways…our task is to continue the legacy for those who will join us and those that come after us…

For the dead are not under the earth.

The dead have a pact with the living.

So listen more often to things than to beings.

It’s the ancestor’s breath.

When the fire’s voice is heard…in the voice of the water…
� “Breaths” words adapted by Birago Diop, music by Ysaye M. Barnwell, recorded by Sweet Honey in the Rock on the album Breaths, 1988
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