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ARE WE THERE YET? 
A Sermon Delivered at the 

First Unitarian Universalist Church of San Francisco 

Sunday, June 14, 2015 

The Rev. John A. Buehrens, Senior Minister 

 

Reading       from “Song of the Open Road”    Walt Whitman 

 

Listen to me! I will be honest with you. 

I do not offer the old smooth prizes,  

But offer rough new prizes,  

These are the days that must happen to us:  

We shall not heap up what is called riches,  

We shall scatter with lavish hand all that you earn or achieve.  

However sweet the laid-up stores,  

However convenient the dwellings,  

We shall not remain there.  

However sheltered the port,  

And however calm the waters,  

We shall not anchor there.  

However welcome the hospitality that welcomes us  

We are permitted to receive it but a little while  

Afoot and lighthearted, we take to the open road,  

Healthy, free, the world before us,  

The long brown path before us,  

leading wherever we choose.  

Say only to one another:  

Lover, I give you my hand!  

I give you my love, more precious than money,  

I give you myself before preaching or law:  

Will you give me yourself?  

Will you come travel with me?  

Shall we stick by each other as long as we live? 
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It was 32 years ago this week. 1983. My daughters were then just eight and six. And their 

father had had what he thought was a brilliant idea:  father-daughter bonding time!  Leaving their 

Episcopalian mother at home, the three of us would go off on a long road trip! From Dallas, 

Texas, where I was then serving in ministry, to the Unitarian Universalist General Assembly, 

being held that year in Vancouver, British Columbia. Oh, and if that idea wasn’t bad enough, I 

decided that we should begin our journey by way of Santa Fe, New Mexico. There we would 

pick up my dear friend and mentor in ministry, the Rev. Dr. Jacob Trapp. Then age 84.  

 Jake sat in the front with me. Reciting poetry, discussing Martin Buber and metaphysics. 

The girls were in the back. Listening to Cindy Lauper on the one tape they’d brought along, 

singing “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” Or fighting. Need I mention that we seemed to stop at 

every interstate restroom in the states of Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, Idaho, and Washington? 

When we reached Seattle, where we descended on my brother and his family, the girls both said, 

“Aren’t we there yet?” And when we finally arrived at Vancouver, Jake gently said that perhaps 

it would be better if he took a plane back to Santa Fe, rather than drive back with the three of us. 

I had to accept his greater wisdom.  

 Mind you, the trip did have its memorably sweet moments. My little girls decided that 

since we were in Vancouver on Dad’s birthday, they’d arrange for one of my closest friends to 

make a reservation for dinner for the four of us at a wonderful restaurant overlooking the harbor. 

Driving home, we visited some of the most beautiful National Parks: Yellowstone, Bryce, Zion, 

the Grand Canyon, and the Painted Desert, where we barely escaped running out of gas and 

spending the night in the car. Until by Amarillo, the girls were again asking, “Are we there yet?”  

 I tell you this story not only so that you can realize that your new Senior Minister does 

NOT always have the good judgment you may think he has, but also because when I came here, 

last August, I agreed to help this congregation with five so-called “developmental goals.” And 

after this service is the Annual Meeting of the congregation. So it’s a good time for us to ask this 

question: Are we there yet?  

 Or, put another way. How will we know when we have fully developed? Or arrived?  

 I can hear dear Jake Trapp now, quoting Robert Browning [“Andrea del Sarto,” line 98]: 

“Ah, but a man’s reach must exceed his grasp! Or what’s a heaven for?”  



 

3 

 

  So let me be clear: I do not think that this congregation, or any other religious institution 

will have fulfilled its mission until the very need for religion is gone. I remember complaining to 

Rabbi Martin Katzenstein, Dean of Students at Harvard Divinity, when I was a student there, 

about how churches sometimes seemed to be self-destructive. And he replied, “But I thought that 

the purpose of the Church was to put itself out of business. After all, doesn’t the Bible end with a 

New Jerusalem in which there is no Temple? No need for one? Or as John Lennon once wrote: 

“Imagine there’s no heaven.” Because we’re already there.  

But are we? there yet? Well . . .  

I remember travelling once in India. I was in an airport waiting for a regional plane to 

take me up to a remote area where there are, believe it or not, some 10,000 Unitarians in over 30 

congregations. Waiting. And waiting. While the fellow at the counter kept reassuring us, “Is just 

now coming! just now coming!” Which, at the end of the day, I decided was local dialect for 

“Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.”  

The motto I subsequently envisioned emblazoned over the doorway of every airport. 

That’s helped me. But I do NOT consider that a fit motto here, mind you, or I’d not have co-

authored a book called A House for Hope: The Promise of Progressive Religion in the 21st 

Century. In one of the early chapters, my co-author, Rebecca Parker, past president of Starr King 

School for the Ministry, talks about being raised as a progressive Methodist, in the so-called 

“Social Gospel” tradition. It’s a strong and ongoing tradition in American religion. Dr. King can 

be called one of its primary voices and exponents. “I have a dream,” he said.  

Rebecca wrote, and I quote, “Immersed in this tradition of Christianity, I learned first-

hand its strengths and limitations. Social Gospel Christianity locates paradise in the ideal of what 

could be, of what God dreams, as voiced by the prophets: liberation of the oppressed, food of the 

hungry, peace for all people, and reverence for the earth. These are exalted and exalting hopes. 

And I believe in them all. At the same time, I know that when their chief habitation is in the 

divine [or human] imagination, as hope for a future toward which we are impelled to strive, all of 

life is lived in the tension between what is and what could be. The hoped-for future perpetually 

condemns the present. Now is never enough.” Unquote.  

But friends! Now is all we have. And it IS enough.  

“Look to this day!” insists a reading in our hymnal attributed to the 5th century Hindu 

poet Kalidasa. “For it is life, the very life of life. In its brief course lie all the verities and realities 

of your existence: the bliss of growth; the glory of action; the splendor of beauty. For yesterday 
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is but a dream, and tomorrow is only a vision; but today, well lived, makes every yesterday a 

dream of happiness, and every tomorrow a vision of hope. Look well, therefore, to this day.”  

This week I heard those very words, recited from memory, from Dr. Ed Gleazer, age 98, 

former head of the American Association of Community Colleges, as we talked about the 

memorial service I’ll conduct here later this summer for his wife of over 75 years, Charlene.  

[Bless you, Ed! For that reminder.] 

Theology calls this attitude “radically realized eschatology.” What it means, in practice, 

is that what we seek is not just over the horizon, beyond the blue, out of our reach. It’s also right 

here and now. If we have eyes to see, ears to hear, and hearts to understand. As Rabbi Jesus said, 

“The kingdom of God is within you.” Or, more accurately, among you, whenever and wherever 

we love the ground of our very being with all of our hearts, minds, and strength, and then turn to 

love our neighbors as ourselves.  

Not that we do this consistently. Quite the contrary. But if we’re to be what we want to 

see, as Gandhi put it, then we had better keep ourselves alert to those moments when I and Thou 

actually do interact in ways that give glimpses of the Eternal in the present, of a Creative Process 

that preceded time itself and will somehow go beyond what we humans arrogantly call ‘history.’  

But at this moment, in this city, in this spiritual community, what should we be looking 

for? Well, as a congregation, last year you charged your leaders with finding a minister to help 

you with five so-called “developmental goals.” So let’s review them, in reverse order.  

Number 5: Lay leadership development. Are we there yet? Not entirely. In fact, this may 

be the area where I am most impatient myself. But we have a new team of worship associates, 

plus lay participation in pastoral care through a helping hands ministry and lay listening 

ministers. Next Sunday afternoon I could still use some more volunteers to help me cook and 

serve an evening meal on my birthday for 75 of our homeless neighbors. There are committees 

that could use more involvement. But I’m grateful for the energies that keep this place humming 

– especially when I feel that my title shouldn’t be Sr. Minister, but Stationmaster at Grand 

Central!  

If you can give a few hours, let us know. Whatever your talents, or limitations, we’ll make you 

useful!  

 Number 4: Outreach. Wow! This year I found by poking around that UUSF has no less 

than 37 different social ministry projects and partners, groups and grantees. Not just the Faithful 

Fools ministry to the homeless, or the Up on Top afterschool program for at risk children, or the 

Guardian Group helping LGBT refugees fleeing oppressive countries and resettling here, but 
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probably more outreach than we have reach. Last year we gave away, from our pockets, 

offerings, endowments, and budget, over $241,000. This from a congregation of only 260 or so 

contributing households!  

 Number 3: Programming. Small group ministries; the UU Forum, a Minister’s Seminar 

on history, theology, ethics, and comparative religion; workshops on Buddhist wisdom, marital 

renewal, and the devotional practice of “Living by Heart.” Films and speakers on social issues 

and climate change, a Pagan Interest Circle, gatherings for Humanists and Non-Theists. Over 

100 young adults in our 20s and 30s group. Are we there yet? Well, probably not fully. We could 

still use your ideas for programs, speakers, and events.  IF we can fit them in here at Grand 

Central. But we’re open; it’s here. It’s already happening now!  

 Number 2: Financial stability. When I arrived, this institution was planning to spend this 

year $130,000 more than its projected income. With a diminishing operating reserve. Now, 

thanks to increased giving and attendance, plus 50 new members, bequests, and better morale, 

there’s every reason to believe that by the end of the coming year, we will have no operating 

deficit; a half year’s expenditures in operating reserves; and $5 million in our endowments. Will 

we then have arrived? Well, not entirely! A church with the mission this one has could use more 

endowed funds for its stellar programs in music, ministerial training, and social outreach. Not to 

mention a refurbishing and major updating of things like this sound system, AV, wifi, our 50 

year old kitchen and overworked restrooms. Stay tuned! 

 Finally, Number 1: Building trust, community, and a strong sense of common purpose. 

That’s pretty basic. But I have reason to say, “It’s already here!” We just need to uncover it. 

Name it. So this summer we are doing an internal community organizing effort. Part of it is 

aimed at grounding our social justice efforts in today’s concerns for the whole congregation – 

and not just the well-worn patterns of aging activists. But it is also aimed at preparing us to 

partner more effectively with activists for environmental and economic justice and human rights 

– right now and here, in this city and region.  

 Are we there yet?  Well . . .  

A friend of the writer Flannery O’Connor once wrote her that he had given up on all 

forms of church, because it clearly had not brought about the Kingdom of Heaven here on earth. 

And she wrote back that he clearly had an inadequate understanding of human fallibility and sin. 

Why, to have the church be what he wanted it to be, she wrote, would require the constant 

meddling of God in human affairs, whereas it’s our dignity that we humans are allowed to 

muddle along with what gifts and graces we can muster in ourselves or encourage in one another. 
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To reject this, she said, is to reject the freedom we are given. “To expect too much,” O’Connor 

ended, “is to have a sentimental view of life. And this is a softness, which ends in bitterness.”  

Agape, that is, the kind of self-forgetting love that can only be expressed in the present moment, 

the kind that is aimed at treating others as we ourselves would like to be treated, the kind that is 

therefore the very basis of the justice we seek, that kind of love, she said, “is hard, and endures.”  

Are we there yet? Not entirely. But I can see signs of the goal toward which our 

pilgrimage is aimed already within, among, and all around us. I hope you can, too. Like the 

flower you will take home this morning, may it be manna for our shared journey.  

Amen, and amen.  

 

 



THE STORY OF FLOWER COMMUNION           Alex Darr, Worship Associate 

 

It was a spring Sunday in Prague, in the 1920s. Czechoslovakia was a newly independent 

country, proud of its religious diversity and tolerance. Prague had the oldest synagogue in 

Europe. It also had perhaps the oldest Protestant church – the Bethlehem Chapel, where the 

reformer Jan Hus had preached a gospel of inclusion over a century before Martin Luther. 

Perhaps most people were Roman Catholic, but there were also skeptics and non-believers, 

seekers and humanists.  

The President of Czechoslovakia, Tomas Masaryk, was a humanistic philosopher of 

religion. His wife, Charlotte Garrigue Masaryk, had been born in America and raised a Unitarian. 

So when a very liberal Baptist minister named Norbert Capek consulted Masaryk about his own 

religious philosophy, Masaryk had told him, “You’re like my wife; you’re simply a Unitarian.”  

So with help from American and British Unitarians, Capek had started a Unitarian church 

in the heart of Prague, not far from the Charles Bridge, which led from the Old Town to the foot 

of the famous Castle overlooking the Moldau River. With the help of Charlotte Masaryk, and 

with Capek’s effective preaching, the Unitarian Church in Prague soon grew into the largest 

Unitarian congregation anywhere, with over 4000 members, from all kinds of backgrounds: 

Protestant, Jewish, Catholic, humanist.  

But on the way to church that spring Sunday, Maja Capek, the minister’s wife, was 

telling her husband that his good preaching just wasn’t enough. The church needed more ritual. 

Like the Passover Seder, something with meaning. Like Christian communion, but open to all.  

Her husband just listened. But then Maja stopped talking and pointed at the garden they were just 

walking past.  

“Look at that, Norbert!” she said. “What a variety of beautiful flowers!” 

 “That’s it!” said the minister. “Next week I’ll ask everyone to bring a flower to church. 

Those who don’t get the message will be given some to pick from at the door. No two flowers 

are exactly alike, just as no two people are alike, though they may come from the same variety. 

Yet each has a contribution to make! Each helps to make this human world of ours as diverse and 

beautiful as a colorful bouquet! By exchanging flowers, we can signify our communion with one 

another, disregarding all that is used to separate and divide people by creed and class and color 

and ethnicity.” 



And so the Flower Communion was born. At first it was unique to the Prague Unitarians.  

But then, in 1939, Maja went on a speaking tour to America. The Nazis rulers of Germany had 

taken first part of Czechoslovakia, then all of it. Her husband remained behind, to support the 

Czech resistance. It was in June, 1940, 75 years ago, at the Unitarian church in Harvard Square, 

that Maja first led a flower communion for a congregation in the US. In the next year Norbert 

was in a Nazi prison. Although no one knew until the war ended, he died at Dachau in late 1942.  

By the time Maja died in 1966, flower communion had spread to Unitarian churches all 

across the world. Often the flowers are blessed with words very similar to those Capek used.  

That prayer is to be found at #723 in our hymnals. Please turn to it with me now. #723. 

And I invite you to join me in saying together:  

 

In the name of Providence, which implants in the seed the future of the flower 

 and in our hearts the longing for people to live in harmony; 

 

 In the name of the highest, in whom we move and who makes the mother and 

 father, the brother and sister, lover and loner what they are: 

 

 In the names of sages and great religious leaders, who sacrificed their lives 

 to hasten the coming of the age of mutual respect – 

 

 Let us renew our resolution – sincerely to be real brothers and sisters  

 regardless of any kind of bar which estranges us from each other. 

 

 In this holy resolve may we be strengthened knowing that we are God’s family; 

 that one spirit, the spirit of love, unites us; and endeavor for a more perfect and  

 more joyful life. Amen.  

 

  


