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The future rushes in upon us, we cannot ignore it, but we can co-create our future.  As a 
community we get to choose what parts we keep and bring with us into our future.

When Maria Cristina Vlassidis Burgoa preached here recently, she began by naming her 
ancestors. I am Jim Sherblom, son of Edward Sherblom, a pacifist who ministered to navy 
veterans; son of Ruth Sherblom, a woman who gave up her middle-class existence to marry my 
father and raise ten children; grandson of John Sherblom, who came from a long line of working-
class Swedes; and grandson of Charles Howard, who could trace his ancestry back to the 
Mayflower. 

You might say I’m a mongrel. I am brother to nine siblings, six of whom have PhD’s and teach 
or have taught at the college level, and one of whom died of AIDS. I am husband to Loretta Ho 
Sherblom, the daughter of Chinese immigrants, a secular humanist and entrepreneur who married 
me 34 years ago. I am father to Sarah and Robert, who at 30 and 28 are Millennial young adults 
of mixed race, who are quite open about what the future demands of baby boomers. I bring this 
entire network of relationships to my ministry here. 

A friend of mine who is descended from the Cherokee people reminded me recently that human 
beings have lived in this area for more than 2000 generations.  Three hundred years ago there 
was a healthy indigenous village about a mile west of this spot. This congregation is approaching 
its 15th generation.  For most of us, this is our first generation in this place, or at best our second 
or third generation, yet to be fully human we are encouraged to honor that which has been, 
cherishing the eternal now in which we live today, and to be mindful of the people we are 
becoming over time. Humans are emergent phenomena, which bears keeping in mind as we 
discuss what we are honoring, who we are being, and who we are becoming as a community. 

We began this worship service by singing Blue Boat Home because it captures this sense: “never 
a harbor or port have I known, the wide universe is the ocean I travel,” but Earth is my home.  
We live grounded in this awareness for it is our sense of being.

Over the last eight years I have grown to love the history of this congregation, not just the names 
of ministers and deacons and the great good they did, but also conflicts and errors, the awful 
mistakes our ancestors sometimes made, and injustices they sometimes perpetuated.  You may 
say, we are first generation here, so these aren’t our ancestors, but my Cherokee friend says by 
becoming a member of this congregation you were adopted into its family tree, these 15 
generations are now our ancestors in this place. Over 300 years our congregation played a key 
role in the Revolutionary War, helped the emergence of American Transcendentalist thought, 
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became a vibrant center of the American Arts and Crafts movement, seeded other UU 
congregations, sent youth to fight in both World Wars, emerged from Unitarian Christianity to be 
far more humanist, and recently has growing diversity of every kind. 

We are free thinkers and heretics. In times of turbulence, history is our hedge against despair.  
Some 18th century members supported King and Parliament, but most were American rebels. 
Some 19th century members owned slaves or indentured servants while others were active in the 
Underground Railroad. Some 20th century members were Christian. In 21st century we hold onto 
the paradox of diversity.The covenant that binds us is simpler and far more humanist than of our 
founders, but ours is a covenantal faith just the same. I love to ground us in stories of our past.

We have changed dramatically in the last eight years, in who we are, how we provide ministry 
through our staff team, care for each other, do our work for social justice in the world, and 
worship together.  The congregation that called Rev. Martha and me eight years ago was 95 
percent heterosexual, over 90 percent white, and the median age was 52. When we came here 
Martha was in the older half of the congregation and I was in the younger half. Today our 
congregation is about 85 percent heterosexual, over 80 percent white, and with a median age of 
44. Due to rising numbers of younger, more diverse couples with young children, our 
congregational diversity has doubled.

The process the Congregational Engagement team and Parish Committee have conducted over 
the last year has been in some ways a humbling one for me. But it has brought into sharper focus 
who we are becoming. We make church a priority -- in the midst of snow storms, busy lives, 
diverse commitments, and 24/7 connectivity, this is where we turn for spiritual support and 
meaning making. Our faith is central to who we are as people.

Some of you say I preach too fast, or not loud enough, or about obscure theological topics. So 
until 2020, when I hear we will be tweeting or texting each other, perhaps we can develop hand 
signals: slow down, speak softer, speak louder, please stop talking over my head! No one, of 
whatever age or temperament, need fear being left behind; we are creating beloved community 
for each other.

Now I am in the older half of the congregation, so I guess my ministry will increasingly be 
towards this cohort. I am the oldest member of our five-person ministry team, so age helps define 
my ministry as part of a ministry team. Let’s do together what we cannot do alone.

But given our congregational polity, our overall ministry is shaped by what the congregation as a 
whole is seeking. Your ministry team is learning to more authentically tell our own stories, to 
challenge you, to promote diversity, and strengthen our ways to connect with children, youth, 
families, and elders. We are experimenting with new forms of worship that will better appeal to 
all ages while deepening UU faith formation.
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I am learning new ways of relating that better expresses my empathy, even while remaining 
positive, passionate, energetic, and grounded in my ordination vows. I think we can build 
beloved community together while maintaining our sense of humor and exploring the best of the 
world’s religious wisdom. We are growing the capacity of our Care Team, as well as my own 
pastoral experience, so that we can better meet the needs of this much larger congregation we 
have become. I think the bulk of our growth may be behind us, but there is plenty of change yet 
to come. However, if we embrace change together as a community -- honoring that which is best 
about our past, being firmly rooted in our glorious present, and welcoming with an open heart 
that which we are becoming -- I think we will find abundant sources of joy in the congregation 
that is emerging.  Joy comes from loving and being loved in intimate relationship.        

Eight years ago this congregation was in deep financial trouble. Our pledges covered just over a 
third of operating costs, we were overdrawing our endowment such that it would not last long, 
were grossly underpaying our staff, had identified millions of dollars in required maintenance, 
which we could not afford to complete, and were running annual deficits. I am proud of the 
financial progress we have made over the last 8 years, with pledge income tripling, and now 
covering nearly two-thirds of our costs, becoming a fair compensation employer, spending $1.25 
million to address the most urgent health and safety needs of this building, and becoming 
financially sustainable for the first time in decades, with an endowment that is growing again.

We have talked about money a lot here, largely because we needed to find our way back to 
financial sustainability, but I for one will be far happier when we are financially sustainable, 
because then we can talk of mission instead of money, and mission is what makes my heart sing!  
Soon the day will arise!  

As part of our discernment process, Barbara Simonetti shared with me a study from Tyler Norris 
showing seven patterns of a healthy community, all which we do today, but many of which we 
could do better. 

The first is practicing ongoing dialogue, which is a core part of how this community approaches 
important decisions. We dialogue to better understand each other.

The second is a community that generates leadership everywhere: as recently as a year ago we 
struggled to find volunteers to join the Parish Committee, or lead the auction, or the annual 
campaign. Something shifted in this community in recent months. Our Leadership Development 
Team has filled all of May’s Parish Committee positions, and it’s only March. We have auction 
Chairs lined up for the next two years, and possibly Chairs for the next three annual campaigns.  
We even have potential Co-Chairs should we vote in May to explore a Capital campaign. We are 
a community transitioning out of scarcity and into abundance.  This will have a big impact on 
this community’s ability to shape its own future, which is the third of these seven patterns of a 
healthy community, and we’re getting better at shaping our future!
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The fourth pattern is a community that embraces diversity. The Diversity Caucus has led us in 
work toward becoming an anti-racist and multicultural congregation. This is critical to our 
continued health in this time of deep transition. By 2050 we will be a thoroughly diverse 
congregation. This is hard work, and requires that we face and name our collective pasts, but it is 
important work in preparing us for our collective future. I am an immigrant in this emergent 
postmodern globalizing future, but I think we can find our way together, and help those who 
would otherwise be left behind.

The fifth pattern of healthy community is an authentic understanding of strengths and limitations, 
and an ability to accurately assess what it does well and where it has room and needs still to 
grow. In some ways, being a 57-year-old male baby boomer, and having served this congregation 
during its extraordinary changes of the last eight years, I have learned much about how to 
preserve the best of our history, and still honor who we are today, even while building a staff 
team that can lead us into our emergent future. I am deeply honored to be your spiritual leader 
and will strive to continue to change and grow to do it even better.

The sixth pattern of a healthy community, they say, is that it connects people with resources. 
Here we excel.  We are a community helping each other connect to resources we need in order to 
thrive in this new environment.

The seventh and final pattern is creating a deep sense of community. We are seven years into a 
twelve-year process of building community in new ways, which we call creating Beloved 
Community. Staff creates opportunities for deepening relationships, but it is up to each member 
to reach out to one another to create a greater sense of community in this place.  As we become 
an even more diverse community, I believe it is through embracing Beloved Community that we 
can become an even more meaningful part of all of our members’ lives and spiritual journeys.

Lastly, I want to thank the overwhelming number of you who reached out to me in recent weeks 
with supportive emails and kind words of encouragement during this process. I love you. Love is 
the basis of my ministry. I have led you in worship, in small group ministries, dedicated your 
children, sat at your hospital bedside, and buried your dead. This is a congregation worth loving.  

You are about to cast a vote that will determine the future direction of ministry in this 
community. I have loved every minute; well, actually, truthfully, I have enjoyed most of the time 
we have spent together on this journey these last eight years. The process the Congregational 
Engagement Committee and Parish Committee have led these last twelve months has been a 
useful one. We have learned an enormous amount that will, if you choose to have me stay, 
greatly inform how I will grow in my ministry with you in the years ahead. We are a healthier 
congregation for the joys and challenges we have shared together over these last eight years.

Voting to choose the minister and ministry of this congregation is perhaps the single most 
important part of your being a member here.  Please know, however you vote, I will be fine.  I 
love you all dearly.  Amen and Blessed Be.
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