Why I Don’t Care to Build a New Building

by Cliff Missen

A note from Nigeria, May, 2002

In the remote chance that there will be a lack of spirited debate on the eve of the congregational vote, let me contribute my 26 Naira's worth (which, given the current black market exchange rate here in Nigeria, is roughly two cents.)

First and foremost, I sincerely hope that not a single soul amongst us votes to build a new building.

We are not, by nature, edifice builders.  The very lack of large glossy SUVs and dark-windowed Mercedes in our parking lot attests to the idea that few of us are inspired by material things and commercial artifice.  Building a building will only distract many of us from the purpose and good works that we find enriching and from whence our community derives so much.

Instead, I hope that everyone who votes to build a new structure is really voting to build a strong, expanded, and much more inviting society.  In a sense, to build a practical and inspiring home that will serve the next several generations of spiritual seekers in Iowa City.

  One vision we can adopt is that of a 600-member society.  I know it is possible.  There are enough liberal-minded folks around Iowa City to sink a battleship (not a bad idea, really...)

I can’t count the times I've met someone and thought, "You're UU and you don't know it."

But currently we set the bar high for new members.  They have to be willing to squeeze into a lovely-but-dark gothic antique building.  They need to be able to climb stairs or otherwise beg favors of total strangers.  They must enjoy literally rubbing elbows with their new-found friends after services.  They can't be allergic to the scary number of things growing under the basement floor.  They must be able to stay spiritually centered while steeling their senses against truck traffic, sirens, yodeling passers-by, and a speaker system that mimics the acoustics of a metal airplane hanger.  If inspired, they must be able to meditate on a serene and natural space long enough to get in their car and drive to it.  They must prefer to receive new information aurally, not visually.  They have to feel comfortable sending their kids out to play in the traffic after service.

Retailers have long known about "butt space."  Those who design stores know that aisles need to be wide enough that two people can slide past each other without rubbing rear ends.  Sure, some shoppers are willing to get intimate in the aisles of Paul's and Prairie Lights, but many are not.  Shoppers who linger longer are more likely to buy, so retailers make room.

That's what we want: we want people to linger longer.  They may come in because they like the floor show, the sermon, the politics, the opportunity to educate their kids, but we want them to feel comfortable so that they stay long enough to hear the message, to learn our lingo, experiment with new ideas, and connect with our community.  We want to give people the space to grow into Unitarians.  (While those who delight in rubbing butts will, no doubt, continue to do so...)

It’s all about community.  Statistics show that the majority of those who seek out a church are those with children who want to give them a firm spiritual grounding and a religious education.  Such parents -- suddenly and very organically aware that they can't "do it all" -- are looking for fellowship and community.  Even in the more traditional religious sects, those responding to research polls reveal that, while they might have trouble with the dogma, they most appreciate their church's community.

Lest you think I'm talking about pandering to common riff-raff, let me point out that we here at the Unitarian-Universalist CLUB of Iowa City run the risk of following in the footsteps of our Shriner and Moose brethren.  We could easily become intellectually and spiritually inbred and less and less meaningful to the larger community.

Years ago I heard a minister (interim, mind you) in our pulpit announce, "we've killed off that great white-bearded God."  I've heard more than one person say, "The humanists have won."   To both of these notions I declare a loud and derisive, "booooo-ring!"  What can be more tedious than someone with only one idea?  We need new members and new ideas to keep us vibrant and growing.

But beyond our own spiritual growth, we must remember that our world needs Unitarian Universalism.  As I write this, I am sitting in a country deeply divided by spiritual animosity.  American and European Christian zealots are training and funding their flocks in Nigeria while Middle Eastern fundamentalists are providing the same for their Islamic counterparts.  Millions of lives are threatened in new Holy Wars and there's no middle ground.  No mediator.

UUs have a long and noble history of providing a voice of reason in times of stress and a sanctuary to those who are oppressed.  That's our job.  That is our calling.

Early UUs took this calling seriously and built churches and used them as centers for social change and justice.  In 1908, our fore bearers, at considerable risk and cost, built the church on Gilbert and Iowa to house the next several generations of spiritual seekers.  That house is now worn down and inappropriate to our mission and our times.

I believe it is up to us -- those who have been fortunate to live in the wealthiest culture and economy that the world has ever seen -- to build a center for the next generations of spiritual seekers and cultural change agents.

I envision a space where everyone is not only welcome, but also accommodated and empowered.

An earth-centered space where natural elements are paramount.

A gathering space where the multitudes can break bread.  Where kids can run freely and play games that will make their bodies and spirits strong.

A sheltering space that is cool in the summer and warm in the winter, at the least possible cost to the environment.

A sanctuary where the lost, lonely, and confused can sit safely in quietude.

An accommodating space where itinerant flower children can pitch a tent.

A place the surrounding neighborhood sees as a friendly, neutral, and inspiring place to hold their life events.

A space filled with banners, artwork, and media that celebrates and engages all ages.

A space where a traveling circus can put on a show.

A home where organizations working to create personal or political change have space to store their things and hold their meetings.

A quiet space with a memory garden for those who have left but still linger.

A space to host homeless shelter overflows.

A dynamic space where new UU ministers and interns can cut their teeth.

A ready space for theater, music, and art.  Where the creative community can gather and perform at a whim, where visiting musicians can simply plug in and play.

A space where refugees can find asylum when foolishness and repression are afoot.

A space that can double as a liberal school or accommodate a non-profit daycare center.

A welcoming space to host UU youth conferences.

A space where we can hold hands outdoors and lift our voices to the sky.

A space where we can plant flowers in the spring and keep an organic garden.

A space that serves a much wider community.  One that Unitarians throughout the region would eagerly chose as common meeting spot.

A space that captures the hearts and imaginations of those who walk through the door and leads them to think, "Unitarian Universalism?"  I want to learn more!"

So I hope that you will not vote to build a new building.

I hope, instead, that you will choose this opportunity to build a new, invigorated society with an expansive and inclusive future.
