Remarks Prepared for the Unitarian Universalist Ministers Association 2020 Panel of Ministers

Observing the Fiftieth Anniversary of Ordination

Remarks as delivered were a few words shorter.

The Reverend Vern Barnet, DMn

Since my ordination by the Lin-
coln, NE, church, I served in
Rockford, IL, then in Meadville,
PA, and then for the Shawnee Mis-
sion, KS, congregation. With the
last 45 years in the Kansas City
area, I've seen ministers come and
ago and churches struggle and
flourish. This does not give me
wisdom, but it does give me per-
spective. And to that parish per-
spective, I bring 36 years of public
ministry in this community.

While serving in my last parish,
because of presumed competence
in the field of world religions, I was
recruited to teach at (among other
schools) Ottawa University, the
Saint Paul School of Theology
(Methodist), and the Unity Ministe-
rial Institute.

Thus began my continuing good
fortune of having one foot in the
academy and another in the prac-
tice of ministry. In 1982, with the
support of my congregation, I
founded the CENTER FOR RELIGIOUS
EXPERIENCE AND STUDY, putting the-
ory and practice into dialogue.

By the time I left the parish, I had
discovered wonderful folks here
from A to Z — American Indian to
Zoroastrian [American Indian, Ba-
ha'i, Buddhist, Christian Protestant,
Christian Roman Catholic, Jewish,
Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Sufi, Unitarian
Universalist, Wiccan, Zoroastrian] —
and decided to continue the Cen-
ter to uplift religious diversity. My
cherished International Associa-
tion for Religious Freedom adven-
tures ironically led me to believe
the real interfaith work is on the
local level.

After serving on the planning com-
mittee for the first North America
Interfaith Network conference in
1988, I founded the Kansas City
Interfaith Council in 1989 and

continued it as a program of my
Center for 16 years until I ar-
ranged its independence in 2005.

That work drew the attention of
The Kansas City Star which of-
fered me a paid position as a
weekly religion columnist in 1994.
Over 18 years, [ wrote 947 col-
umns. I focused mainly on local
activities and concerns, and in the
process came to know many relig-
ious, civic, artistic, business, and
political leaders, local and in the
US House and Senate, sometimes
asking my advice.

he day after 9/11, a Congress-

man Dennis Moore called on
me to organize a public metro-
wide interfaith observance for that
Sunday, September 16. Some
Muslims later told me that this
event was the first time they had
come out of their homes since the
terrorist attacks. Six weeks later, I
presided over a 3-day conference
with over 250 religious, civic,
business, and political leaders.
The results of that consultation
still resonate in many ways. Jack-
son County then commissioned a
S-county task force which I led for
most of a year to produce a
35,000-word report with recom-
mendations to enhance religious
comity

For the first anniversary of 9/11, I
organized a metro-wide religious
observance which began before
dawn outside City Hall with a
brass ensemble from the KC Sym-
phony and continued with a
march, prayer, and an evening as-
sembly with the Mayor, the gover-
nor, the Lyric Opera, and the Kan-
sas City Ballet. The national CBS-
TV half-hour broadcast from Kan-
sas City opened with Jewish and
Muslim children singing together
songs of peace.

Because of our good local interre-

ligious relations, Harvard’s Plural-
ism Project and Religions for Peace
at the UN Plaza selected Kansas
City for its first two-week residen-
tial National Interfaith Academies
for religious professionals and
students. I was the site-visit facili-
tator and a member of the inter-
national faculty.

With three others, I wrote and ed-
ited the 740-page The Essential
Guide to Religious Traditions and
Spirituality for Health Care Provid-
ers, endorsed by Mayo’s and the
American Academy of Family Phy-
sicians.

Of my book of 154 Shakespearan
sonnets, Thanks for Noticing: The
Interpretation of Desire, Mark Bel-
letini wrote, Barnet “does not
separate the worship of the sub-
lime in a sanctuary from the wor-
ship in the bedroom. Nor is the
meaning of the ancient blessing,
‘This is my body,’ lost on him.”

More recently, Central Baptist
Theological School asked me to
create a new course on ministry in
an age of pluralism, and the Epis-
copal bishop has asked me to
serve on the diocesan Commission
on Ministry — with a mandate
that seems considerably broader
than our Ministerial Fellowship
Committee. So for me the ques-
tion of what it means to be a min-
ister remains a burning question
even in my so-called retirement.




I ' \rom my career in both parish
and public ministry, I offer
three observations:

First — Excellent religious forma-
tion is essential. Since before go-
ing to seminary, as the first paid
Director of Religious Education at
the Lincoln church. this has been
a steady conviction. At Shawnee
Mission, after researching then-
existing coming-of-age programs in
our churches, and studying the
work of scholars like Victor Turner
and visiting with folks like Joseph
Campbell, I prepared what may be
the first year-long Coming of Age
sequence published by the UUA.
The UUA president spoke here at
our inaugural graduation cere-
mony.

Second — The chief function of
church, which the UUA and many
congregations hijack, is worship.
Always, and especially in these
times of fragmented vision, pan-
demic, and racial and economic in-

justice, being called to give thanks
for the mystery and wonder of ex-
istence is the key to religious faith
and practice. Worship is not moral
instruction or an opportunity to
organize; it is not intellectual
stimulation; it is not a social gath-
ering. It recognizes the paradox of
existence, beauty and suffering. It
is a compelling and terrifyingly
playful, physical encounter with
the sacred, that on which our lives
depend, that on which no agenda
can be imposed. But from behold-
ing the sacred, fulsome gratitude
flows which matures into loving
service. In a world of unending as-
sault, our humanity is restored.
My years as Executive Secre-
tary of the Congregation of
Abraxas convince me this need is
desperate but largely unheeded
except in the shallows. We have
more sentiment than sacrament.
When, on behalf of the Abraxans,
at the (I think it was) 1980 Gen-
eral Assembly, I presented a stole
to president Gene Pickett, and he

graciously put it on, I was hopeful,;
but all that happened was the be-
ginning of a new personalistic and
undisciplined clerical vestment
fashion, displacing the traditional
academic gown.

Finally — from the CRES Gifts of
Pluralism conference — I offer this
summary below of wisdom from
the world religions in our secu-
laristic age, created by asking
each faith, what is sacred? Note
that the strengths of the PRIMAL,
ASIAN, and MONOTHEISTIC faiths of-
fer remedies to our ENVIRONMENTAL,
PERSONAL, and SOCIAL CRISES. With
this or another such overview, es-
chewing fragmented approaches,
effective ministry may be possible
before we destroy ourselves and
the planet.

As the Tao Te Ching says, without
a sense of wonder there will be
disaster. I pray our ministries may
yet engender awe and bring forth
healing.

A Way of Looking at Our Desacralized Society and the World’s Religions as a Whole System
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The Four Wisdoom Treasures — Our task is to apply them and find they are one.

PRIMAL faiths
emphasize

NATURE is to be respected more than controlled; it is a process
which includes us. not a product external to us to be used or dis-
posed of. Our proper attitude toward nature is awe, not utility.

ASIAN faiths

WHO WE ARE IS DEEPER THAN WE APPEAR TO BE: this means our
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be as frequently emphasized.
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Secular >fragmented, broken, partial, divided, unre-
lated, disconnected; the profane.

Sacred W ultimate worth, the network on which all de-

emphasize acts should proceed beyond convention. spontaneously and respon- pends, comerstone of all values, holy, holistic, wholesome,
sibly from duty and compassion, without ultimate attachment to cosmic connectedness or well-being, sensed in “peak experi-
their results. ences” which shape or direct or give meaning to life, opening
us to the Infinite in nature, personhood, society.
MONOTHEISTIC | THE FLOW OF HISTORY TOWARD JUSTICE is possible when persons

Reli gf{JH P> arises from the search for, and encounters
with, the sacred: we discover how to live in the world; the
holy evokes wonder, grows in gratitude, matures in service.

in community govern themselves less by profit and more by the

faiths emphasize !
covenant of service.

Those disempowered by a secular age may. through the varied
struggles. show THE IMPULSE TOWARD THE SACRED in fresh ways.

LIBERATION
movements show

Spiritual P> breathing with a sense of what really counts.
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