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“Let your life speak. Have the patience to be silent and listen for truth. Then have the courage to let the best that is in you direct your actions. Recognize that your true identity is nothing more or less than the way in which you conduct your public and private affairs – the way in which, for good or for ill, you let your life speak.   By Robert Lawrence Smith

The Tradition of Ordination
Last Sunday, I’d guess at about 4:45 p.m., after hymns, a sermon, and an offering, I stood at the front of the congregation of the Unitarian Universalist Church of Arlington, Virginia.  The Board Chair, John Bohman, came to the chancel. He stood at the pulpit, and I stood at the lectern. John led the congregation in the Act of Ordination. 
John asked me, “Are you ready to assume privileges and responsibilities of ordained ministry?” I responded, “I am.” The congregation stood and collectively spoke, “We, the members of the congregation of Unitarian Universalist Church of Arlington, recognize and affirm your calling to the ministry of our faith. By these words, and by the authority of our common spirit and heritage, we ordain you, Susan Carlson Browning, to the Unitarian Universalist ministry.” 
I responded, “With joy and gratitude, mindful of its privileges and responsibilities, I humbly accept the ministry to which you ordain me. In your presence and before God, the Spirit of Life we call by many names, I dedicate myself to the values, traditions and principles of our religious faith. I pledge myself to walk beside you honorably; to foster a sense of wonder and mystery for all that exists; and to act courageously in our mutual quest for truth, peace, and justice.” 
Like a wedding, the service went on with more music and ritual, which I’ll describe in a moment.  But as the service continued, I knew I was already ordained – ordained by the congregation. Only the members had the power to offer me ordination and the title of Reverend. 
This tradition of the congregation ordaining has roots back to the Puritans in the 1600s. They weren’t Unitarians or Universalists per se, but they defined the rules of congregational polity – how a community organizes and designates leaders. The Puritans read of the New Testament was that Popes or Bishops were not in charge. These communities talked of ‘the gathered church’ and sawn no need for priestly office. Ministers were not essential for the existence of the religious community – for the sacraments, or worship, or rites of passage. While not essential for the gathered community to exist, they understood ordained leadership as necessary for the wellbeing of the religious community. 
I am grateful to be among the UU clergy who have been ordained by congregations’ actions. I am also grateful to be a part of the broader body ordained clergy from many traditions who have been identified as religious leaders. 
People are asking, “Do you feel different?” The reality of being ordained is still sinking in.   
It’s been a five-year journey. Well, five years since beginning seminary. It’s only been the last three years that I’ve been headed toward ministry. I was in seminary for two years, not planning to be a minister. Initially I was not asking about ordination. I knew I made a difference as a religious education teacher, and saw seminary was making me a better teacher. Beyond religious education, I loved my role in membership and hospitality ministries. I’d continually ask, “What can we do to be more inclusive and widen the circle?” I didn’t see a need for ordination to be a strong lay leader. 
Early retirement gave me a chance to deepen my lay ministry commitments. I took a course at the local seminary, Wesley Theological Seminary, where I learned new ways of framing questions. I took more and more courses – eventually signing up on the ‘non-MDiv’ degree track. I couldn’t imagine preaching - sharing my views from the pulpit. And I knew the ministry credentialing process was rigorous - many chances to stumble. Would the sacrifices of additional seminary work and credentialing be a fit with my family’s needs? 
I did eventually start to wonder. Would the steps toward ordination change me? Prepare me for something? I worried about my motivation for pursuing the title of Reverend. My strong analytical side, a gift and at times a curse, circled through the pros and cons. I loved the flexibility in my life, and I was wary of long-term commitments. I believed in the grounding of the ‘priesthood of all believers’, where everyone is called to preach and spread the faith. I knew of UU congregations, like this fellowship, where lay members led worship and the congregation for years.  
And then in June 2010, in a meeting with my minister over coffee, I just knew I’d move forward toward ordination. My evaluations faded…disappeared. I’d move toward ordination. I’d do so knowing there were many steps, including many risks of public failure. These steps now felt ‘ok’ – even pleasantly challenging. My minister had listened patiently as I was drawn to deeper spiritual commitments and new visions of service. In our years – yes years – of conversation, she likely saw something I could not quite claim. She was a conversation partner – modeling the role of pastor. She listened to my doubts and fears, and to my excitement. She asked good questions and was careful not to get ahead of me.  
What others had seen for a while, my outer call, became my inner call. No lightning bolt, but a knowing. My gifts for ministry were needed to support those on the margin, in whatever forms I could offer. I was ready to let my life speak in this way. The need to serve was greater than me; greater than my worries. I would trust the training and credentialing processes, taking one step at a time. 
I see many are called to vocations – not just ministers.  Listening for our life’s purpose – a series of life purposes – shapes our identity.   
As I shared my new clarity, fellow congregants, family and friends were ready to support my journey. This step toward ordained ministry didn’t need to be Sue plowing through it alone. In fact, if it was, I wasn’t ready. I needed to not only feel called to the work of ministry, but also to believe I would have the inspiration and gifts needed for the work. As I made choices and commitments, there would be uncertainty. Yet with this uncertainty, there would be some energy – something beyond myself – that would guide me to move to the next junction, and the next.  It could not be done by defining a tight path and walking in careful balance, doing everything possible to avoid going off the path. Energy spent trying to eliminate risk or failure is often wasted energy. I needed to be listening instead for support. 
So over the last three years, not necessarily in this order, I was required to complete a Masters of Divinity degree, complete 400 hours of training as a chaplain, complete a one year internship in a parish, go through psychological reviews, and read many books, and submit a myriad of written essays, references and other documentation. Twice – at a midpoint, and toward the end, I was interviewed by a UU credentialing panel in Boston. Lots of layers to national credentialing and in time I grew more comfortable with the discomfort of public formation. 
Based in part on this sign-off of my competence and readiness for ministry, and on their sense my call and commitment, and UU Arlington had voted to ordain me at their annual congregational meeting in June 2013.  
At my ordination last week - on September 29, 2013 - it was all coming together. 
One ritual after the Act of Ordination was the Laying on of Hands. This was the blessing of my ministry, done using ancient tradition. I’ve heard since, that the sun was beaming on me in the sanctuary as Mary, the minister who had been my conversation partner for so many years, laid her hands on me. She invited up my family, clergy, staff and friends to lay their hands on me or on one another. In his writing on the virtues of ordained life, William Willimon, a Methodist minister, describes, “When someone is ordained as a leader of the church, hands are laid upon person’s head as a gesture of giving and receiving power and of vesting with the community’s authority…”  Once all were connection, Mary offered words of care and blessing.  
Do I feel different? The Laying on of Hands was powerful. I was a bit dazed in the intimacy of this moment. Others were now connected to my ministry in a deep way.     
To be ordained means to be set apart, and during my internship I had come to understand the ways I was no longer a member of the congregation. I was trusted in part for who I was, and how I’d been trained, but also because I was in the office of the ministry. I would be presumed to be ready to walk with another in their joy and pain. 
There is a partnership of ordained minister with laity. I am hopeful my training and commitment will help me carry forward sacred truths of past, and to integrate these creatively with new understandings. When you – the Unitarian Universalist Fellowship at Easton - hired me as your contract minister, and offered me this pulpit…when you stenciled my name on the minister’s office door, and added my name to the parking lot sign – and welcomed me the Route 50 sign, and when you put the article in the Star Democrat paper –  you’ve helped me see myself as a minister.    
At my ordination last Sunday, I trusted in the ritual and ceremony. I had a sense of letting go and trusting those many ministers that were ordained before me to walk with me – about 25 ministers were there. I did have a sense of energy flowing into my experience. My only speaking role was at the end – the benediction. And then a recessional hymn and done. 
Do I feel different? It’s not so much that I feel different, but I feel deeply blessed. 
During the reception after the service, I sensed the love of so many; the trust, the excitement; the joy. A few post-ordination emails have described me as glowing; as relaxed; as so, so happy.  
For me, ordination is a sense of something just being right; a sense of this vague thing known as my call to ministry has been even more deeply integrated into my soul. The glow – the trust in God – the Spirit of Life and Love is there. Not lightning bolt different, but set apart.  
So, I stand before you as Reverend Browning wearing the stole given to me last Sunday - my first stole – with the river of life winding through the blocks of color. The river reminds me of my connection to a source – the energy of life; the water reminding me life is fluid. The stole made by a fellow lay leader who was with me at each step. 
I’m feeling humbled that the call I named three years ago is now formalized and witnessed. Made into a public commitment. This week my sense of accountability has grown, my joy has grown. 
Last Sunday, the Board Chair John Bohman began the Act of Ordination with these words, “Among us and wherever you may be called to serve, we would have you preach, without fear or favor, the word of truth in freedom and in love, ministering alike to all persons in their joys and sorrows, and setting forth no less by your example than by your precept, the principles of our free faith. Are you ready to assume the privileges and responsibilities of ordained ministry?”
Much discernment was already in place. The possibility of ordination was something I’d been trying on for a while. UU Arlington has known me for almost twenty years. It sponsored my candidacy for ministry, and last week ordained me. 
The Unitarian Universalist Fellowship at Easton is where I will first serve. It’s an honor to stand in this pulpit. I feel ready to walk with this congregation. 
May I live into my call and vows of ordination with commitment, with courage, and with compassion. 
May we each live into our lives’ purposes with commitment, with courage and with compassion. 
May It Be So   
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