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One of the great privileges of being President of the UUA is the opportunity it provides to preach 

each Sunday to a different Unitarian Universalist congregation. One of the great advantages of 

being President of the UUA is that you therefore have to write only about one new sermon a year 

and nobody knows the difference.  

Given the pace of my customary sermon preparation, therefore, I was relatively confident, when 

President Buehrens so graciously asked me about a year ago to preach the sermon at this service, 

that I could get something together in ten months. Perhaps you can imagine my panic then about 

six months ago when I learned that there would be two services this year and, what's more, that 

all the newly fellowshipped ministers would be attending both. Should I repeat the same sermon 

at 11:00 I had preached at nine and risk you seeing all these ministers desperately shaking their 

watches at their ears? No, I should have to try to write two sermons, albeit under the same title, 

in, my God, less than a year.  

Now this may actually be a little harder than it sounds. After all, it is a common observation that 

most ministers have only one sermon in them which they keep repeating in different 

permutations their entire careers. The truth is that this is the same sermon I preached at 9:00 only 

in different form though ministers are of course not the only people who suffer from the 

temptation to repeat themselves. When the great Christian philosopher C. S. Lewis was informed 

that his Oxford colleague, J. R. R. Tolkien, author of the famous Lord of the Rings trilogy, had 

produced still another story starring Frodo the Hobbit, his response was, "Sweet Jesus, not 

another damn elf."  

But to have one grand idea, one commanding vision--that is not so bad. And to be able to put it 

in a single sentence--that is even better. Like the Chinese philosopher Hung Tzu-ch'eng who 

said, "Only those who can appreciate the least palatable of root vegetables can possibly know the 

meaning of life." Or the Danish novelist Isak Dinessen who asked, "What is a human being but 

an elaborate machine for turning red wine into urine?" Or the rabbi who, while lying on his 

deathbed, was asked the meaning of life, and replied, "Life is like a river" and these wise words 

were passed on down the row of elders until they reached the schlemiel. "But what does the rabbi 

mean, 'Life is like a river'?" asked the schlemiel. And this question was passed back on up the 

row of elders until it reached the head elder who put it to the rabbi. "I'm sorry to be bothering 



you," said the head elder, "but the poor, stupid schlemiel has asked what you mean life is like a 

river." But the rabbi just shrugged. "So," he said, "Life is not like a river."  

But we are not here this morning to discover the meaning of life as much as we are the meaning 

of lives--the meaning of the lives of those twenty-six cherished women and men no longer with 

us, of those completing full-time service and of those whose ministries are largely yet to come. 

What we are asking in this service here today is whether an individual life, a single ministry, can 

truly affect the quality of the day.  

Now if we are honest, I think we have to acknowledge that there is much about the world which 

threatens to convince us that it cannot. There is nothing more discouraging to me in the work I 

do with Amnesty International than the sheer anonymity of human suffering. The Dutch author 

Abel Herzberg once said that six million Jews did not die in the Holocaust. First one Jew was 

killed and then another and then another--six million times. And the same is true of the Roma 

and the gays and lesbians and the disabled who perished. But much as we try to keep the human 

faces attached to each victim, nonetheless to sort through bones and body parts in the killing 

fields of Bosnia or Rwanda is to be swept up in the anonymity of suffering and to never again be 

able to speak blithely of human redemption.  

And yet there is something else I have noticed about the work I do and that has to do with the 

singularity of courage. For in every situation of incomprehensible terror there are always a few 

people who have cast their lot with the Honorable and the Just. Such people need not be well-

educated or sophisticated. Luisa had dropped out of school at age eight and never been outside 

her village but when the security forces came to her house and demanded that she give them the 

names of all the villagers who were critical of the government, she supplied them a list of twenty 

names, all the same--her own. And such people need not even be successful in their witness. The 

Irish poet Seamus Heaney describes one of the most harrowing moments in the whole history of 

the Troubles in Northern Ireland:  

One January evening in 1976 [Heaney says] a minibus full of workers was held up by 

masked men and the occupants ordered at gunpoint to line up by the side of the road. 

Then one of the masked men said to them, "Any Catholics among you, step out here." 

Well, with one exception, this was a group of Protestants and the one Catholic was 

terrified that he was being singled out by what were obviously Protestant terrorists but the 

Catholic made a motion to step forward and, as he did so, he felt the hand of the 

Protestant worker next to him take his hand and squeeze it in a signal that said, "No, don't 

move. We'll not betray you." All in vain, however, for the Catholic had already stepped 

out of the line-- only to be pushed aside by the gunmen as what was in truth a group IRA 

terrorists mowed down the Protestants remaining.  

Such people need not be well-educated or sophisticated or even successful in their witness; they 

simply need to be those who, in the face of sorrow, choose honor and blessing and life.  

And when they do they redeem if not humanity, then at least their generation. For, you see, you 

don't need an entire population to choose righteousness in order to prove that righteousness is 

possible; you need only one person. When Lydia Maria Child spoke forthrightly against slavery 



while thousands in her generation supported it, she proved that anyone of her generation could 

have chosen defiance. When Dietrich Bonhoeffer continued to preach against the Nazis when 

thousands of his colleagues chose collaboration, he proved that anyone in his country could have 

chosen that option. And when Fauziya Kaminga chose exile in the United States last year rather 

than allow her two daughters to return to Togo to be ritually circumcised, she proved that culture 

does not determine history, that anyone can be an agent of the tender. For if even only one 

person in a generation or a country or a culture chooses honor and blessing and life, then it 

means that anyone could have made that choice; it means that the Radiant had not completely 

died in those days; it means that Glory has not been silenced.  

Now I know that you and I will probably never have to make terrible choices like these and I 

know that, even if I had to, I might very well opt for expediency rather than honor but I also 

know that almost every day in small and simple ways--from the way we teach our children to the 

way we treat our neighbors to the way we model our faith--you and I have the opportunity to 

choose the gentle or the cruel, the generous or the petty, the ennobling or the venal. The 

Unitarian Universalist ministry exists to teach us, to tempt us, to tease us into choosing the 

former.  

And how do ministers do that? We do that principally by modeling it in our lives, by manifesting 

the spirit in our footsteps. I do not mean, God knows, that ministers must be perfect. Maybe not 

as dumb as the Philadelphia politician who begged off a reporter's question by saying, "Candidly 

I cannot answer that. The question is too suppository." Maybe smarter than that but not perfect. I 

like what the poet Anna Ahkmatova said about the controversial Russian journalist Ilya 

Ehrenburg: "You know," she told Ehrenburg, "there is a tendency to accuse you of not reversing 

the direction of rivers, of not changing the course of the stars, of not breaking up the moon into 

honeycake and feeding us the pieces. In other words, people always wanted the impossible from 

you and were angry when you did the possible." I don't know a single minister who can't identify 

with that. Ministers don't need to be perfect but they do need to be transparent.  

Once there was a very pious Jewish couple who had a son named Mordechai. The parents 

wanted nothing more for Mordechai than that he learn the Word of God but Mordecai was bright 

and rambunctious, zestful and spirited, and whenever he left his parents' home to go to the 

synagogue to learn the Word of God, he would end up swimming in the lake and climbing in the 

forest. Finally in desperation his parents took him to the greatest rabbi of their day. "What shall 

we do?" they wailed. "Leave him with me," the rabbi said, and as soon as the parents left, the 

rabbi turned to the boy. "Come here," he said sternly and Mordecai, now trembling, came 

forward. The rabbi picked him up and held him silently against his beating heart. The next day 

Mardecai went to both the synagogue to learn the Word of God and the lake to swim and the 

forest to climb and the Word of God became one with the word of the lake and the forest which 

became one with the word of Mordecai. And when Mordecai grew up, he became a person to 

whom others came for wisdom, to whom others came for comfort and to whom everyone came 

for the Word of God. "What is your secret?" people asked. And Mordecai replied, "That I 

learned the Word of God when the rabbi held me silently against his beating heart." Ministers 

need not be perfect but in their imperfections they need to be transparent and available to those 

who need them.  



And why does it matter? No one put it better than E. B. White: "As long as there is one upright 

man," he said, "as long as there is one compassionate woman, the contagion may spread and the 

scene is not desolate. Hope is what is left to us, in a bad time. So I shall get up on Sunday 

morning and wind the clock, as a contribution to order and steadfastness."  

I don't know what ministry is about if it is not about steadfastness. Steadfastness to that tradition 

we celebrate today: a generous faith, a bountiful God, the gladdening of hearts and the 

knowledge that sometimes at sunset even the mountains take wing. How do we know that an 

individual life, a single ministry, can affect the quality of the day? Because if we be carriers of 

this tradition in our generations, as the twenty-six were in theirs, we prove that such a faith is 

possible, that anyone may claim it, that oppression need not endure, that kindness need not be 

rare, and that there need be no strangers to grace.  

Willa Cather said, "What is any art but a sheath in which to try to capture that shining, elusive 

quality which is life itself, hurrying past, too swift to stop, too sweet to lose?" Everyone and 

every thing that you and I hold dear will someday slip away. There is no way to prevent that; it is 

too swift to stop. But because what we hold dear is also so enormously sweet, it can ultimately 

never be denied, its presence never be ignored, its impact never be erased. It will never 

disappear: the commanding vision, the transforming faith, the beating heart. It will never 

disappear for it is simply far too sweet, too sweet, too sweet to lose.  

 


