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Back to Basics 
The Rev. Paige Getty 
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Columbia 
Sunday, August 18, 2019 
 
CENTERING THOUGHT: 

As we move through life 
finding ourselves 

always wise and newly foolish, 

we ask that our mistakes be small 
and not hurtful. 

We ask that as we gain experience 

we do not forget our innocence, 
for they are both part of the whole.  

  — Rev. Dr. Orlanda Brugnola (1946-2016) 
 
SOUNDING THE BELL  (Paige) 
 
The old cliché says that ministry is about comforting the afflicted and afflicting the 
comfortable. (I have said it so many times that members quote it back to me 
frequently.) Today I’m hoping to offer mostly comfort and reassurance, though not 
sugar-coated sentiment, as we remind ourselves what brings us together as people in 
covenanted community. Let us begin by hearing the sound of the bell… 
 
CALL TO WORSHIP words of Starhawk The Rev. Paige Getty 
 

We are all longing to go home to some place 
we have never been—a place, half-remembered, and half-envisioned 
we can only catch glimpses of from time to time. 

Community. 

Somewhere, there are people to whom we can speak with passion 
without having the words catch in our throats. 

Somewhere a circle of hands 
will open to receive us, eyes will light up as we enter, voices will celebrate with 
us whenever we come into our own power. 

Community means strength 
that joins our strength to do the work that needs to be done. 

Arms to hold us when we falter. 

A circle of healing. 

A circle of friends. 
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Someplace where we can be free. 

 
HYMN #1010 We Give Thanks 
 
CHALICE LIGHTING Congregational Covenant 
 (see text inside the back cover of the hymnal) 
 

Invite children to the front! 
 
TIME FOR ALL AGES Robin Slaw, Director of Religious Education 
 
SINGING OUR CHILDREN TO CLASS  Livingstone / Benjamin 
 
OFFERING OF GIFTS & MUSIC  
 Melody from Orpheus (“Dance of the Blessed Spirits”) Gluck 
 
SHARING JOYS AND SORROWS 
 
HYMN #1002 Comfort Me 
 
CONGREGATIONAL PRAYER & SILENT MEDITATION 
 
MUSIC MEDITATION Balm in Gilead Trad. Spiritual, arr. Hayes 
 
READING from Nobel Lecture, by Toni Morrison 
 
Toni Morrison, who was, among other things, a Nobel laureate for literature, died last 
week at age 88. This reading comes from her Nobel Prize lecture.  
 
"Once upon a time there was an old woman. Blind but wise." Or was it an old man? A 
guru, perhaps. Or a griot soothing restless children. I have heard this story, or one 
exactly like it, in the lore of several cultures. 

“Once upon a time there was an old woman. Blind. Wise.” 

In the version I know the woman is the daughter of slaves, black, American, and lives 
alone in a small house outside of town. Her reputation for wisdom is without peer and 
without question. Among her people she is both the law and its transgression. The 
honor she is paid and the awe in which she is held reach beyond her neighborhood to 
places far away; to the city where the intelligence of rural prophets is the source of 
much amusement. 

One day the woman is visited by some young people who seem to be bent on 
disproving her clairvoyance and showing her up for the fraud they believe she is. Their 
plan is simple: they enter her house and ask the one question the answer to which 
rides solely on her difference from them, a difference they regard as a profound 
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disability: her blindness. They stand before her, and one of them says, “Old woman, I 
hold in my hand a bird. Tell me whether it is living or dead.” 

She does not answer, and the question is repeated. “Is the bird I am holding living or 
dead?” 

Still she doesn’t answer. She is blind and cannot see her visitors, let alone what is in their 
hands. She does not know their color, gender or homeland. She only knows their 
motive. 

The old woman’s silence is so long, the young people have trouble holding their 
laughter. 

Finally she speaks and her voice is soft but stern. “I don’t know”, she says. “I don’t know 
whether the bird you are holding is dead or alive, but what I do know is that it is in your 
hands. It is in your hands.” 

Her answer can be taken to mean: if it is dead, you have either found it that way or 
you have killed it. If it is alive, you can still kill it. Whether it is to stay alive, it is your 
decision. Whatever the case, it is your responsibility. 

For parading their power and her helplessness, the young visitors are reprimanded, told 
they are responsible not only for the act of mockery but also for the small bundle of life 
sacrificed to achieve its aims. The blind woman shifts attention away from assertions of 
power to the instrument through which that power is exercised. 

 
HYMN #1012 When I Am Frightened 
 
SERMON Back to Basics The Rev. Paige Getty 
 
I recently overheard one person say to another, “I am more human because I know 
you.” 
 
It struck me in a profound way, and I’ve been sitting with it, thinking about the people 
in my life for whom that is true. “I am more human because I know you.” 
 
There are people with whom I’ve crossed paths in life who felt like they sucked 
humanity out of me, but I’ve been fortunate mostly to cultivate relationships that have 
made me more human … more compassionate, more humane, more nuanced in my 
understanding of how the world is … for more than just myself. 
 
And you, Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Columbia, definitely qualify. I am more 
human because I know you.  
 
For several years now, it has been a custom in this congregation for our Board of 
Trustees to devote a few minutes to some sort of spiritual practice at the beginning of 
each monthly meeting. Sometimes we watch a video or read a blog and reflect on it 
together. Sometimes the chair invites us to respond to questions. Sometimes one of the 
members leads us in guided meditation. But whatever we do, we’re doing it to remind 
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ourselves that even the business of the congregation is spiritual work—that is, work that 
serves the larger mission of the religious community—and that its elected leaders are 
spiritual leaders. 
 
This past Tuesday, Carla Gates, who is President of the congregation, and therefore 
chairs the Board, invited us to reflect on and respond to two questions: What are you 
here for? and In what do you place your trust? Your trustees offered a variety of 
responses, of course—that they’re here for spiritual growth or for community and 
fellowship, and so on; that they trust themselves, their bodies, one another, their friends 
and families. 
 
I said that I am here, as minister to this congregation, because I believe that religious 
communities have a unique role in this world in helping persons truly to thrive in their 
lives. And I am called to that work—called as a leader to help people thrive in every 
possible way. And I said that I have always trusted the people—this congregation, in 
particular—trusted them with myself, with the children I’m helping to raise, and with 
each other as members of this community. 
 
I am more human because I know you.  
 
And so these last six weeks have been especially challenging, as that trust has been 
tested and hearts are being broken all over the place.  
 
If you are new among us—especially if today is only your first or second visit—I know 
you have no, or very little, context for what I’m saying. And it’s unusual for me to speak 
so directly to congregational business in a sermon, but it feels necessary right now. The 
basic gist of the situation is that this summer a fight erupted on social media among 
some members of the congregation, and that fight became very polarized, 
reinforcing some tensions that have been present for a while and that are most 
evident in our efforts in recent years to be more bold and persistent in our racial justice 
work. We are striving to better understand how we as individuals and as an institution 
perpetuate White Supremacy Culture and patriarchy, and we have committed 
ourselves to acting in ways that are anti-racist.  
 
It is not easy or comfortable work, but it is critical work if we understand, as I do, 
ourselves to be called to build the Beloved Community.  
 
This summer there’s been a lot of argument about how to talk about these things, 
what tactics to use, what language is most effective, and so forth. The elected 
leadership and I remain committed to being anti-racist and to cultivating a 
congregation that is more fully multi-cultural—not merely welcoming of anyone who 
walks through the doors, but actively designed to include more and more members of 
our community.  
 
AND there are members—mostly, though not exclusively, white-identified members—
who are feeling disenfranchised and not included in this effort. There has been a 
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growing mistrust among polarized individuals and groups. There are questions about 
whether we all can remain in relationship with one another.  
 
So, that’s the context for today’s service and what was on my mind as I chose each 
hymn and each reading—from Orlanda Brugnola to Starhawk to Toni Morrison to John 
O’Donohue to Michelle Obama.  
 
Each of us has come to this community, this morning or 54 years ago, in search of 
something that a religious community may be uniquely suited to provide. (And, as I 
said already, I do believe that religious communities have a unique and very valuable 
role in our lives.) 
 
We come for friendship and community, we come for religious education for our 
children, we come for a weekly experience of worship, we come seeking solace in the 
chaos of our lives, we come seeking comfort in our grief, we come to recharge, we 
come to be drawn out of our self-centered existences, we come to experience great 
music.  
 
And we come for something that’s not about any one of those things. We come to 
build relationships that make us more human. We come to build the Beloved 
Community.  
 
Each religion and religious community organizes itself differently. Each is oriented in its 
own way to that which is most important in its tradition—for some, there’s an emphasis 
on story and the history of a certain people; for some, it’s a sacred text and/or the 
words of a particular leader; for others, the most important thing may be the form of its 
rituals and practices; and for still others, it’s a creed, a statement of belief about the 
nature of God and the nature of humanity and the relationship between them.  
 
For Unitarian Universalists, it’s covenant.  
 
The Rev. Dr. Victoria Weinstein, who is a Unitarian Universalist and a scholar of 
covenant, writes that, “The first element of any religious treatment of covenant is that 
the people of God (or the Higher Good, or the Principles, or Justice, or Love, or 
whatever stands in for humanists and atheists as the transcendent referent around 
which we all orient ourselves in community) consent to be made a people.” 1 
 
We—the covenanting community of UUCC—consent to be made a people.  
 
At its heart, the religious community says, let’s be one another’s people. Not for a 
particular task or because we share passion for a particular issue, but because we 
choose to give ourselves to this community, in comfort and in pain, in learning and 
growth, in joy and celebration, in an effort to be a growing, involved, engaged 
participant in the world. 

                                                
1 https://www.peacebang.com/2017/06/17/being-willing-to-be-made-a-people/ 
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Because living and growing and thriving is not easy work. And our lives are isolated 
and messy and overwhelming, and we know that we are stronger and more capable 
of truly living if we have companions who will love us through it all, who will hold us up 
when we falter, who will help us see our ourselves more clearly when we get in our 
own way. 
 
Because, as many participants in yesterday’s Building a Community of Communities 
workshop said, “If we can’t build the Beloved Community here in this congregation, 
then where can we?”  
 
(And if you’re wondering what Beloved Community (capital B, capital C) is—as some 
people did in our discussions yesterday—I urge you to read up on how the Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., used that phrase to describe the world that he was 
encouraging us to cultivate … a world in which poverty and racism and militarism 
wouldn’t exist. You can start by reading the page on The King Philosophy on the 
website of The King Center. 2 Dr. King didn’t coin the term, but he made it more 
popular, and an understanding of what Beloved Community means now is still 
evolving.) 
 
We Unitarian Universalists are bound by covenant. We refer very frequently to the 
seven principles, which are part of a covenant—but they’re not a covenant to which 
individual persons commit. Rather, those principles are a covenant among 
congregations that are members of the Unitarian Universalist Association. As individual 
persons, we commit to the covenant of the congregation of which we are members, 
which we read earlier.  
 
And that covenant may be the best place to turn as we reboot, restart, recommit 
ourselves to the health and well-being of this religious community. 
 
I’ve been hearing accusations about how other people have violated our covenant, 
but it’s less common for me to hear about how the person speaking has identified 
ways in which they themselves have been out of covenant with others or with the 
community. (And I don’t do this often enough, myself.) 
 
So as we’re thinking about our covenant today, here’s my one admonition. Please 
start by evaluating your own actions, not others’.  
 
We say we are a “safe and welcoming community”. Am I in covenant if I speak only to 
my friends on Sunday mornings and don’t notice individuals hovering on the periphery 
and fail to introduce myself to them? 
 
We say we “delight in the beauty of our diversity”. Am I in covenant if I speak 
disparagingly of persons who love Jesus, knowing that some of them are sitting nearby 

                                                
2 https://thekingcenter.org/king-philosophy/ 
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when we’re worshipping together? Am I in covenant if I expect everyone else to hold 
the same standards of worship behavior as I do? 
 
We say we promise to “nurture each other’s hearts and spirits” and “challenge each 
other to live our values”. Those two things often feel like they’re in conflict with each 
other, because when we challenge, it doesn’t necessarily feel nurturing, and nurturing 
often is experienced as the opposite of challenge.  
 
And the reality is that different moments call for different behavior and emphasis. 
Sometimes nurture is needed. Other times, challenge is necessary. 
 
So … we also promise to struggle together on our spiritual journeys.  
 
None of us is ever going to behave skillfully all the time. And we know that we don’t all 
experience safety and welcome and nurture and struggle and challenge and delight 
in the same way.  
 
As I say often, this work would be much easier if it didn’t involve people. It would also 
be less interesting, for sure. But it would be easier. 
 
Which takes us back to the larger concept of covenant, which is the thing that binds 
us with one another as Unitarian Universalists. As Dr. Weinstein said, there is a 
“transcendent referent around which we all orient ourselves in community”. We may 
not have agreement about how to name it, but it is something beyond any one 
individual. It may also be within us, and I’d say it includes each of us, but it will not be 
limited by a single individual’s wants or needs or preferences.  
 
And by virtue of being in covenant at all, I’m agreeing to make an effort to 
understand the world from a perspective that’s necessarily broader than my own. I’m 
not merely an individual sharing space with other individuals. I’m choosing to be made 
a people, to be bound with others. And that may mean loosening my hold on how I 
want things, so that my life may serve a larger good.  
 
Years ago, after I was on the path to professional ministry, a college friend wrote to 
share some of her religious story with me. Like me, she had grown up in a moderately 
conservative religious household, and like me, she had attended a Unitarian 
Universalist congregation for a while. In many ways, she loved it. And yet, she wrote 
me this letter as a confession of sorts—she shared that she had decided to return to 
the church of her childhood, because Unitarian Universalism demanded too much of 
her. It was too hard, and she just wanted someone else to tell her how things are and 
what to do.  
 
I felt sad and disappointed, and yet I also was impressed at her ability to articulate so 
clearly what she was seeking in religious community. Because, at its best—at our 
best—Unitarian Universalism does demand that we stay engaged, learning, growing, 
changing when new insights are gained.  
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This way of being religious is not for everyone. 
 
And, here you are. Good people. Every one of you desiring to do right by yourselves 
and others. Tripping and falling and getting up again. Striving to bring love and 
courage wherever you go. (As one of our elder members said to me years ago, “My 
mission is to spread love in a 5-foot circle.”) 
 
As the old woman said in Toni Morrison’s story, “’I don’t know whether the bird you are 
holding is dead or alive, but what I do know is that it is in your hands.’ … 
If it is dead, you have either found it that way or you have killed it. If it is alive, you can 
still kill it. Whether it is to stay alive, it is your decision. Whatever the case, it is your 
responsibility.” 
 
Each of us has come to this community, this morning or 5 years ago, in search of 
something that a religious community may be uniquely suited to provide. None of us 
gets our way all the time, and yet we remain committed to living the promises of our 
covenant with integrity and vulnerability. And we must be vulnerable, because we 
promise to nurture and delight and struggle and challenge. Being members here 
doesn’t require only one of those things, it requires all of them. 
 
I can do that. You can do that. We can do that. This congregation is worth it. 
 
UUCC, I am more human because I know you.  
 
In closing I offer this poem—a prayer of sorts—especially for those of us who have 
turned away from one another, as we try to find our way back into relationship. 
 
READING For Love in a Time of Conflict, by John O’Donohue 
 

When the gentleness between you hardens 
And you fall out of your belonging with each other, 
May the depths you have reached hold you still. 
 
When no true word can be said, or heard, 
And you mirror each other in the script of hurt, 
When even the silence has become raw and torn, 
May you hear again an echo of your first music. 
 
When the weave of affection starts to unravel 
And anger begins to sear the ground between you, 
Before this weather of grief invites 
The black seed of bitterness to find root, 
May your souls come to kiss. 
 
Now is the time for one of you to be gracious, 
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To allow a kindness beyond thought and hurt, 
Reach out with sure hands 
To take the chalice of your love, 
And carry it carefully through this echoless waste 
Until this winter pilgrimage leads you 
Towards the gateway to spring. (Amen.) 

 
HYMN #1008 When Our Heart Is in a Holy Place (v. 1 & 2) 
 
BENEDICTION from Becoming, by Michelle Obama 
 
For me, becoming isn’t about arriving somewhere or achieving a certain aim. I see it 
instead as forward motion, a means of evolving, a way to reach continuously toward 
a better self. The journey doesn’t end. I became a mother, but I still have a lot to learn 
from and give to my children. I became a wife, but I continue to adapt to and be 
humbled by what it means to truly love and make a life with another person. I have 
become, by certain measures, a person of power, and yet there are moments still 
when I feel insecure or unheard. 
 
It’s all a process, steps along the path. Becoming requires equal parts patience and 
rigor. Becoming is never giving up on the idea that there’s more growing to be done. 
 
HYMN #1008 When Our Heart Is in a Holy Place (v. 3) 
 
EXTINGUISHING THE CHALICE 


