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In 2007—fourteen years ago—I crafted a sermon that was inspired by the fact 
that our musicians had planned an all-jazz service. My reflections on riffing and 
improvisation led me to share a series of brief anecdotes, paired with a small or 
large life lesson that came from the experience. I closed that day’s sermon by 
saying that the primary riff of my life was the reminder, over and over again, 
that for me, it’s the people—our relationships, our individual and collective well-
being—that matter the most.  
 
As I reflect on the years we’ve shared since then, I come to the same 
conclusion—people matter, and to genuinely care for one another, we must 
know one another, sharing our stories with courage and vulnerability. 
 
We revisit that format today, as both a modeling and an invitation … that you 
might also think about your most pivotal moments, the life experiences that 
taught you lessons that have shaped you. I’m going to repeat a few of the 
stories from that long-ago sermon, and add a few, and then we’ll also hear 
from some other UUCC story-tellers.  
 
So… 
 
About fourteen years ago, I delivered a sermon in which I shared a bunch of 
personal stories about myself. The number of people who commented 
afterward about my bravery was remarkable to me. I didn’t feel brave—after 
all, I had been taught that we must preach from our scars, not from our wounds. 
So I told only stories with which I was reconciled, even if they were embarrassing 
and I felt exposed.  
 
I learned that vulnerability within trusted relationships is powerful and 
connecting. And I learned that not everyone is safe to be so vulnerable. 
 
 



 
When I was five or six, I was stung by a bee while playing in the woods near our 
house. When I got home, my father put me in the bathtub and probably gave 
me Benadryl. Then we sat on the sofa until Mom got home. Then we went to the 
doctor. Only later would I learn that I was swollen like a balloon, that he kept 
me away from the mirrors, that he hadn’t wanted to scare me, when there was 
nothing I could do. 
 
I learned that I was safe in the care of my parents. 
 
 
When I was in the first grade, a girl name Judy sat near me. She ate glue. I was 
embarrassed for her. Other kids laughed. Sometimes I did, too. I didn’t want to 
be associated with her, on the one hand, but I also wanted to help her not be 
weird, on the other.  
 
I learned that it hurts to watch someone be ridiculed. I learned that it’s a little 
too easy to be the ridiculer, too. 
 
 
The summer before third grade, my family moved to Savannah, where I entered 
a desegregated school system… desegregated by bussing. I hadn’t been 
aware of racial and ethnic differences until then… until I watched the “town 
kids” (they lived “in town”, and we lived in the suburbs)—all with brown skin—
board the “town bus” every afternoon. 
 
I learned to see differences between Us and Them. 
 
 
In third grade, my teacher asked us to put the following words in order by size, 
smallest to largest – continent, country, city, state, county… I said that a country 
was smaller than a state. (Well… whenever we went to my grandparents’ house 
over the river in South Carolina, we said we were going to “the country…”) 
In sixth grade, my social studies teacher, in speaking of countries in Asia, about 
their cultural traditions, foods, dress, rituals… she referred to how they now wear 
“Western clothing” most of the time – upon hearing that phrase, I pictured 
Japanese girls in bolo ties and cowboy boots. 
 



 
I learned that there are a lot of things I don’t know. And a lot of things I think I 
know but are wrong. 
 
 
In fourth grade, I started going to Sunday School every week. I memorized the 
Apostles’ Creed. I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and 
earth. [and so on…] When I turned 10, I became a member of the church, 
along with the rest of my family. 
 
I learned that there’s psychological and emotional power in belonging to a 
group, especially one that is matter-of-fact and unapologetic about what it 
stands for. 
 
 
Throughout elementary school one of my classmates was a guy named Greg, 
who always had his hand in his pants. We called him names. In seventh grade 
my friends and I became, well, teenage girls. We turned on one another. One 
of our dearest friends, the one who struggled with her weight, became “The 
Whale” among the rest of us. Another friend became anorexic. 
 
Over time I learned that words hurt. And I learned that the immediate feeling of 
gratification that comes from putting someone else down doesn’t last. It turns 
into something toxic—a sensitization to mean-spiritedness, and a lasting sense of 
shame.  
 
 
In eighth grade I read an entire novel for the first time. It was Margaret Mitchell’s 
Gone with the Wind, which was required reading for our literature class!) 
 
I learned that reading can be fun and captivating. That escaping into my 
imagination sometimes makes the real world more bearable, and sometimes 
more interesting. 
 
 
That year, I didn’t get a role in the community theatre’s production of Peter 
Pan. 
 



 
I learned that rejection feels awful. And that it’s not fatal. 
 
 
At ninth grade orientation, Mrs. Reynolds told us that nothing we did in school 
before high school matters, and that we darn well better work hard in high 
school if we were going to get into college. 
 
Only much later did it occur to me that I couldn’t have done high school 
without all those years of school before, and that Mrs. Reynolds had overly 
simplified things. I learned that adults aren’t wise merely by virtue of being 
adults. 
 
 
Senior year of high school, I won a scholarship to a small women’s college three 
hours from home. I wanted to go to a more prestigious college, but my parents 
offered to buy me a car if I went with the scholarship. I did. And, there, I 
encountered non-Christians, Democrats, lesbians, women who had had 
abortions. I encountered a freeing irreverence. “Them” began to feel more and 
more like “Us”. 
 
Over time I learned that education, and success, don’t require prestige. No, I 
learned that caring mentors, intimate friends, diversity of experience, and, yes, 
perhaps a curriculum requirement here and there… those are the crucial 
elements of education.  
 
 
Senior year of college, I met a person who gave me butterflies. First time ever 
that I’d felt like that. She was a classmate. I wasn’t supposed to be attracted to 
girls, not in that way. But there was something different about her. I wanted to 
be around her all the time. And I was, for nearly three years. We were in love, 
and in the closet. 
 
I learned that romantic love was a powerful force, and completely out of my 
control. 
  
 



 
I went to church every Sunday, with her. We listened to sermons that said our 
very relationship was sinful. But we liked the music, and convinced ourselves 
that our relationship was special (it was!), so we went back anyway, week after 
week. I became numb. 
 
I learned that I could try to convince myself of anything, force the puzzle pieces 
to fit the picture in my mind, but that my heart was wise… and it would 
eventually insist on its own well-being. I stopped going to that church. 
 
 
Two years out of college, I was betrayed by her. She started seeing someone 
else, but was coming home to me at night. Usually. I was alone, hurt, and totally 
discombobulated. We had been in the closet, and I had not been candid with 
anyone. People knew, of course, but I had to pretend they didn’t, to keep up 
my charade. I finally talked, to a minister. A Unitarian Universalist minister. 
 
I learned that secrets are like poison. And that talking to a trusted person is an 
antidote. 
 
 
I started asking questions about my faith. The questions started with the word 
“Why?” Once the questions started, they wouldn’t stop. I snuck in the back 
door of the Unitarian Universalist church one Sunday morning. They were asking, 
“Why?,” too. They invited me to be their companion. They helped me articulate 
answers that kept urging me to ask more questions. I couldn’t get enough! 
 
I learned that my heart and my mind were hungry, and that the Universe is a 
big research facility and playground. 
 
 
A family member asked me whether I didn’t believe that God was great 
enough to have directly inspired the writing of the holy scriptures. It’s possible, I 
said… In that moment, I realized—he did, too—that he had taken a blind leap 
of faith that I simply could not take. And I learned that I could still love him 
anyway.  
 



 
I learned that I am a dedicated agnostic, which requires its own leap of faith—
the kind of that says, “I don’t actually know what lies ahead, but I’m going to 
keep moving forward, anyway.” 
 
 
At age 25, I got a tattoo. I shaved my head. And I enrolled in Harvard Divinity 
School. 
 
I learned that I could really freak out my parents (and some friends, too). And 
that they’d love me anyway. I learned that some of my actions may have 
seemed contradictory on the surface, but that they were all an attempt to 
assert my individuality. And they were all safe, and calculated. 
 
I learned that even in my rebellion, I was a “good” kid. 
 
 
During a visit to friends in western Tennessee, we decided to go to a firing range 
so that I could learn what it feels like to fire a handgun. I’d never touched one, 
much less fired one. I hated it. It was heavy, and difficult, and loud. Nothing like 
it looks in fictional depictions.  
 
I learned that an embodied experience is powerful. And I don’t ever want to 
hold a gun again. 
 
 
Several years later—ordained, partnered, but not yet serving a congregation—
Graham and I lived for a few months on a small farm. When it came time to 
slaughter the ducks—living, breathing animals that we’d been helping to 
feed—Marino, the farm owner told me I didn’t need to help. “It’s brutal work. 
Not for a woman.” I was indignant and insisted that I would help. After one 
duck—breaking its neck, dunking it in boiling water, removing its feathers—I 
decided Marino was right, and this work wasn’t for me. 
 
I learned that sometimes I am willing to take advantage of archaic gender 
roles, if it suits me in the moment. 
 
 



 
Parenting a toddler, Graham and I decided we would like for her to have a 
sibling. I got pregnant. At 7 weeks—when I was exhausted and already 
attracting concerned questions from members of UUCC—we shared the news 
that I was expecting. Days later we learned that the pregnancy wasn’t viable. I 
was heartbroken and also horrified that this grief was going to be fully on 
display. After we shared the news of the miscarriage, many women came to 
me in solidarity, sharing their own stories of pregnancy loss and infertility. 
 
I learned that sharing our vulnerability can connect us and strengthen us. I also 
learned that we need to remove the stigma of talking about pregnancy loss 
and infertility. The grief is real. 
 
 
Organizers of a local interfaith program approached me to ask about how best 
to ask for gender on a registration form, so that it would respectful and inclusive 
but also help to form groups that were diverse as possible.  
 
I learned that our faith Unitarian Universalist witness in matters of gender identity 
and sexuality is making an impression … and a difference. 
 
 
In a dinner table conversation, the tween and teen children in our household 
said to me, “Mom, don’t do that. Everyone wants to punch you when you talk 
like that. You act like you know you’re right and everyone else is wrong.” I 
defended myself. They didn’t budge. My feelings were hurt. I’m still feeling it—
and thinking about how they were right, even if I wasn’t entirely wrong. 
 
I am learning that I can hear things that hurt my feelings and learn from them. I 
think I will always be learning this lesson.  
  
One thing about stories … the more we practice sharing them, the more we 
realize there is to share. I will stop here, now. But let’s keep practicing.  
 


