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Last month I was at a conference where I had the opportunity to hear Steve Pemberton
share his remarkable story.  Steve was born in New Bedford, Massachusetts and had a harrowing
experience in the foster care system in the 1970s and 80s.  He only learned as an adult the story
of his deceased parents, that his father was an African American boxer who was murdered at 26,
and his mother was from a Polish family, and died young at 40.   Steve is a very smart man, and
after years of childhood abuse, was eventually able to find adults who would listen to him and
help.  He lived with a former teacher for his last two years of high school and was safe.  Steve
realized his childhood dream of going to Boston College, and is currently the Vice President and
Chief Diversity and Inclusion Officer for Walgreens.  He wrote a memoir of his story called A
Chance in the World, and a movie is being made of his life, due to come out this year. He is an
incredible speaker.  Steve had a room of 800 advancement professionals in the palm of his hand,
openly weeping throughout his talk.  What was so special about the way he shared his story was
how he illustrated the connections, the good luck, and relationships with adults who stood up for
him that saved his life.  Steve lived that often quoted line from Maggie Kuhn, founder of the
Gray Panthers, “Stand before the people you fear and speak your mind--even if your voice
shakes. When you least expect it, someone may actually listen to what you have to say. Well-
aimed slingshots can topple giants.”

Steve talks about the work of diversity and inclusion with people who are not conversant
with the academic vocabulary, by sharing his story and making his message crystal clear – you
can’t know a person by how they appear to you, you have to talk to them.  He could have spoken
about privilege, bias and training, and other really important concepts and skills, but instead, he
illustrated through his story that the most fundamental work in front of us as a society is learning
how to talk with each other, and not to assume we know anyone’s story without asking them.
His message was: Don’t assume.  Ask questions.  Listen.

In our community we have a group of folks who have been meeting for years to share
poetry out loud as a spiritual practice in the “Living By Heart” group.  The theory behind the
practice is that the act of memorizing poetry offers a new way to get the poem into one’s body,
and that the act of reciting it with a group of fellow seekers helps everyone in the room to be
changed by the words.  We also have a small group ministry meeting that just got started.  In
small group ministry, a group of folks hear a reading, and then reflect together, using guiding
questions.  But in the small group ministry model, there is no cross talk, meaning that each
person speaks, is deeply listened to, and there is no response in the moment.  It is putting
thoughts into words that will be held, but not judged or commented on.  For many people that
experience of being deeply listened to, and listening to others is transformative.  These two
groups are ways within the community that we practice listening and sharing our experience
together.  This also happens in less explicit ways, throughout everything we do together from
committee work to classes, to worship, social witness, pastoral care, and even coffee hour.  Let’s
practice a little bit.  I invite you to grab a pen or pencil, or if you have a great memory, that
works too and think about the following questions: What is something that you are worried
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about?  What is something that you are hopeful about?  Either write these down, maybe on the
back of the order service, or just think about them.  We can be in quiet together for a few
moments.  [reflecting] Now as you are comfortable, I invite you to find a small group of 2 or 3
folks and briefly share those things out loud.  As people share, I want us to practice deeply
listening, you don’t need to respond verbally in any way to what people share, simply listen with
attention and compassion.  So let’s take a few deep breaths, and then find some folks to listen
with together.
[sharing]

In Rebecca Parker’s great refection on faith she writes:
You must answer this question:
What will you do with your gifts?
Choose to bless the world.
The choice to bless the world can take you into solitude
to search for the sources of power and grace;
native wisdom, healing and liberation.
More, the choice will draw you into community,
the endeavor shared, the heritage passed on,
the companionship of struggle,
the importance of keeping faith,
the life of ritual and praise, the comfort of human friendship,
the company of earth, its chorus of life welcoming you.

Part of our work in spiritual community is to practice both listening and sharing of ourselves in
order to be ready to go out into the world and be vulnerable, and speak truth to power.  Robbie
Walsh, the Unitarian Universalist minister and writer once asked in a meditation, “is there
enough evidence to convict me of being a Unitarian Universalist?”  I think about that question a
lot.  I don’t want or need my inner life on a billboard, but outside of my faith community, how do
my action and my words reflect my spiritual life?

The passage from Christian scripture that most of our Protestant neighbors are hearing
this morning is from Matthew, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.

38“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ 39But I
say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the
other also; 40and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as
well; 41and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile. 42Give to
everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you.
43“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your
enemy.’ 44But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 451

When I was a young Unitarian Universalist I heard this passage as a call to be passive.  I heard it
as a call to accept violence, or to accept being hated, and I didn’t understand why Christians
would hold this up as the right path.  But I hadn’t met enough radical Christians yet to really get
it.  One was Walter Wink, who actually lived right near here in Sandisfield.  Walter taught about
the historical context for Jesus’ message, and how that fit into his work to upend the order of his
society.  In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus asked people to do something incredibly hard.  Hard

1 NRSV Matt. 5:38-45
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on the personal level of interacting with those they didn't want to, and showing compassion for
people who would harm them.  And hard on the level of being radically counter-cultural.  Jesus
wanted his people, when faced with injustice, to call on the empathy and compassion of others
by making injustice visible in the public square.  The call to walk the second mile, to give their
cloak in addition to coat, and to turn the other cheek are all manners of protest, to amplify the
voice of an oppressed community.  Romans were only allowed to ask people to carry things for
one mile, to carry the second was to shame them and possibly get them in trouble.  To give one's
cloak in addition to coat was a protest against tax laws and fines, as observing nudity was as
much against religious law as being nude.  To turn the other check, was to demand that if a
Roman were to slap your cheek again, they would need to either use their left hand, which wasn't
done, or the other side of their right, which would only be used for an equal in status.  It was to
demand equality and to share their new interpretations of tradition in public.2

Cornell West always says, “justice is what love looks like in public.”  Sharing our
beliefs and story out loud matters because if we don’t articulate our beliefs, and if we don’t put
those beliefs into action, our spiritual selves are not fully engaged with the world.  We act out our
beliefs in innumerable ways, from volunteering, to helping a friend or stranger, to making art, to
marching or writing for social or political change.  We communicate with our voice, and with our
presence.  Depending on our identity and experience, it may be easier or harder to safely speak
out in public and share what we believe and think.  For those with privilege, listening more than
we speak is vital to how we are together in public.  And those with power and privilege can use
that privilege to be great allies to those who need more access, and a megaphone to be heard.

While I may serve as a voice for this community, it is you who are its voice in the
world.  You share what is important to you with dearest friends, and chatting with a stranger in
the grocery line.  You show up to events and speak with your presence, you create art, and
writing that tells part of your story.  You are the ones out in the world listening to your neighbors
and friends, to your community, and learning more about who folks are, and how that will shape
you.  Who are we not hearing?  Are there voices that have been silenced or who are so quiet, we
need to listen harder?  What are the assumptions we are making as we go through the day to day
of our lives, and as we make choices in the world?  All of these questions, all of this day to day,
is informed by our beliefs, by our world view, our identity and experience.  We can ask
ourselves, “Is there enough evidence to convict us of our beliefs?”  Don’t assume.  Ask
questions.  Listen.

So may it be.  Amen.

2 Walter Wink, Engaging the Powers, 1992
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