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Put yourself in Moses’ sandals. A first-born son of a persecuted ethnic minority, being treated 
like slaves in Egypt, and the Pharaoh has declared a population control measure of killing their 
first-born sons. His mother puts him up for adoption at birth, by putting him in a basket and 
floating him down the Nile. Adopted by the Pharaoh’s daughter, Moses grows up in a palace, but 
I imagine with other kids never letting him forget he is a Jew.

As a teenager he kills an Egyptian guard he found beating a Jew, and flees for his life to a distant 
country called Midian. Now as a young adult, he is happily married with children, okay working 
at a minimum wage job tending his father-in-law’s sheep, but he isn’t being persecuted or killed.  
One day Moses notices a bush on fire that is not consumed; he encounters God in the flaming 
bush, and will spend the next forty years of his life the lonely leader of a sometimes angry 
people, and will die before he can enter the Promised Land.

Moses was not a leader of the Israelite tribe, he didn’t speak well, he was enjoying his life in 
Midian, yet he gave up that life to begin to heal the world that had enslaved his people.  Egyptian 
civilization was built around the cycles of the Nile. God would turn the Nile red with blood, kill 
the fish in it, making it stink. God sent a plague of frogs, a swarm of flies and stinging gnats, a 
deadly pestilence, and skin diseases. Then hail and thunder, locusts, and darkness at mid-day. 

Finally God kills the Egyptians’ eldest sons and Pharaoh lets the Israelites go. At which point 
Moses’ work has barely begun. Moses is faithful to God’s call. Through doing God’s work 
Moses is reunited with his brother Aaron, who spoke well, and his sister Miriam, who could 
really dance. Yet not helping to heal the world was not an option. 

Many oppressed and persecuted people down through the ages have adopted the exodus story as 
their own. The founders of Massachusetts clearly articulated that they were leaving England, 
where they had been persecuted, to found a new state founded upon God’s law.

African-Americans, especially when freed from slavery in the mid-19th century, adopted the 
Exodus as a story of their own trials and tribulations leading to their freedom. In 1900, James 
Weldon Johnson, principal of a 500 student African-American school, wrote a poem called Lift 
Every Voice and Sing (the words of which were our opening hymn). He wrote it to welcome 
Booker T. Washington to their school. His brother John set it to music, and when we sing this 
song our intention is to stand in solidarity with the marginalized and oppressed, honoring both 
the painfulness of their journey as well as their wish to be “shadowed beneath God’s hand, 
forever to stand, true to God and our native land.”    
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Not everyone responds so well to God’s calling. We’re told Jonah was minding his own business 
when God called him to preach to Nineveh. That wasn’t part of Jonah’s plan so he hopped the 
first boat leaving for Tarshish. Jonah’s reluctance nearly cost the lives of every man on that boat, 
and ended with his being swallowed by a whale. 

We’re told the word of God came to Jonah a second time, and he went to Nineveh and did his 
best, and the people were saved and transformed by God’s work in the world.  But still Jonah 
was angry with God, because Jonah didn’t think those people deserved God’s love and mercy, so 
God decided to teach Jonah another lesson. Jonah was hot-headed, so God grew up a bush to 
give him shade and comfort, but just as Jonah became happy, God sent a worm to kill the bush so 
that Jonah became faint with heat. When Jonah complained to God that he liked that bush, God 
pointed out Jonah had neither made nor grown it. Our success is not ours alone. God said far 
more than Jonah’s love of his shade did God love and cherish the hurting people of Nineveh, so 
he sent Jonah to help heal the world.

For 3,000 years the Jews have thought of themselves as God’s chosen people.  In the late 15th 
century, when they were forced to convert or be forcibly expelled from Spain, or during the 16th 
century, when the Spanish Inquisition arrested and killed many of those whose families had 
converted, or the 18th and 19th centuries when pogroms throughout Eastern Europe and Russia 
meant that they were continually being killed or expelled, it was possible to wonder what they 
had been chosen for.

Many faithful Jews turned for a sense of identity to Deuteronomy 26 to say: “A wandering 
Aramean was my ancestor; we went down into Egypt and lived there as an alien, few in number, 
and there he became a great nation, mighty and populous. When the Egyptians treated us harshly 
and afflicted us, by imposing hard labor on us, we cried to the LORD, the God of our ancestors; 
the LORD heard our voice and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression.  The LORD 
brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with a terrifying display of 
power, and with signs and wonders; and brought us into this place and gave us this land, a land 
flowing with milk and honey.” And they would be comforted. For many medieval Jews Passover 
became a more important part of Jewish identity, not so they could wait passively for God to act 
with signs and wonders, but so they could do their own part to help heal the world. 

The Ta’anit or Jewish fast of Yom Kippur ended yesterday. Where many Jews heard our opening 
words from their Rabbis that “When the community is in trouble do not say, ‘I will go home and 
eat and drink and all will be well with me…’ rather involve yourself in the community’s distress 
as was demonstrated by Moses. In this way Moses said, ‘Since Israel is in trouble, I will share 
their burden.’  Anyone who shares a community’s distress will be rewarded and will witness the 
community’s consolation.” 
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This is Tikkun Olam, the call to help heal our broken world. This call to heal the world is 
perhaps the central claim of modern Reform Judaism, lifted up every year at the High Holy days, 
so that everyone understands their role in helping heal the world, not just in enjoying it. We can 
savor the world as we save it.  This is a lesson modern Unitarian Universalism has learned from 
our sources in Jewish and Christian teachings, we must all do our part to help heal our hurting 
world.

To stand in solidarity with the marginalized and oppressed. To share in their anger, celebrate in 
their joy, and seek justice on their behalf. That is why our hymn of preparation was “We are a 
gentle, angry people” singing for our lives; young and old together, a land of many colors, gay 
and straight together, a gentle, angry people singing for our lives.

This is what drives our work for intergenerational harmony, for racial and cultural diversity, for 
same-sex marriage rights, for immigration rights, and for overturning the so-called new Jim 
Crow laws. If our heart’s desire is for our children to grow up in a world that is more fair, more 
just, more full of a sense of wonder than it is today, then we must dedicate our heads, our hearts, 
and our hands to helping to heal the world. If we want to work for climate justice, to help to 
minimize the damage done by climate changes, and I hope we always will, then as part of that 
effort we must also help to heal the world. If we want to work for economic justice, to help close 
the staggering gap between the richest and the poorest, we must help heal the world.

This is our hope, this is our calling, and this is our prayer.  Standing on the side of love becomes 
a major part of what it means to be a good and faithful 21st century Unitarian Universalist.

When a young black man can spent three years in New York’s Rikers prison, without a trial, for a 
crime he did not commit, we must work to heal the world.  When a person with centuries long 
ties to this land is told they are not legible to receive documentation to live here, and so can have 
their family torn apart at any time, we must work to heal the world. When our children are born 
into a world with shrinking jobs and growing economic inequities, we must work to help heal the 
world. When our social systems are breaking down because of a stalemated congress, leaving our 
marginalized and oppressed without a legal way to survive, we must work to help to heal our 
broken world. When our government is exporting terror and violence around the world, we must 
find our voice and discover what to do to help heal our bruised and battered world.      

Okay, you may be saying, when things are going well for me, when I am in a place of 
abundance, perhaps then I can worry about helping to heal the world. Not just then! All major 
religious traditions agree that the time we most need to be engaged in helping to heal the world, 
to being of significant service to others, is when our world feels as if it will fall apart.
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As the American Buddhist teacher Pema Chodron writes: “When things fall apart and we can’t 
get the pieces back together, when we lose something dear to us, when the whole thing is just not 
working and we don’t know what to do, this is the time when the natural warmth of tenderness, 
the warmth of empathy and kindness, are just waiting to be uncovered, just waiting to be 
embraced. This is our chance to come out of our self-protecting bubble and to realize that we are 
never alone. This is our chance to finally understand that wherever we go, everyone we meet is 
essentially just like us. Our own suffering, if we turn toward it, can open us to a loving 
relationship with the world.”

We turn to Tikkun Olam not from our generosity, but from our brokenness, to rise and help to 
heal the world. Pema Chodron was a student of Chogyam Trungpa, and she fondly remembers 
his “enthusiasm and confidence about our capacity for bravery, for open-mindedness, for 
tenderness – our remarkable capacity to be spiritual warriors, fearless men and women who can 
help to heal the sorrows of the world.” Shall we do our part?      

When we pledge to “give ourselves one unto another, covenanting to walk together as a 
congregation, promising faithfully to watch over one another, and to delight for love to abide in 
our midst,” within our 300-year-old congregational context, we are promising to help heal the 
world. This is what our broken and hurting world most needs today, for UU’s, Reform Jews, 
Buddhists, Baptists, and secular humanists, and any other group you can describe, to stand 
together to begin the slow and painful process of helping heal the world.

We may not always like our partners in this work, or agree with them about a great many things, 
but we are collectively called to each do our share in helping to heal this broken and hurting 
world. As long as the world is broken and hurting, I cannot simply go home and eat and drink, 
counting my family lucky for all that we have, but rather I must stand with the marginalized and 
oppressed until they have homes as well, and food to eat, and something to drink, counting each 
and all of us as lucky for all that we have.

The earth has abundance enough for homes, food, drink, and happiness for all the world’s 
people, if we can find a way to share in the earth’s resources. 

This kind of selfless attitude is not easy, or even for everyone, but Unitarian Universalism calls 
us to help to heal the world. I quite enjoyed my 25-year career as international consultant, 
biotechnologist, and venture capitalist; but it would not have been true to my calling, as I 
experience it in my daily life, to merely lead a good life. Having achieved a good measure of 
material success by my mid-40’s, I felt called to ordained UU ministry to do my small part to 
help heal the broken and hurting world we can see around us. 
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What about you?  Each of you will have your own story, your own calling, but all of us are called 
to help where we can to heal this broken and hurting world.  I love you all dearly.  Amen and 
Blessed Be.            
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