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We have come together today to ordain you, to set you apart as a person devoted to the divine 
mystery which we can never fully understand; to do God’s work in Unitarian Universalist 
communities of faith. For UU’s, this act can be problematical, for few of us have the audacity to 
claim our authority as direct from the Ground of All Being. And even if we do, it isn’t entirely 
clear how it fits our divine understanding in UU congregations.

I have spent time in meditation, as a mystical transcendentalist, engaged with the source of being 
itself, seeking to understand what it means to be set apart, to engage in a life of the spirit, and to 
lead others in this journey. I am aware of metaphysical significance of your ordination vows, 
when you say with clear intention, “I am!” and “I do!” to this call as a child of God from the 
divine mysteries to reorient your life to one of spirit work.  

In our tradition it once was true that a congregation could only ordain you at the time it called 
you to be their settled minister.  Of course, in that time it would have been highly unlikely that a 
young married mother with a postmodern world view would have been ordained at all, in this 
congregation or any other. However, today the congregations of Brookline and Rockport ordain 
you based on our experiences of you as a minister of God, however we may choose to define that  
undefinable term, so that you will be set apart for all time, no matter what form your unfolding 
ministry may take, or what UU congregations you may serve in the future.

This calling is not dependent on your job, but rather on your relationship to divine mystery. So 
let me begin by outlining seven promises and seven perils of ordained ministry, in hopes that you 
may learn to truly cherish the gifts, and also learn to navigate the perils of our profession.

The first gift of ordained ministry is your love affair with the Ground of All Being. There are 
many well proven practices and exercises to deepen our experience of God, and may you learn to 
use them regularly and effectively on your journey. But the most important step is the one you 
publicly undertake here to commit yourself to being a person set apart.  Your vows of marriage 
and motherhood precede the vow you give today, and in that sense should always have 
precedence, for our intimate lifelong relationships are the core of our being. However this vow 
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will transform you at the core of your being. Your love of God can carry you across those barren 
wastes that inevitably arise in a life of the spirit, and bring you safely home. 

The second gift is being called into relationship with a particular people. People can be difficult, 
hard-headed, cynical, and sometimes downright ornery (not Brookline or Rockport, of course), 
yet we are called to love them. Our love for them transforms them into our people, those who we 
love and cherish, and for whom we give our all.

The third gift is preaching. For seventy five minutes on Sunday morning you have a multitude of 
people more or less listening for your words of comfort or challenge, new insights or knowledge, 
expression of compassion or caring, and authentic expressions of hope and transformation. There 
is no more important role in American society than a parish minister’s weekly conversation with 
a congregation. Prepare for it with care and cunning, and love your congregation well.

Through your seminary education, and reading in preparation for the Ministerial Fellowship 
Committee, you have more theological education than most of those who will look to you for 
guidance. Determine that you will be a lifelong learner and be prepared to be the religious 
educator your congregation needs to help them understand the indeterminable, and build their 
confidence in embracing the divine mysteries in this life.  This role of congregational educator is 
the fourth gift of ministry. 

The fifth gift is becoming a person of prophetic vision. Now, some newly ordained ministers 
seem to be under the mistaken impression that being prophetic means telling the congregation 
how they are doing it wrong. Not true. Being prophetic means discerning and then embodying 
that vision which your congregation needs in order to become its best self.  You must embody 
the vision you call your congregation to be.

The sixth gift is the opportunity to serve. Our ego, our desires, or status as human beings are 
willingly subjugated to serving the needs of our people. Some days you may ask why this is a 
gift. But because you are already a mother, I think you already know that to serve another out of 
your deepest sense of love is one of the greatest gifts open to humans.

Which brings us to the seventh gift of ministry: being a source of joy in the emergence of the 
universe.  You will have many sources of joy in your life, with your husband, your daughter, 
your friends, and your many accomplishments. But perhaps none will bring greater joy than the 
transformation and growth in well being that you see in the congregation under your care.
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Stay mindful of each of these gifts, for the road that is ordained ministry is a sometimes difficult 
one, and we must each remain mindful of our sources of joy to bring us through difficult times.

Let me also share with you the seven perils of parish ministry.  I pray not all of these will come 
upon you at once, but any of them can grow to disrupt even the most successful ministry.

First are the pitfalls of preaching, which can be grandiosity or self-limiting boredom.  
Grandiosity often emerges when the preacher forgets we are primarily a conduit for the divine 
and instead begins to believe it is our personal inspired preaching that begets transformation. 
Self-limiting boredom generally emerges when the preacher allocates too little time to sermon 
preparation, serving up the same tired concepts and phrases, such that no one, including the 
preacher, is ever saved.  Always engage your world with wonder, and tell your congregation 
what you find! That will always preach well.

Second is the challenge of chaplaincy.  You cannot let the neediest people in your congregation 
set your schedule for pastoral care, or they will consume you and your ministry whole.  Many of 
us went into ministry with a deep need to be needed, leading us to foster an unhealthy 
dependency with our most troubled, or even encouraging people to have problems requiring our 
care. Autonomous ministers learn to say “no.”  

Third is our quandary for control. Many of us prefer order to chaos, and so try to solve every 
problem ourselves, as soon as it arrives, and sometimes in anticipation of its potential arrival. To 
avoid this pitfall, without undue anxiety, sometimes requires intentional ignorance. Leave it be, 
for a while, and see if new perspectives or solutions arise without your doing. 

Fourth is the seduction of spirituality. Becoming a conduit for the spirit of the Holy in people’s 
lives opens us to a kind of charisma, but it isn’t ours, it is something that shines through us. 
Confusing personal charisma and power with that which comes from our role in the congregation 
can lead to harmful indiscretions which have damaged people and ended ministries.

Fifth is the problem of piety. It is inherently difficult being holy and humble at the same time. It 
can be too easy to develop a persona of holiness unrelated to our actual state of being. This is a 
problem. It leads to cynicism, arrogance and callousness. In all humility we must learn to center 
our lives upon the divine.

The sixth peril, and one I particular caution you about given your disposition, is time. We show 
people how much we care about them by showing up, on time,  and prepared. Yet if we spend too 
much time and attention on our ministry we become forgetful spouses, absent parents, and 
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burned-out husks, unfit and unable to provide the roles our lives demand. It is important to live 
in the moment, but let it be the right moment, so you bring your whole self to each of your life 
roles. 

The seventh and final peril is disclaiming your own authority.  This is a particularly common trap 
in this postmodern world. Those who disclaim their authority as ministers of God can end up 
angry, disillusioned, and powerless. But just as often they can end up abusing the very power that 
they have denied. We are merely human, but we have been set aside for a noble undertaking. We 
should own our authority to tend our people.  

So I have given you the seven promises and perils of all ordained ministry.  Now let’s talk about 
your particular situation. As a Generation X married mother of a daughter, the context of your 
ministry is unlike many of those who have gone before you, or even many of your new 
colleagues today.  You won’t have the problems faced by that first wave of UU women ministers, 
thanks largely to their efforts, but you do have the challenges associated with being a Gen-X 
minister mom. Find colleagues, share the burden, learn from each other, and be clear about 
boundaries. You can make this a gift or a burden.

Not everyone in your postmodern parish will be comfortable with sacred stories, whether from 
the Bible, Torah, Koran, or Bhagavad Gita. These are sacred stories of engagement with divine 
mystery, set in particular times and settings, but eternally true.  You must learn to give them 
context, adapt them, unpack them in a way your congregation can engage them.

Sometimes ordained ministry includes making the people you love very uncomfortable.  Now, 
you shouldn’t enjoy this too much, but you shouldn’t shirk from it either. We say what we 
believe they need to hear, because it is true, even if you know some of them will hate you for it. 
Ordained ministers serve a higher calling than being beloved by everyone all of the time.

Your friends, perhaps even your spouse, may never fully understand what calls you into ordained 
ministry. If the question arises whether you can fit a good and wholesome life into your ministry, 
the answer sometimes will be “yes” and sometimes “no”.  Of course that is not unique to 
ministry, it is true for anyone who passionately pursues their calling in life. Cut yourself some 
slack. You may frequently fall short of your aspirations for your ministry, but the effort to 
attempt such an improbable task will be a source of deep joy.

This world is an ocean of uncertainty. The pledge or promise that you make this day in your 
ordination vow, before God and all these witnesses, creates an island of certainty.  No matter 
what comes, you have staked a claim on how you will engage with the world.  It joins your birth 
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relationships, your marriage vow, your lifelong friendships, and your motherhood, as a source of 
connection and meaning.  By these intentional relationships you build islands of support in 
confronting a dangerous and uncertain world.  Use them well!

Lastly, always remember to ground your ministry, and your life, in your own spiritual well being. 
There is no more certain anchor in a time of storm. You will know you are securely grounded by 
your sense of joy. Cherish that joy. Know that as your mentor I will always love you, as will the 
people of these two congregations that now ordain you. Rest in that love and find your own joy.  
So may it always be. Blessed Be, and Amen.       
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