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What we say to each other matters a lot.  Who will feel invited to belong?  Who will feel 

excluded?  “Blessed is the person who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the 

way sinners do, or sits in the seat of scoffers!”  This is the opening verse of the book of Psalms 

for comfort in the Bible.  The Bible uses metaphors to convey its teachings, with walking, 

standing and sitting prominent among them, things people could easily relate to.  When Abraham 

was 99 years old, God appeared to him and said “walk with me.”  Walking together as a 

description of what it means to be in deep fellowship comes from the Bible.  Psalm 115 describes 

people unable or unwilling to encounter the divine mystery: “They have mouths, but do not 

speak; eyes, but do not see; they have ears, but do not hear; noses, but do not smell; they have 

hands, but do not feel; feet, but do not walk.”  Contrast that with the 23
rd

 Psalm: “Even though I 

walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, if you walk with me, your rod 

and your staff, they comfort me.” 

 

The Proverbs say: “Lay aside immaturity, and live, and walk in the way of insight.”  And also: 

“Whoever walks in integrity walks securely, but whoever follows perverse ways will be found 

out.”  The prophet Isaiah calls Israel to walk together: “Let us walk in the light of God!”  Our 

hymn Siyahamba has four variations on this proclamation: Walking in the Light of God.  The 

prophet Micah says what God requires of us is only: “to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk 

with your God.”  So what do we mean when we say in unison every Sunday: We give ourselves 

one unto another, covenanting to walk together as a congregation, promising to watch over one 

another and to delight for love to abide in our midst?  After all, some people are unable to walk, 

why can’t we just say “journey together?” 

 

It might feel more inclusive for those who cannot walk with us.  Why do we invite people to 

stand in body or spirit for our hymns when we know not everyone can stand?  The UU social 

justice program called Standing on the Side of Love, picking up this Biblical theme, was changed 

by at least one person sitting in a wheelchair to Sitting on the Side of Love!  Our words, our 

metaphors, are powerful!  They can deeply connect us with religious people across time and 

denominations.  Walking, walking with you is my prayer.  But these same words can also have 

the effect of marginalizing some people who do not feel included in our words or metaphors.  

What can we do?  You know I love our history.  As an interfaith leader I also seek to connect 

through language that Jewish and Christian colleagues can recognize and resonate with.  But I 

worry about who we are relegating to the margins with this language?  Who cannot walk 
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together?  I try to help by alternating my metaphors, by using spiritual journeying at least as 

often as walking together. 

 

But is it enough?  Can we honor our past, our present and our future, even though these are from 

very different cultures?  The English settlers and Puritans who founded churches here in the 17
th

 

and 18
th

 century used walking together as a substitute for doctrine in covenanting to be a 

religious community.  When we recite each Sunday an adaptation of that 1717 covenant we are 

affirming that we worship within a longstanding tradition.  Yet churches that freeze their present 

in honor to their pasts are among those that are in decline and likely to disappear.  Only a small 

number of UU churches are growing like ours, with most of our denomination flat or in decline.  

But the growing numbers of so called emerging churches, with no sense of history, and honor no 

denominational affiliations, are often like shooting stars across the firmament of faith, with short 

glorious young adult-oriented worship for a time before they discover their community is 

financially unsustainable and they burn out. 

 

We are seeking a middle way, one that honors and builds upon our long and deep faith tradition, 

without binding our present practices to the 20
th

 century, and while remaining radically open and 

hospitable to the new.  This is a compelling vision, which has something to do with our over 

100% growth in the last eight years, but can we continue to maintain our historic identity while 

always expanding our circle of who we include?  One of the fastest-growing denominations is 

the Assemblies of God, and their superintendent says: “[We are growing because] we have been 

flexible when it comes to [changing] culture – music, dress, [language] – while remaining 

consistent on that which has not changed.”   Can UUs afford not to expand our community as we 

move more deeply into the 21
st
 century?  What will be the sources of our growth and our 

vitality?  Is it not our UU heritage to always be seeking to expand our circle as the world changes 

around us?  Walking together in love! 

 

In the 20
th

 century the diversity sought was integration of white and black congregations.  UU 

minister Jessica York tells a story from the great 20
th

 century UU theologian James Luther 

Adams: “In 1948, most congregations and houses of worship in the U.S. were segregated by the 

color of their members’ skin.  Some were segregated by law, others by custom.  The First 

Unitarian Society of Chicago was one of these congregations.  Although their church was located 

in a neighborhood with many African Americans, only whites could join, according to the 

bylaws of the church, and according to custom.  The day came when many members began to 

believe they needed to take action against racism if they really wanted to live their values and 

principles.  The minister, the Rev. Leslie Pennington, and James Luther Adams proposed a 

change in the church’s bylaws to desegregate the church and welcome people whatever the color 

of their skin.  They saw this as a way to put their love into action.  When the congregation’s 

board of directors considered the desegregation proposal, most of them supported it. 
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“However, one member of the board objected saying: ‘Your new program is making 

desegregation into a creed.  You are asking everyone in our church to say they believe 

desegregating, or inviting, even recruiting people of color to attend our church is a good way to 

tackle racism.  What if some members don’t believe this?’  The debate went on in the Board of 

Director’s meeting until the early hours of the morning.  Everyone was exhausted and frustrated.  

Finally, James Luther Adams asked the person who had voiced the strongest objection, ‘What do 

you say is the purpose of this church?’  The board member who opposed opening the church to 

people of color finally replied: ‘Okay, Jim.  The purpose of this church is to get hold of people 

like me and change them.’  The First Unitarian Society of Chicago successfully desegregated.”  

Can we clarify our mission and purpose and expand our circle?  We need to do so now! 

 

The largest and fastest growing non-white population within walking distance of this church is 

Latino/a.  For some, if your native tongue is not English, you will feel more included when at 

least some Spanish is in a service.  I don’t speak Spanish.  Yet I want us to include those who do.  

Are we willing to stretch our comfort zone to include more parts of our service in Spanish?  An 

important and fast-growing segment of our church visitors are under the age of 50 (so called Gen 

X and Millennials) and may also be un-churched.  Are we willing to adapt our hymns and our 

music to welcome a wider distribution of ages and cultural backgrounds as members here?  Most 

of our members use modern communication technologies, perhaps to varying degrees, in the rest 

of their lives.  We lose something when we become disconnected to culture.  Yet we often ask 

people to leave all that stuff at the door to the sanctuary.  Are we open to gradually adapting our 

ways of coming together to better utilize technology to help everyone on spiritual journeys 

together?  These are the questions facing this generation: how will we create a truly vibrant faith 

community for the 21
st
 century? 

 

Why do we talk about walking together?  This is an excellent question for a multi-generational 

service.  With people living so much longer today we have five generations in this sanctuary.  Of 

course, not everyone in the same age group thinks or feels alike.  We include heterosexual, gay, 

lesbian, and bisexual people, and are hoping to learn how to be more welcoming to transgender 

and queer folks.  Our current members are mostly descended from Europeans, but growing 

numbers include descent from Africa, Asia, South America, or the Caribbean Islands, or are 

multiracial and multicultural Americans.  At the current pace of change it appears probable that 

pure European descent will become a minority in this congregation within the next two 

generations.  Our worship today is radically differently than two generations ago, and I am 

certain worship in this congregation will change radically in the two generations to come.  

Anything living must adapt to change.  Anything that cannot adapt dies.  This is a basic fact of 

evolving ecosystems. 

 

The great purpose of our spiritual journey is to restore our connection to the divine mystery and 

each other.  To give ourselves one to another, covenanting to walk together as a congregation, 
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promising to faithfully watch over one another and to delight for love to abide in our midst.  We 

are deeply interconnected, interdependent, yet we often forget.  We come to church then to 

“wake our senses” and to “make our vision of ministry clear” so that we can do together what we 

could never do alone!  I love you all dearly!  Blessed Be and Amen. 


