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Are we ready for the next several years?  Are we afraid of what the 

future may ask of us?  We are embarking on an adventure of the spirit.  

But are we prepared for what lies ahead?  Many of you know that I am a 

pilot.  Any pilot who is planning a trip does a lot of preparation before 

they take off.  Those who don’t can wind up in trouble.  You check the 

weather, gather your maps, verify that the plane is ready to fly, and 

monitor how you are feeling.  But even that isn’t enough if you don’t 

know your limits.   

Two hunters engaged a bush pilot to fly them up to hunt moose in 

Alaska.  The pilot dropped them off and came back three days later.  The 

hunters had two moose to bring back.  The pilot said his airplane 

wouldn’t carry the moose and the hunters.  He stated that the conditions 

weren’t safe to attempt it.  The two hunters argued that a pilot was able 

to load the two moose the previous year and take off.  The pilot wasn’t 



Ch-ch-ch-changes 

Rev. Dr. Richard Speck 

August 2, 2015 

 

 

2 

 

about to be shown up by another bush pilot so he loaded all the gear, the 

two hunters, and the two moose.  He revved up the engine and began to 

take off.  Soon after they lifted off the plane was slowly climbing, but 

not fast enough.  The plane hit the tree tops and crashed to the ground 

with moose, gear, and people flying.  Miraculously, none of the people 

were seriously hurt.  One hunter turns to the other and asks, “Where are 

we?”  The other replies, “About fifty feet farther than last year!” 

We need to be prepared for taking some risks and having the 

possibility of a crash.  But we also will be making progress each time 

and gaining new knowledge that will serve us well as we live into the 

new reality of our future.  We, as a congregation, have to take on new 

tasks that previously were done by one of the ministers or our other 

staff.  We have been doing some planning for that and have already 

started to try our wings in new roles.   

When I was a teenager and young adult, I fell in love with rock and 

roll.  I came to this love later than most because of being a Southern 

Baptist in Memphis.  We thought that it was the devil’s music.  You may 
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remember that Ed Sullivan wouldn’t show Elvis Presley below the waist 

gyrating to the music.  I was more familiar with the pop standards of the 

1930s and 40s than the 60s.  We didn’t dance since that was considered 

sinful.  And we certainly didn’t shake our heads to the Beatles or move 

our hips to Elvis.  

 I was in college when I found that I resonated with the beat of my 

generation.  I immersed myself in The Who, Jethro Tull, Electric Light 

Orchestra, Chicago and many others.  But one of my favorite artists is 

the theologian, David Bowie, who created Glam Rock in the early 

1970s.   

Bowie spoke to a feeling of being seen as different and odd.  

Recall his album called Space Oddities.  One song speaks of change 

with an uncertainty of what is coming. 

Ch-ch-ch-ch-changes 

Turn and face the strange 

Ch-ch-changes 

Don't want to be a richer man 
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Ch-ch-ch-ch-changes 

Turn and face the strange 

Ch-ch-changes 

Just gonna have to be a different man 

Time may change me 

But I can't trace time 

As I read the lyrics, the singer is looking at how the world is 

shifting and evolving as time moves forward.  We each face the strange 

unknown as we go forward in time.  It is very difficult for us to even 

hazard a guess of what a year from now will bring.  We can make plans 

and set markers along the way but this can all shift in an instant.  I am 

sure many people were planning a lot of things on September 11, 2001 

that changed when the Twin Towers were destroyed and the two other 

jets crashed killing thousands of people in New York, Pennsylvania and 

Washington.  I was on vacation in Maryland and wasn’t even aware of 

the attack until late in the afternoon.  No one could have predicted the 

changes that have flowed from that one event.  We now have full body 
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scanners at airports and we take off our shoes and belts in the name of 

airline safety.  People would have called me nuts if fifteen years ago I 

had said we would be literally strip searched to fly in an airplane.   

Oliver Wendell Holmes, the eminent Supreme Court justice, was 

on a train reading his paper when the conductor came by punching 

tickets.  The justice searched his coat pockets for his ticket.  Then he 

searched his vest pocket.  Each time he came up empty.  Finally the 

conductor, who recognized him, said, “Mr. Justice Holmes, don’t worry.  

I’m sure the great Pennsylvania Railroad won’t mind if you send your 

ticket to us when you find it.”  With this the distinguished jurist looked 

up at the conductor and said, “My dear young man -- the problem is not 

where is my ticket?  The problem is -- where am I going?” 

We are going, heaven knows where we are going, but we know 

within.  And we’ll get there, heaven knows how we will get there, but 

we know we will.  This needs to be our theme song for the next few 

years.   
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Many others have faced this same issue in congregations.  When I 

was the District Executive, I helped congregations confront conflict, 

confusion, and community issues.  Each had an uncertain future that 

meant change in both large and small ways.  They had to learn new ways 

of being in relationship with each other.  They had to find different roles 

and responsibilities to deal with the future that they were living into.   

This is the issue that confronts each person in our congregation as 

we face the strange unknown future.  It isn’t that we will or won’t face 

changes, but what we do and how we manage the changes that will come 

both anticipated and unbidden.  Church consultant and author Peter 

Steinke says that the response to change varies according to how the 

institution and the leaders within it respond.   

He has observed several hundred congregations and created a list 

of things he has seen.   The first three responses that are present in every 

case are important for us to hear. 

• Without mature and motivated leaders, little happens. 
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• Resistance to change is far less intense and protracted when change 

is made for the sake of mission. 

• How emotional processes are understood and handled plays a 

major role in outcomes. 

Some of you know that I am a student of emotional systems and 

utilize this knowledge in working with congregations.  I will be leading 

a series of trainings in the parish hall starting in September for teams 

from several congregations.  We will have a large team coming from the 

congregation which makes me very happy.   

Ed Friedman applied systems thinking to congregations  starting 

with the synagogue he served.  Friedman had a formula that is useful for 

leaders.  HE = RO.  The hostility of the environment is proportionated to 

the responses of the organism.  Pete Steinke also stated it as the 

challenge of change is equal to the response of the congregation.  How 

we respond to the change will make all the difference in what the future 

holds for us as a congregation. 
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A reading that I occasionally use speaks of the ceaseless flow of 

life.  There was a community that understood that people come and go in 

our lives, but they all flow into a beauty that moves through us, and then 

beyond us, into places not yet born.  “It is both strange and strangely 

comforting that although the faces change, the scenes remain quite 

constant.  We roam the same hallways, seek the same solace in the same 

places as the men and women who built our churches.  The same is true 

for any institution that persists over time.  If it is to survive, within its 

walls and under its roof there must be a ceaseless flow of life.  The work 

and love of generations past always do lay the foundation for our own, 

and life-to-come and life-gone-before are woven gradually into the same 

garment.”  Now it is our turn to carry on the work of the generations 

gone by. 

Rudy Nemser was the minister at the Unitarian Universalist 

Church in Cherry Hill for many years.  He helped them recover from a 

fire that burned down the sanctuary.  He knew what long-haul people 

looked like in church.  “Long-haul people, upon whose shoulders (and 
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pocketbooks and casseroles and daylight/nighttime hours) a church is 

built and maintained after the brass is tarnished and the cushions need 

re-stitching.”  For us to succeed as a congregation will take each of us 

becoming long-haul members and learning to do what needs to be done 

to advance our mission.  If we keep the mission front and center, we will 

succeed. 

I know that we humans don’t like change.  But I also know that 

change happens all the time.  I know change happens except from a 

vending machine.  It is our response that matters.  We can shriek and 

pull our hair and bemoan our fate or we can look change in the eye and 

say, so what.  We know that humans resist change.  When is the last 

time you tried to change a bad habit?  Most likely you didn’t change it 

the first time you tried.  I used to teach smoking cessation classes when I 

was a respiratory therapist.  I had people take the class several times 

before they were able to finally quit.  To work with change takes 

patience and understanding of how hard it really is.   
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Healthy emotional leadership is a way of being and doing in our 

personal interactions with others.  It isn’t a technique or procedure that 

we learn but a way of existing in the world.  It is doing the self-

reflection of who the essential me is and what I believe and what my 

values are.  It is being able to control my own anxiety around change in 

a way that lets me do my best thinking in coping with what the change 

may entail.  It is being able to keep my cool when discussing the hard 

changes that may be coming.  It is knowing that others may have better 

solutions and being open to hearing those suggestions in as open a 

manner as I can have.  It is taking a stand on my beliefs in a way that 

doesn’t put down another who may disagree with me.  It is staying 

engaged with others who may become reactive without my becoming 

reactive to their reactivity.  These are the marks of long-haul people. 

What I am describing is some of the hardest work that a human 

being can do.  It is a form of spiritual growth to know myself at such a 

deep level.  Most of us have never ventured this deep into who we are 

and what we stand for.  But if we embark on that exploration we will be 
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forever changed and we will change this congregation toward a healthier 

way of being in the world.  People who come in will notice the change 

in how we are with one another and will want some of it for themselves.  

And we will grow beyond our wildest imagination.   

So what are we afraid of now?  Change is unavoidable in life.  

Embrace the changes as they come and don’t let a little thing like the 

future stop us from fulfilling our mission.  While we may not know for 

certain what the next years will ask, I believe that we have within us the 

knowledge and the faith to navigate safely toward that unseen land.  I’m 

in this for the long haul.  I invite you to join with me to embrace the 

change and work toward building a new way of First Unitarian Church 

of Wilmington.  Amen. 


