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Feeling Safe 

by Rev. Michelle Collins, delivered May 3, 2015 

“Somewhere there are people to whom we can speak with passion without having the 

words catch in our throats.  Somewhere a circle of hands will open to receive us, eyes 

will light up as we enter, voices will celebrate with us whenever we come into our own 

power.  Community means strength that joins our strength to do the work that needs to 

be done.  Arms to hold us when we falter.  A circle of healing.  A circle of friends.  

Someplace where we can be free.” 

These words were written by Starhawk, and I’ve opened many a small group with them.  

They’re my goal for the groups that I lead and nurture, for the communities I’m in – 

they’re one of my own hopes for what this church could be.  But of course, they are way 

easier said than done, because our communities and our groups are a lot messier in 

reality. 

In the beginning of a group, it can be particularly messy.  When groups start out, there’s 

a complex dance of trust and not being ready for trust yet and questioning whether or 

not I can trust these people, what I feel ready to share, what I don’t feel ready to share, 

what I might never feel like sharing… 

I remember this feeling most acutely at the start of my year of chaplaincy and 

chaplaincy training at Johns Hopkins.  Alongside our work as chaplains, we spent two 

mornings each week for education and training, for sharing our inner-most fears and 

failures and challenges with each other.  And I have to say, even well into the year when 

a fair degree of trust was established, this was still a hard thing to do!  But in the 

beginning, it seemed almost inconceivable.  It takes more than a little trust and risk-

taking to get from the hi-how-are-you-my-name-is-Michelle initial pleasantries into 

feeling safe enough to be even a little bit vulnerable. 

What does it take to create an atmosphere of trust?  How do we build trust, and how do 

we keep it?  We’re all a little different in how we approach this question, too.  Some 

folks are quicker to trust – I’m one of those, but even so it still takes me a while to get to 

really feeling safe.  Other folks take a lot longer to get there, some really tiptoeing 

slowly into the pool of feeling safe and trusting in a group. 

In my chaplain peer group, we were a mix of these… trust personalities.  It took some 

folks months to open themselves up; there was no forcing them into it any faster than 

they were going to be ready.  And I have to admit that the feeling of the group ebbed 

and flowed over time, too.  There was one moment I remember about three-quarters of 

the way through my chaplaincy year that confrontation exploded and we ended up back 
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at surface pleasantries and basic reporting of what things we were doing each day and it 

ended up being hard to shake that reinstituted feeling of mistrust.  It took a good 

degree of risk-taking all along, with at least one person trying out trust and sharing more 

deeply than it felt like the group was quite ready yet to be able to invite others to do so. 

Some folks might be thinking this is all well and good, but what about groups that 

already exist?  After all, we have a good number of those here, too. 

While we’re delving into safety and trust and risk today, I wanted to talk for a minute 

about what I want to call MYTHS about groups.  There are a lot of stories and 

assumptions about groups – I’ll admit that I have some of them too! – there are a lot of 

myths about groups that are just that, myths.  And I should also say that they aren’t 

exclusive to any one place or context – these myths are pretty universal ones. 

First, the myth that truly safe groups actually exist – groups where it’s always safe to be 

vulnerable and share your innermost worries.  I like to imagine that they do though.  

Isn’t this what our groups are working for, to feel this safe?  But in truth, a perfectly safe 

group doesn’t exist because no group and no community can ever be that completely 

safe since they’re made up of us imperfect but hopefully well-meaning human beings.  

It’s a goal that will always be a goal we’re working towards but an ideal that can never 

be fully reached. 

And then there’s the myth that a group has to have been together for years to be able 

to feel safe to its participants.  I’d say it’s one of the most pervasive myths about groups 

and communities out there.  There’s an element of truth in it, which is one thing that 

makes it such a pervasive myth.  There is a greater potential for trust and feelings of 

safety in a group that’s been together for a while – this is certainly true.  Groups that are 

just beginning just aren’t to that point yet.  But on the other hand, I’ve experienced too 

many groups of people who hardly knew one another and yet were able to share deeply 

and feel heard and who were able to feel that their authentic selves and messy lives 

were welcomed and accepted there.  In fact, folks in the first class session of our 

pathways to membership class surprise me every single time.  No one is forced to share 

anything, but yet folks choose to share about some really profound turning points in 

their lives in every class.  It’s all the more humbling to me about the overall feeling of 

welcome and acceptance here at our church, because the folks who are doing this 

usually don’t even know each other before that class begins! 

Groups don’t have to be together for years to be able to foster safety and vulnerability.  

And this myth goes hand-in-hand with another favorite of mine, the myth that the entry 

of a new person into the group disrupts its sense of safety.  It’s another of the especially 



3 
 

pervasive myths about groups, and about communities and churches, too, as a matter 

of fact.  And there’s an element of truth in this one, too, because the addition of a new 

member to any group does change the dynamics of the group.  A few months into my 

year of chaplaincy, after we had already done a lot of work with group building and 

sharing and risking and we had gotten to a certain level of knowing each other, one 

member left the group and a completely new person came in and joined it.  I remember 

the day we were told she’d be joining the group, and how I felt surprised and a little 

betrayed.  We were already a group weren’t we, and we were doing just fine.  Why add 

someone new into the mix?  Of course she changed the dynamics of the group – we 

reverted back to our initial period of feeling out trust, safety, risk and sharing for a 

while, and she did take group time since she was sharing and participating, too.  But I 

quickly came to love and trust her, and I saw even the more reluctant members of the 

group do so also, even faster than I had anticipated. 

This particular myth – that new people change the group and disrupt its sense of safety 

– this myth can operate at a full-congregation level too, especially with smaller 

churches.  Whether acknowledged or not, I think it lurks beneath ambivalence about 

church growth – which, by the way, can exist right alongside enthusiasm for growth. 

And one last myth for us today – the myth that for a group to be a good group, it has to 

be polite.  And that for a church to be a good group, it has to be polite.  I wonder how 

often this belief hamstrings our interactions, how often we limit what we say because 

it’s outside the realm of being polite and non-challenging and sailing smoothly.  

Sometimes groups are afraid to risk impoliteness because they are afraid on some level 

of the chaos that it might create.  I don’t mean chaos that’s disorder and randomness 

but rather chaos that simply means the end result isn’t known.  That’s when we don’t 

know the answers, or even sometimes the questions.  We don’t know where we’re 

going yet or what it’s going to take to get there.  These can feel like chaotic groups, and 

groups typically tend towards order and predictability rather than towards chaos and 

uncertainty. 

This is where I feel like the gift of the covenant comes into play.  While covenants are by 

no means unique to Unitarian Universalism, they hold a very particular role in our 

religious tradition.  To define what I mean by covenant, I mean the set of agreements 

for how we will walk together as a religious community, as fellow seekers and fellow 

challengers, as fellow citizens of this democracy, a democracy that we’re about to 

particularly practice at our annual meeting in two weeks. 

Covenants are the UU answer to the question posed by the biblical prophet Amos: “Can 

two walk together except they be agreed?”  UU’s answer, “Of course they can walk 
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together and not be in agreement, but we do need a few agreements about how we’re 

going to walk together to be able to” – those agreements are covenants. 

Covenants are what create the container for us to be able to have groups and have 

some chaos and share knowing that at the outset we’ve agreed to respect each other 

and our own experiences and journeys.  Many of our small groups here share a 

covenant – it’s printed in my column in our Quest newsletter for this month.  We have 

our Covenant of Right Relations – posted in the Parish Hall as a reminder of some ways 

this community has agreed to hold each other.  The seven principles are what we as UU 

congregations covenant to affirm and promote as congregations.  It is my hope that 

covenants create not only expectations and responsibilities but also make space for 

feelings of safety and acceptance.  They are commitments that we make but also 

commitments that we have to keep making and hold ourselves to. (pause) 

I want to come back to chaos for a bit now – chaos that might look like disorder and 

randomness but really is uncertainty and not knowing what the future might hold.  

There’s been a lot of chaos in Baltimore this past week, and it’s likely to continue, with 

the still unfolding aftermath of Freddie Gray’s death and the charges brought against 

the police officers by Baltimore’s state attorney, Marilyn Mosby. 

Many folks know that I commute up to Wilmington each day from Baltimore, and I’ve 

called Baltimore my home for 12 years now, so this situation touches me personally.  

I’ve lived in the city and just outside of it; I taught in an inner city elementary school for 

two years and worked in east Baltimore.  I’ve encountered plenty of the police force – 

both good officers as well as ones I would never trust, an opinion justifiably held by 

many.  I remember getting pulled over one time for a burnt out tail light and being 

extensively written up for it.  The officers (both white) admitted to me that they were 

only writing me up to help with their racial stats for the month.  It’s a big city, with stark 

economic disparity that falls very clearly along lines of race.  It’s a city with the potential 

for a lot of desperation and anger. 

I am glad for the less violent protests that have been happening, and I admit that I can 

understand the others, even though I can’t condone them.  President Obama called 

those committing the violence criminals and others have called them thugs.  This seems 

to be going too far though.  This past week, civil rights advocate and author of The New 

Jim Crow Michelle Alexander criticized this name-calling.  Since peaceful protesting 

hasn’t worked – it hasn’t changed the way things are – she claimed that perhaps more 

was needed.  Things like the Occupy movement haven’t changed things one bit in 

Baltimore – the economic disparity remains just the same.  And it’s a system with so 

much fear in it, enough fear to drive a mother to walk right into the looting to get her 
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son, knowing that he is so much more likely to face targeting and violence at the hands 

of the system because of the color of his skin.  The combination of Freddie Gray’s case 

along with the growing attention and energy regarding racial injustice in our criminal 

justice system and the blend of factors in Baltimore – is this maybe what’s needed to 

actually make change happen?  I don’t know, but I’ve gotta hope that it might be. 

Because we are failing so miserably as human beings with one another. 

Today we’ve been talking about covenant as agreements for how we walk together.  

While usually we’re referring to how we walk together and co-exist as part of groups 

and communities, what about covenants in a larger sense.  What agreements and 

responsibilities do we have for how we walk together as human beings?  We need some 

larger sense of a societal covenant that holds some sort of commitment for how we are 

together as a society.  Something has to change – not just in Baltimore but in many 

places.  Something has to change. 

What would something like a societal covenant look like?  What would be our role in it?  

Or is this just a pipe dream of mine as some sort of guiding principle for what’s right and 

what’s not.  There are a few that I come up with that might fit the bill – the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, Karen Armstrong’s Charter for Compassion, maybe even 

the Declaration of Independence.  What is our foundation for how we are responsible to 

each other as human beings – that’s what I’m hoping to find. 

Covenants are commitments.  They are commitments about how we will be together, as 

a group, as a church community, and, I hope, as human beings sharing our societies and 

our earth together.  Covenants are commitments that show the boundaries in what is 

acceptable behavior and our responsibilities to each other. 

“Somewhere there are people to whom we can speak with passion without having the 

words catch in our throats.  Somewhere a circle of hands will open to receive us, eyes 

will light up as we enter, voices will celebrate with us whenever we come into our own 

power.  Community means strength that joins our strength to do the work that needs to 

be done.  Arms to hold us when we falter.  A circle of healing.  A circle of friends.  

Someplace where we can be free.” 

May we find ways to create that love and that freedom here and in our world.  Blessed 

be. 


