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Reading:  

“Invocation” by Jeanne Lohman 

  

Let us try what it is to be true to gravity, 

to grace, to the given, faithful to our own voices, 

  

to lines making the map of our furrowed tongue. 

Turned toward the root of a single word, refusing 

  

solemnity and slogans, let us honor what hides 

and does not come easy to speech.  The pebbles 

  

we hold in our mouths help us to practice song, 

and we sing to the sea.  May the things of this world 

  

be preserved to us, their beautiful secret 

vocabularies.  We are dreaming it over and new, 

  

the language of our tribe, music we hear 

we can only acknowledge.  May the naming powers 

  

be granted.  Our words are feathers that fly 

on our breath.  Let them go in a holy direction. 
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The Language of Our Tribe 

Rev. Kathleen McTigue 

 

Before I joined the UU College of Social Justice in 2012, I served as a parish minister for 25 

years, first in Winston-Salem NC and then in New Haven, CT. Through the long experience of 

those years of parish ministry, not only with the churches I served directly but with those I 

touched briefly or indirectly, I came to realize that when we gather in our worship services, there 

is a very small menu of themes that we revisit again and again.  

 

Though the topic of the sermon changes every week, and though the style of worship varies 

across congregations, underneath all the apparent differences we gather our worship around a 

small handful of deep questions about meaning. What is it that makes a life most worth living? 

How shall we understand the arc of our lives as they pass? How do we grapple with all the things 

that cause suffering? How do we respond to the brokenness within and around us? 

 

Like people of every other faith, as we visit these deep questions together we are also implicitly 

always asking another one too: What word does our faith have for us in this moment? What truth 

or insight or even command does it speak into this moment on the clock of the world? Asking 

these questions never gives us a long-term road map we can follow. It’s more like a path that 

unwinds through dense fog, and the asking is a way to offer clarity for a few more steps at a 

time.  The asking holds us true to our intention. It gives us a better chance of walking our path 

with some deliberation and care, instead of bolting along out of reactivity or fear or wandering 

aimlessly as though we had all the time in the world. 

 

Those same deep questions that arise when we gather for worship are the ones that have 

guided the UU College of Social Justice through our beginning years. What word does 

our faith have for us in the crisis of a changing climate and that it brings in its wake? 

What word is our faith speaking, in this racial justice moment opened by the movement 

for Black lives, or in the burgeoning tide of human suffering among the world’s 

refugees? What word does our faith have for us; and how might we translate that word 

into courage, solidarity, compassion, and action? 

 

The great Jewish theologian, Abraham Joshua Heschel, wrote, "The beginning of faith is not a 

feeling for the mystery of living or a sense of awe... The root of religion is the question what to 

do with [these feelings]... Religion begins with a consciousness that something is asked of us…” 

Religion begins with the consciousness that something is asked of us. This is not a foreign idea 

for us as Unitarian Universalists. We are the ones, after all, who make our home on the slice of 

the religious spectrum most thoroughly grounded in this world, in this one life. We’re the 

religious descendants of people who rejected the idea that God had a hell waiting for us after 

death.  

 

Instead, they pointed to ways we human beings create hell for each other, right here on earth. 

Their faith called them to do something about that very real and present hell. Our faith -- the 

same faith -- is calling still. 

 



 3 

The UU College of Social Justice was formed four and a half years ago as a small part of our 

denominational response to that call. Created collaboratively by both the UUA and the UUSC, 

we’ve centered all of our programs around experiential learning. This is based on the belief that 

the most powerful kind of learning -- the kind that sometimes leads us to literally change our 

lives -- comes not from books or films or lectures or sermons, but from a first-hand encounter 

that radically wakes us up to a part of our world’s reality we had not known before.   

 

So we bring groups of people on short-term journeys, which are pilgrimages of faith and 

solidarity, linking us to people on the front lines of justice struggles in our own country and 

abroad, in Nicaragua, Haiti, Mexico and India.  

 

We have created week-long immersion programs for high school youth, both in the form of 

justice training workshops and as service learning programs. We arrange summer-long 

internships for college age young adults, within the US and as far afield as India; and immersion 

training programs as well, to help them take a deep dive into issues like climate justice or racial 

justice. And we’ve shaped some powerful longer-term volunteer opportunities for adults of any 

age, bringing people with certain skills into connection with a partner organization that needs 

them. 

 

All of these programs are shaped and supported by three of the most powerful implications, or 

“therefore” clauses, of our Unitarian Universalist principles. The first of these has to do with the 

core reality of our interdependence: not only with one another, or with people of our country or 

culture or color, but with all beings and with the earth itself.  

 

Unitarian Universalism names that interdependence through the image of a web, which is 

something easy to conjure in our minds’ eye, shining like the perfect work of an orb spider in the 

summer sun. But the truth of our connections is more complex than that two-dimensional web, 

and it isn’t always bright or shining or easy to accept. Difficult and challenging questions lie 

along its often tangled strands.  

 

One of the best ways I’ve ever heard those questions crystalized was not by a fellow UU but by a 

Catholic, a Latin American priest and theologian named Gustavo Gutierrez. Gutierrez taught that 

the two most important questions we can ever ask ourselves were asked in the early creation 

story of Genesis. It’s the part of that ancient story that recounts the first act of human violence, 

when Cain murdered his brother Abel and then ran away and hid, in shame and confusion. God 

came looking for Cain, and asked, “Where are you?” And then asked, “Where is your brother?” 

 

Gutierrez said that those same two ancient questions are falling into our awareness all the time, 

like invisible rain. Where are you? Where is your brother, your sister?  In the context of our 

liberal faith, which has always called us to align our lives with our vision of justice, these 

questions carry an especially resonant power. Where are we? Where are we in the tangled matrix 

of privilege and power? What comfort or ease have come our way because of where we 

happened to be born, the skin or gender we wear, the accumulations of our ancestors? 

 

And then: where is our brother, our sister? Where are these siblings of ours, the ones caught so 

often on the raw side of the equations calculated by power and privilege? Attending well to these 
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questions is not an easy or a comfortable practice. In fact, asking them with real depth of 

attention can make us profoundly uncomfortable — but it’s a kind of discomfort that calls to us.  

 

A year ago I helped to lead a group of UU ministers and seminary students into the border region 

of Arizona and Mexico. They had some pretty intense encounters with the reality being lived by 

migrants, including walking portions of the very harsh desert from which several hundred bodies 

are recovered every year. At the end of our time together we had a closing ceremony, during 

which each person was invited to take from the altar a small stone that had been gleaned from 

that desert walk, and to say one thing they would take with them from our journey. 

 

My friend and colleague Don Southworth, who is the Executive Director of the UU Ministers’ 

Association, was on this journey, and when it was his turn he took his pebble, sat back down and 

then did something extraordinary: he took off his shoe, put the pebble in it and then put it back 

on his foot. He said, “These days we’ve spent together have been eye-opening and heart-opening 

and profoundly uncomfortable. I’m putting this stone in my shoe because I am not willing to go 

back to being comfortable, in the face of this crisis. It’s there so that my physical discomfort will 

continue to evoke my soul’s disquiet, which I regard as holy.” 

 

This kind of discomfort, this holy disquiet, is not easy to embrace, but it brings a peculiar 

liberation in its wake. This points to the second “therefore” clause of our faith, by which we try 

to guide the College of Social Justice – a further implication of our interdependence: we are 

called into relationship and its realizations. When we step outside our comfort zones, and walk 

far enough into a place that seems entirely other to us, despite our dis-ease, the realm in which 

we can feel at home expands. This is a soul-enlarging event: when we move beyond the walls or 

barriers that have been erected in our lives by fear or habit or by plain old ignorance, the space in 

which we can feel at home grows larger. We hear the stories told in other voices, catch a glimpse 

of reality as it is seen through other eyes. Suddenly we recognize our kin, in the face of the 

stranger; and we are changed.  

 

The times through which we are living are in urgent need of this embracing and expansive stance 

toward the world. The capacity to see and recognize our kin across distance and culture seems to 

be a deeply inherent one in human beings. Our history shines with millions of public and 

anonymous ways we have enacted this: the person who runs into a burning building to save a 

stranger; the one who devotes her entire life to ending an oppression that never fell directly on 

her. 

 

But our ability to see kinship is matched or exceeded by our enthusiastic embrace of the most 

violent forms of tribalism. We seem to be easily frightened, and our fear drives us to extremes. 

We have seen fear used as a tool of division in this current electoral season to a greater degree 

than I have ever witnessed in my lifetime. It has been used to “other” our fellow human beings 

into categories to be reacted against and rejected: immigrants, Mexicans, Muslims, activists. And 

to be fair, we on the left side of the aisle do it too: “tea-partyers” or “right-wingers”. We are 

capable of “othering” folks, too. This is tribalism, driven by fear, and each one of us carries that 

impulse within us. It’s part of being human. Our world has always been an uncertain place with 

its share of dangers, and we each know what it’s like to tremble as things tilt and shift around us. 
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But we get to choose between the closing in of tribalism and the opening out of connection. Our 

faith calls us to connection. 

 

The third imperative that guides the College of Social Justice is that our actions in the world 

should be affected by our religious beliefs. Or in other words, what we teach ourselves and our 

children within these buildings; what we define as our core purposes and principles; how we dive 

into these things in our worship services or private meditations – all should be carried with us out 

there in the wider world. 

 

This may sound obvious – but we don’t often think together about what might make that synergy 

between belief and practice more powerful. The way we’ve tried to apply it within CSJ has been 

through encouragement toward contemplative or spiritual practices as an essential way to ground 

our action for justice in the world. Spiritual practices like prayer, meditation, yoga and dozens of 

others, help to center us. They give us a few beats of time to look into our minds and hearts and 

develop self-awareness. They tilt us toward the immense mystery that surrounds us, whether or 

not we think of it as holy or use a word like God when we consider it. They are practices that 

bring us to the deep wells that sustain our work in the world, and they help us see our small 

efforts linked into the grand story of human striving. They quiet our chattering minds, so we 

have a chance of hearing something new. 

 

But spiritual practices are also essential because they engage us in a kind of deep looking that 

allows us to see our own shadows. Think, for a moment, about the words in the grand old hymn 

we sang together this morning, “God of Grace and God of Glory”. So often, our justice songs are 

full of the steady confidence that we are the good guys, competent and clever and always able to 

help.  They are great songs, in many ways!  But listen to what a different feeling is evoked by the 

lyrics Harry Emerson Fosdick wrote well over a century ago: “Cure thy children’s warring 

madness, bend our pride to thy control; shame our wanton, selfish gladness, rich in things and 

poor in soul…”  

 

Try not to trip over the theology, and listen not to what those words say about God, but instead 

what they imply about us: Cure our madness. Bend our pride. Shame our selfishness. Heal our 

wounds. And then grant us wisdom, and courage. When our justice efforts are grounded in our 

spiritual lives, it helps us remember that the things that have to be changed “out there” are the 

same kinds of things that have to be changed in here -- in us. Without the deep looking of 

spiritual practice, we can fall prey to the entrapments of egotism and righteousness, missing 

entirely that grounded clarity we so yearn for. 

 

Our Unitarian Universalism has always been a faith focused on this life and this world, and so it 

has always called us toward action to mend the torn places as well as we are able. But this faith 

of ours is not only about what we are called to do: it’s about who we are called to be. We are 

called not only to be people of action, but people of attention, willing to awaken again and again 

to our own limitations. We are called to show up with humility and openness; to privilege 

bridges over barriers; to seek our own liberation in the freedom of our siblings. We are called to 

be a part of the world’s healing. A Jewish proverb teaches, “A human life is like a single letter of 

the alphabet. It can [mean little]. Or it can be part of a great meaning.” When we come to the end 



 6 

of these fleeting lives of ours, we want to know that our single lives, like letters of the alphabet, 

have helped to spell out a great meaning. May it be so: Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benediction 

We breathe the common wind of the earth 

no matter where we live, who we love, 

what language we speak. 

 

We drink the common water of the earth  

no matter what our color, how long we live, 

the coverings we drape on our forms. 

 

We travel the common paths of the earth 

no matter our beliefs, how far we move from home, 

the gold that we carry, or its lack. 

 

May we live from these truths: our hearts  

open to the holiness all around us, 

and our hands turned always toward the common good. 

---Rev. Kathleen McTigue 

 


