
1 
 

The Faith of Leap 

Delivered to the First Unitarian Church of Wilmington Delaware 

May 18, 2014 

By Rev. Dr. Joshua Snyder 

 

 Two years ago on Memorial Day was one of the scariest 

days of my life.  Back when I lived in Nebraska I took up the 

hobby of backyard barbeque pretty seriously.  I bought one of 

those big cast iron smokers with the little box off to the side and 

the big chamber in the middle that allows you to smoke big hunks 

of meat; which in Nebraska they are want to do from time to time.  

I could tell you all kinds of stories from my early days of this 

hobby, and all of my errors and mistakes.  But it has been at least 

ten years since I have been doing this, and I have it more or less 

down to a science. 

 Two years ago on Memorial Day, I was feeling pretty good.  I 

had mowed my lawn the day before and had that wonderful fresh 

cut smell that I associate with warm summer days.  I had fired up 

the smoker to get some ribs going.  I had the coals in the little box 

to the side, and the meat was being wrapped in smoke.  Sharon 

had the kids in the side yard splashing around in a kiddie pool we 

had just bought.  I had finished worship the day before, and I had 
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not a care in the world but to kick back in my favorite lawn chair 

with a beverage and do a little reading. 

 Midway through the afternoon is when it happened.  My 

youngest son Matthew, who was three at the time, had gotten 

cold swimming in the kiddie pool.  It was water straight out of the 

hose after all.  He saw me sitting next to the barbeque and ran 

over to see me.  Matthew, as you may have noticed after worship 

some Sundays, never walks—he always runs everywhere he 

goes, and that was particularly true that day.  He ran up to me, 

but with his wet feet, and the freshly mowed lawn, he felt himself 

slip.  Matthew reached out to steady himself, but unfortunately the 

closest thing to him was the little box on the smoker that was filled 

with very hot coals.  His forearm went right up against the very hot 

cast iron of the grill.  All of this happened in less time that it takes 

to describe it—but literally right in front of me.  I was right there, 

but could do nothing to stop his injury.  I am sure you can guess 

his reaction.  He screamed in pain, and began to cry.  I scooped 

him up and took him inside.  I had never seen skin so badly 

burned in real life.  Sharon rushed him over to the emergency 

room at Christiana Hospital, and I stayed home with Thomas. 

 I felt unimaginable guilt over Matthew’s injury.  Why did I 

choose that day to have the smoker hot?  Why didn’t I tell him not 

to run or to back away?  Or perhaps teach him not to come near 



3 
 

grills regardless of whether they are hot or cold.  I ran through a 

million what ifs, and if onlys, and God let him be OK.  Never 

before or since have I eaten barbeque ribs in such a sullen mood 

as I did that evening. 

 Moments of danger and fear can be very traumatic.  Even if 

they don’t happen to us directly, if we are witnesses or they 

happen to someone we love, those moments can leave a lasting 

impression upon us. We remember them for a long time.  And not 

just in our rational memories.  We remember them at a deep 

emotional level, so that when we are in that situation again, or a 

situation that is similar in some ways, a signal goes off insinde us.  

An emotional bell gets rung, and like Pavlov’s dog we are 

reminded of the situation that created the trauma.  We feel the 

same feelings, and they are not pleasant.  And the one thing we 

want more than anything in that moment is to feel safe. 

 Safety is great.  Most of the time I highly recommend it.  

Certainly safety was on my mind a great deal as my wife drove 

my little boy to the hospital for the first time since the day he had 

been born.  As a father and husband, my family’s safety is a big 

part of my responsibility.  I felt as if I had screwed up a big part of 

my job as a Dad.  It was a traumatic moment for me. 
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 But you know safety has its downsides too.  If all we ever 

desired was safety then life would get pretty boring pretty very 

fast.  We would never take a risk.  We would never be motivated 

to try new things.  There is a lot of room between BASE jumping 

and locking yourself in your bedroom and refusing to face the 

world.  Fear can keep us immobilized and afraid to face life.  

Safety has been used as the rationale for fear more than once.  

Surely no one would argue against safety, right?  You may recall 

earlier this church year I shared with you one of my all time 

favorite sayings, “Ships are safest when they are in the harbor.  

But ships weren’t built for staying in the harbor.”  Ships are built 

not primarily for safety but for adventure. 

 In our story today, D.H. Lawrence takes a swipe at the 

church in the early twentieth century.  The problem with the 

Christian religion in his day, he said, was that it took no risks.  It 

played it safe.  The church was riding off of the accomplishments 

of the past.  The church had, in his opinion, failed to fully engage 

the modern era that defined the twentieth century.  It was more 

content to occupy itself with obscure theological debates and 

esoteric rituals.  I think D.H. Lawrence has a point, and even the 

authors of our reading today, who are themselves evangelical 

Christians, agree with his diagnosis if not his prognosis for the 

church.  He was right they argue.  The church had grown 
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complacent and stale—too concerned with its own affairs and not 

concerned enough about the real issues that people were facing 

at that moment in history.  That hadn’t always been true.  The 

church in the nineteenth century, at least in America, had been 

robust and energetic.  There was at least one “Great Awakening” 

and perhaps others depending on whose history textbook you 

read.  This was the time of the tent revival for adults and the 

creation of Sunday School for kids.  When religious people took 

up a cause it went somewhere.  Abolition turned into freeing the 

slaves during and after the Civil War.  Temperance turned into 

Prohibition in the twentieth century—the first great political 

movement that was backed by a religious movement.  These two 

movements were spearheaded by bold, strong women who took 

up the cause of suffrage which became the right to vote for 

women in the twentieth century.  Some historians even dubbed 

the nineteenth century the “Christian Century.”  In those days, the 

church was big, bold, and increasingly liberal by century’s end.  It 

didn’t know what playing it safe looked like.  But with the notable 

exception of the Civil Rights movement in the middle, the 

twentieth century saw the church become complacent and 

conservative in every possible sense. 

 There are two ways to view life: through the lens of safety or 

through the lens of adventure.  When bad things happen to us, 
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our first instinct is to recoil.  That was certainly the case when 

Matthew burnt himself on the grill.  We yearn for safety when we 

are anxious.  But there is another way to consider life’s adversity 

when it comes our way.  G.K. Chesterton wrote, “An adventure is 

only an inconvenience rightly considered.  An inconvenience is an 

adventure wrongly considered.” 

 I like that distinction.  When adversity comes our way we 

have a choice.  We can ask ourselves, is this an inconvenience or 

an adventure?  Once at a meeting with some of my colleagues we 

were talking about preaching and where our topics come from.  I 

told one of my friends, relatively new to the enterprise of 

preaching, part of my philosophy of ministry.  I said, “There no 

bad things that ever happen to ministers.  There are only sermon 

illustrations!”  No matter how bad something is, at least you can 

preach about it I always say.  So it’s a matter of perspective.  Is 

this event or situation an inconvenience or is it an adventure? 

 Certainly at the time Matthew’s burn would have been 

labeled an inconvenience.  That was an understatement 

compared to what Sharon and I were worried about.  Matthew 

was diagnosed with a second degree burn to his forearm.  When 

he came home his little arm was wrapped in gauze.  We had to 

apply medicine to it for about a week and keep his arm out of 

direct sun for awhile—not easy for a little kid in the summer time. 
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But you know, kids are funny sometimes.  Sharon told me that by 

the time they got to the hospital, Matthew had stopped crying.  He 

was taken back to an examination room, where he played and 

laughed.  He gave his nurses hugs.  He didn’t squirm or fuss 

when they bandaged his arm.  Even the doctor said how 

surprised he was that a child so young could be so playful and in 

a good mood given that it was a fairly serious burn.  I don’t know if 

a three year old Matthew, if he had been able to articulate it back 

then, would have called this whole incident an adventure exactly.  

But he seemed to be acting as if it were just something else that 

had happened that day.  He was still who he is. 

 Obviously we are a lot more careful around grills in my 

house.  I ask him about it from time to time, and Matthew claims 

to remember the day he burnt himself on the grill and went to the 

hospital.  He approaches grills much more gingerly, but safely.  

That said, I haven’t stopped my barbeque hobby.  Plans are a full 

go for next weekend.  And for those vegetarians out there, whom I 

may have offended with all of this talk about barbeque and eating 

meat, you will be happy to know that this year I am going vegan.  

That is right, I am pretty sure that the pig, whose shoulder I will be 

cooking next weekend, was a vegan.  That is what the butcher 

claimed.  Safety yes, but we don’t stop living our lives because of 

one incident. 
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 If I could respond to D.H. Lawrence’s critique; so too it is 

with our church.  There are plenty of challenges and adversity that 

we face as a church—both this congregation and our 

denomination as a whole.  Some of these challenges have come 

into focus for us over the past few months.  They may have been 

there for quite some time, but we now we see them more clearly.  

Regardless, we have before us a choice; a choice on how to 

understand the challenges we face.  We can see them as 

inconveniences that stand in our way or as invitations to a bold 

new adventure. 

 We could choose to see our problems as an inconvenience.  

If we go down that road, then every ache and pain expressed at 

church would constitute a crisis.  Our leaders would be in the 

unenviable position of being in the satisfaction business; their sole 

purpose the never-ending attempt to please everyone.  This 

vision of the church sees itself as a gang of firefighters—always 

called upon to extinguish every niggle of anxiety that creeps up 

wherever it may be; every molehill a mountain.  It is an exhausting 

way to be in community that doesn’t get you very far. 

 Or we could choose to see our problems as an invitation to 

adventure.  If we go to down that road, then some complaints and 

dissatisfaction may not be put out by the ever vigilant firefighters.  

Instead we engage in a deeper conversation about who we are 
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and what we are called to do.  Fear can be a very informative 

emotion if we don’t run so quickly to cover it up with our desire to 

be safe.  Being honest with each other about what we are afraid 

of, without trying to fix it or fix each other, can be an extraordinary 

moment for growth.  This can be hard.  It requires a level of 

mature discourse and respect for each other, our covenant, and 

our mission.  But in the end it has the potential to heal 

dysfunctional relationships and bad communication habits. 

 My friends, this morning I am not asking you to make a leap 

of faith, but rather to practice a faith of leap.  A faith of leap is just 

what it sounds: a faith that calls us to the edge of our comfort 

zones.  It is a faith that encourages us to take that leap because 

we know we can deal with whatever happens; success or failure.  

I believe Unitarian Universalism can be a faith of leap.  I even 

think that Unitarian Universalism at First Unitarian Church of 

Wilmington can be a faith that emboldens us to move forward into 

the future and not slavishly beholden to the past.  Most of the 

time, if there is some great Golden Age that you are wistfully 

looking back upon, it is probably an age that was characterized by 

bold risk takers and adventurers.  Let us not lose that proverbial 

eye of the tiger, but honor our ancestors by embodying their spirit: 

the faith of leap. 
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 May we be every vigilant stewards of a faith of leap—for 

there is no better gift that we could bequeath to our children and 

our grandchildren than that.  May we live lives that are not unsafe, 

but rather daring adventures unhindered by life’s inconveniences.  

And be careful when you are out there next weekend around 

those hot coals.  Amen Blessed Be. 


