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The Answer is “Yes!” 

delivered February 10, 2013 

by Rev. Michelle Collins 

Our story1 for today began long ago, with a description of relative paradise. 

Clear skies with white puffy clouds, I bet it was 70 degrees all the time, clean oceans and air, 

and apparently not only the lion and the lamb laying together but also talking with one another.  

And not just the animals were talking, but also the mountains and rocks and landforms and 

oceans and even the stars. 

Now I have some fun imagining what they must have talked about when the animals and other 

beings of the earth and skies first realized that they could talk.  Maybe the trees asked the 

clouds when they thought they might be raining next.  Or the islands asked the ocean, “Hey, is 

this tide done coming in yet?”  Maybe the lions and other predators worked out their 

differences with the animals they might be hunting, or at least worked together to figure out 

who might be expendable for consumption. 

But sooner or later, I guess, it had to start.  A whopping big argument. 

Now, I’ve got to hand it to them – they could talk with each other, and they weren’t afraid to 

talk about really big questions and share their own thoughts about them.  They weren’t content 

to just play it safe and only talk about the weather and the tides and the grass growing.  They 

started talking about big theological questions, like where the world comes from and why they 

are all there.  And sooner or later, they got around to beliefs about God. 

And that’s when their argument began. 

Naturally they each had their own belief about who God was and what God did.  And the 

argument sprung from the fact that each of their own beliefs seemed incompatible with 

another’s.  Sound familiar? 

And this wasn’t just an argument, but all-out conflict, as the argument got louder and louder 

and louder and they began to hear one another less and less. 

Then in stepped the voice of a mediator, Old Turtle herself. 

Arguments and conflicts are no strangers in most communities and relationships.  I got to learn 

much about conflict and the role of a mediator when I was living in San Francisco.  I went 

through the training to become a community mediator with the San Francisco Community 

Boards.  There I learned about phases of conflict, when disagreements grow into distortions 
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then hostility which continues to grow into all-out crisis.  And conflicts can grow from just about 

anything; it doesn't have to be deep or theological.  Do you have any guesses for the basis of 

the most common conflicts handled by community mediators?  Dogs, barking dogs. 

Can you think back to a time when you were in an argument, maybe a quiet one or perhaps one 

that kept getting louder.  It gets harder and harder to hear what the other person is saying and 

to understand what the other person might be thinking or feeling.  In conflict, our reptilian 

brain kicks in and our focus switches to safety and survival, to our own safety and survival.  

There’s not necessarily much space then for someone else’s values and needs.  And the 

argument escalates as the gap in the relationship grows wider and wider.  At its most basic, 

mediation is about bringing all those values and needs into the same space and finding some 

sort of common ground and shared effort around them. 

Now Old Turtle didn’t quite take the path that I learned as a mediator.  She had the respect and 

rapport to just step in and suspend the argument.   All of the beings saw God as like themselves 

and just couldn’t hear one another.  So in steps the highly respected and beloved Old Turtle.  

“Stop!” she cries.  “There’s nothing wrong with any of these beliefs!  Yes!  God is all of these 

things!”  And with that, the animals and other beings stopped their arguing and were quiet. 

Now, if I were one of the animals or beings, I cannot imagine that Old Turtle’s mandate would 

have actually made me CHANGE my own beliefs.  Once I’ve decided a fundamental belief about 

something, especially something like God or the afterlife or some such thing, it takes quite a bit 

to get me to even consider reconsidering it. 

I don’t really see Old Turtle as instigating changes in beliefs but rather ushering in a state of 

tolerance between the beings of the earth.  Or perhaps hoping for something more – we’ll get 

to that.  Let’s start with tolerance. 

Tolerance is something that we Unitarian Universalists typically think that we’re pretty good at.  

It’s definitely part of our historical heritage.  Earl Morse Wilbur was a landmark historian for the 

Unitarians in the first half of the 20th century.  He specifically lifted up freedom, reason, and 

tolerance as three defining features of religious liberalism.  These are certainly held quite dear 

today, and things we do pretty well at enacting in our congregations, at least in some respects. 

I have to admit, stopping at the idea of tolerance leaves me a bit wanting. 

Last year I lived in Howard County, Maryland, and there was something of a county-wide 

motto.  It was displayed on dark green bumper stickers that must have been distributed pretty 

widely throughout the county because you could see them just about everywhere you looked. 

The motto was this: “Choose Civility.” 
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That’s it.  Choose Civility.  My first thought was, “Are we having trouble getting along or 

something?”  Wondering if I was missing out on some of the meaning of the word civility, I 

looked up the initiative’s website and materials.  Here’s how it’s described: 

"Choose Civility is an ongoing community-wide initiative… to position the county as a model of 

civility. The project intends to enhance respect, empathy, consideration and tolerance in the 

county.”2 

Respect, empathy, consideration, and tolerance.  So it is about getting better at getting along, 

and a little empathy thrown in which seemed to be relatively sparse in their promotional 

materials.  Tolerance and respect seemed to be the focus of the project.  Now, I have to admit 

that this leaves me a bit disappointed.  Do we really have this much trouble getting along with 

one another on a basic level such that we have to make it a major ongoing community project 

to do so? 

But I think what really disappointed me was that the bar seemed set so low.  Is that all that 

we’re willing to ask of ourselves – just being civil with one another?  Just choosing to get along 

and speak decently with each other?  Is there any risk-taking, risks that can help to grow 

relationships deeper in ways that just being civil cannot? 

This baseline tolerance and baseline civility is pretty widespread in our society and among many 

expectations.  These can be spoken or unspoken norms that one shouldn’t say discuss religion 

or politics.  Silence is often compelled as a way of producing this so-called tolerance. 

Now it's certainly not unique to there but in Minnesota, this has a particular name – it’s called 

“Minnesota Nice.”  This stands for unspoken norms of behavior that are courteous, reserved, 

mild-mannered – well, nice. 

Anti-racism activist Tim Wise writes about his encounter with “Minnesota Nice” in his book 

White Like Me.  He was hired for a university event just outside the Twin Cities and once he had 

arrived, he spent some time talking with some of the students to learn a bit about the climate 

on campus.  They claimed that they didn’t have any racism or any other problems.  This was 

hard for him to believe.  “Well,” they explained, “it’s sorta this thing we have here. …It’s hard to 

explain to someone who’s not from here… It’s pretty much our state slogan.  We call it 

Minnesota Nice.”  At first, he thought they were joking, and then they didn’t laugh.  He didn’t 

really believe that they had really solved both tolerance and race issues with just their 

Minnesota Nice thing, so Wise resolved to ask some people of color about it as soon as he 

could. 
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When he asked them, different folks, in separate meetings, in different parts of the state, their 

answers were identical. 

“So tell me, what’s up with Minnesota Nice?” 

To the person, with similar looks of disgust and rolling of eyes, they replied, “Minnesota Nice is 

killing us!” 

They shared how “Nice” was often masking underlying hostility.  And also, how “Nice” was 

often the enemy of any form of agitation.  No sooner than they would try to question or speak 

out and their behavior would be tagged as not “Nice.”  The overarching imperative was to 

behave in a certain way, the way that was defined as a general just being “Nice.”3 

Choose Civility.  Choose Tolerance.  Choose Nice. 

This is tolerance that is suppressing differences, forcing them to simmer below the surface, 

forcing them to remain silent.  To me this leeches the life out of us and out of our relationships.  

And it prevents meaningful engagement where we NEED to be talking about some things.  It 

prevents change from ever happening. 

Back in our story, after Old Turtle spoke to the animals and other beings affirming that all of 

their beliefs had value on their own and compelling them to be tolerant of one another, she 

foretold the entry of humans onto the scene.  And then the animals just go silent.  I get the idea 

that quite a long time passes, and we don’t hear anything from them.  I’m wondering what is 

going on for them – are they just watching the humans to see what they’ll do next?  Are they 

sitting in a tolerant silence with their own beliefs?  Are they afraid to say anything? 

And then, and this is the most exciting part of the story for me, then they do speak up.  When 

the humans began to hurt one another and the earth, when they began to argue themselves, 

arguing about who knew God, where God was, what gender God was, whether God was or 

wasn’t – the humans arguing now.  Getting louder and louder and louder.  Then the animals 

and other beings of the earth, the trees, the mountains, the breeze, and the stars, then they 

speak up.  “Please stop,” they say. 

And now, here’s the exciting part!  All this time when they’ve been silent, all this time while 

they’ve been watching the degradation of the earth by the humans, all this time, apparently 

they’ve been seeing each other.  They haven’t let go of their own beliefs, but they’ve changed.  

Seeing each other, they’ve changed and grown.  “Sometimes,” says the mountain, “sometimes I 

see God swimming in the deep sea.”  The stone says, “Sometimes I feel her breath as she blows 

by.”  And the breeze says she feels God’s still presence in the rocks. 
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They have really shifted!  This is more than tolerance – they are seeing differently and 

imagining differently.  They have really been hearing each other.  This is interfaith engagement 

like we’re not used to seeing! 

Eboo Patel, who’s an interfaith youth organizer and founder of the Interfaith Youth Core, is 

passionate about this issue.  Patel shares that, “One of the most important questions of our 

time [is this]: in a world of passionate religiosity and intense interaction, how will people from 

different faith backgrounds engage one another? …Religious pluralism is a form of proactive 

cooperation that affirms the identity of the constituent communities while emphasizing that 

the well-being of each and all depends on the health of the whole.  It is the belief that the 

common good is best served when each community has a chance to make [their own] unique 

contribution.”4 

This is more than just being “Nice.”  It’s more than Choosing Civility.  This is proactive 

cooperation where the beliefs of every person matter and don’t have to be hidden.  It’s valuing 

the contributions of each individual and each belief system as part of serving the common 

good. 

My challenge is for us to find ways to create this kind of engagement, here at church and as we 

go about our everyday activities.  We have a lot of different beliefs just under this one roof – 

let’s ask each other about them and be prepared to really listen.  This is something many of our 

small groups and circles try to do.  Let’s try out words we might not be quite so comfortable 

with in those conversations.  Are there interfaith events or service projects you could be a part 

of?  Or maybe even ones that you could organize, if you are so inclined. 

Let’s find ways to not keep part of ourselves shelved away for fear of difference.  This month in 

my newsletter column I shared about times with co-workers last year in the hospital, times 

where I did not answer questions about beliefs of God quite forthcomingly, for fear that 

difference would injure our relationship.  Now for some of those times openness wasn’t always 

the best thing, but I bet there were some times that I could have been less afraid of 

engagement.  I bet there were times that deeper and more honest sharing around our differing 

beliefs would have grown our relationship and our work together. 

Maybe it is God-talk and theological engagement that we need in our communities.  What do 

we need to do here to make it feel safer, for everyone?  I think we have a ways to go yet.  At 

the Institute for Excellence in Ministry that I attended a couple of weeks ago, I had 

opportunities to be part of many conversations.  One of these was a continuing conversation 

with the UU mystics.  I can’t recall the intended focus of the conversation because my heart got 

stopped in its tracks before we got that far.  Over and over again folks were sharing how 
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difficult it was to talk about their mystical beliefs in their congregations, how marginalized they 

often felt.  My heart broke to hear this.  My heart broke and I was left asking what kinds of 

shifts we need in our culture here to address it. 

Patel reminds us that it takes work: he says, “Pluralism is not a default position, an autopilot 

mode.  Pluralism is an intentional commitment that is imprinted through action.  It requires 

deliberate engagement with difference…”5 

How can we make an intentional commitment to be more than tolerance?  Rather than only 

choosing civility, let’s raise our bar higher.  Let’s work on being more aware of what First 

Unitarian Nice is.  Let’s Choose Engagement. 

When all of the animals and beings of the earth were wallowing in their differences, Old Turtle 

clearly said “Yes!”  Is God this way, or is God this way, they asked.  The answer is yes!  May we 

seek ways to live into that “Yes!” in our groups and conversations here, at home with our 

children and families, in the many circles and communities of which we are a part, and as we go 

about living our values in the world. 

May it be so; blessed be. 
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