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 So have you heard anything new lately?  No?  Well for those 

of you who are new or perhaps didn’t get it, this past week I sent 

a letter to the congregation saying that this will be my last church 

year at First Unitarian Church.  I will continue to serve until the 

summer while I am in search for a new congregation.  So many of 

you have reached out to Sharon and me in the past few days.  

You have shared tears, frustration, and hugs.  But most of all 

gratitude.  And I want to take this moment to similarly express 

gratitude to the many kind and wonderful people who have 

called and emailed me this week.  It reminds me that the grief we 

experience at a loss is a testimony to the depth of our love for 

each other.  Thank you. 
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 So many of you are, I am sure, wondering why.  Why make 

the decision to leave now?  I have served this congregation for 

what will be seven years, which is on the long end of the average 

length of most UU ministers.  The thirty plus years that Bob Doss 

gave to this church is pretty much an outlier in this day and age.  

That just doesn’t happen anymore.   

 I suppose the most honest answer to why has built gradually 

over time.  We have been doing a lot of good deep thinking as a 

congregation about the future.  This has included a new mission 

and vision; a new strategic plan; a staffing plan; and an 

assessment of the ministry as we move toward a solo minister 

model.  There has been lots of feedback and conversation.  Lots of 

casting visions, and recasting visions.  None of us know what the 

future holds.  None of us knew what it would hold. 

 For you see it is very difficult to separate a minister’s role 

from the person themselves.  Even the minister has trouble doing 

this at times.  The role and person in that role can merge together 

so inextricably that to consider changing one implies changing 

the other.  Clearly the role of ministry is changing at First 
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Unitarian Church.  Financial and staffing constraints have finally 

forced our hand in that regard.  But over the course of the past 

year the question before the Board and myself arose: how might a 

change in the role of ministry necessitate a change in the person 

of the minister?  It is a complicated question, and no single 

individual had the answer. 

 Gradually I came to see that trying to change each other is 

no way to be in a relationship.  We can only affect ourselves.  It is 

unhealthy to try and mold somebody, or a group of somebodies, 

into your image of what they should be.  In fact that is the very 

definition of co-dependence.  And as the final veil fell from my 

eyes, I was reminded of an important piece of scripture: the last 

words that Obi-wan Kenobi said to Luke Skywalker.  Obi-wan 

turns to Luke and says, “Your destiny lies along a different path 

than mine.”  So too is it with my destiny and yours. 

 You know, back in college one of our favorite late night 

pastimes, when we should have been studying, was to play Jenga.  

Now I don’t know how long that game has been around, but 

college was when I first encountered it.  I am sure you are 
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familiar with the basic idea: you stack these wooden slats on top 

of each other in different combinations.  The person who topples 

the structure loses. 

 What always fascinated me about this game was the 

beginning.  It takes a while to build up the initial structure, which 

is always the same.  Every time; always the same starting point.  

Yet by the end of the game we had collectively created something 

new and unique.  No two Jenga structures ever came out the 

same even though they start from the exact same place.  Whatever 

was created was a unique combination of the people, their 

collective creativity, and of course the laws of physics.  A lot of 

my college friends were Engineers, so sometimes we would just 

appreciate what we had mutually constructed together rather 

than trying to get someone to knock the thing down. 

 That is a lot like church isn’t it?  The minister is not the only 

Jenga player – he or she is not the only one putting together, or 

knocking over, a congregation.  It is a collective effort, and each 

minister and congregation together builds something uniquely 

their own in that time and place.  Each one beautiful in its own 
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way.  But as in the game, eventually ministers and congregations 

must part ways in the end.  It is inevitable. 

 But you know there is that moment, probably not the most 

fun part of the game Jenga but vitally important, where you 

restack the wooden blocks into the original structure again.  

Normally we think of this as the work you have to do in order to 

have the fun of the game.  In church life, however, that in-

between-time is key.  In order for a new beautiful structure to 

emerge again, you need to clear the decks.  We never fully break 

with the past, of course, but all of us need to re-gather, reset, and 

get ready for whatever comes next.   

That is the real reason why I decided to make this my last 

year.  Through all the discernment about what the ministry of 

First Unitarian Church could and should be, it finally dawned on 

me that a reset is needed.  The church would never have the 

freedom to redefine a new role and a new relationship with its 

solo minister with either of us hanging around.  A new position 

needs a new face in it. 
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 That is scary for us to contemplate.  The unknown at some 

point is scary.  And I say “us” very intentionally here.  I no more 

know the outcome of my destiny than you know yours.  Sure at 

some point you will call a new minister, and I will be called by a 

new congregation, but between here and there lays a whole lot of 

question marks for us both.  To say that your destiny and mine 

lies along a different path is merely the beginning.  The journey 

has just begun. 

 Fear is a natural emotion to experience.  But you know the 

difference between fear of the unknown and a sense of adventure 

is all in our perspective.  Helen Keller famously said that life is a 

daring adventure or it is nothing.  I have always liked the 

starkness of that statement.  There is no compromise in it.  Life 

should be a daring adventure or you are wasting it.  Faith is the 

assurance of things unseen – not normally the strength of 

Unitarian Universalism which relies so heavily upon reason.  But 

faith allows us to move boldly forward even when we don’t have 

all the facts we would like or all the answers to all of our 

questions.  Data and information can be helpful, but faith is all 

about how well you know yourself.  It is about how connected 
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you feel to each other and to your collective vision.  Faith makes 

the unknown future a daring adventure. 

 You have to wonder about the quality of faith that Chogyam 

Trungpa and those monks had as they were escaping Tibet.  They 

had no GPS.  They are in wet clothes that are freezing while on 

their own bodies.  They get to the top of a mountain only to find 

that they have to come back down and go in a different direction.  

Can you imagine what Unitarian Universalists would do to the 

leader of that little band of refuges when they came down to 

break that news?  Meanwhile they are trying to escape from the 

Chinese Communists who are looking to kill them.  This is more 

than merely inconvenient, it is just about the worst scenario 

imaginable – talk about being on a journey with an unknown and 

uncertain future!  And yet what does Chogyam Trungpa do?  He 

is cracking jokes!  Jokes about the Chinese soldiers who are hot on 

their trail.  One can sympathize with the others in the party who 

didn’t find his jokes particularly amusing.  Sort of inappropriate 

perhaps, but telling too.  To Chogyam Trungpa it was a daring 

adventure.  His faith was strong, and he was not afraid; even 

when he probably should have been! 
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 And so we begin a new chapter in our own journey together 

– our time walking together as minister and congregation.  

Arguably it may even be the most important chapter of them all: 

saying good-bye to each other.  This is a lot earlier than what 

most ministers would tell their congregations they are leaving.  I 

choose to do so now in part because it gives leadership plenty of 

time to discern the new role and relationship with the next 

minister.  But there are other benefits too.  It gives us room to 

celebrate seven years together.  If you will pardon my bragging, I 

think there is a lot to celebrate over the course of that time.  While 

I will work with the Board on transitioning to the new minister 

that follows me, I don’t plan on slowing down between now and 

July.  Programs are going to keep on going just as we planned; 

there may be tweaks here and there, but nothing is being 

sacrificed or phoned in over the next six months by any of us. 

 Here is another promise I make to you, as I made to the 

Board last month.  You will not be hearing me call people out, 

slam the church or its leaders from the pulpit, or in general 

indulge myself in some kind of false retribution for pent up 

wrongs done to me over the years.  That is shaming, and it does 
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no one any good.  For those of you who have been members of 

this church for some years, I say to you: you can relax when you 

come to church.  I won’t be calling anyone out in worship.  And if 

anyone does need calling out, I do that with them individually 

and directly in private.  That said, I will continue to provide a 

prophetic voice from this pulpit.  There is a difference.  The 

prophet, both today and in ancient times, revealed the truth to 

people – even when that truth was unpleasant or uncomfortable 

to hear.  It might be “inconvenient” to borrow Pema Chodron’s 

term.  But it is a truth that is always necessary, always vital to 

growth and new life, and therefore must be spoken by the 

preacher regardless of his or her popularity among the people.  

That prophetic voice you will get from me no less in the coming 

months than you did in the previous years.  To shirk that 

responsibility would be to shirk my very calling itself. 

 In fact, Pema Chodron tells a very illustrative story in this 

regard.  She writes: 

“I recently received a letter from a friend in which she dumped all 

over me and told me off.  My first reaction was to be hurt and my 
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second reaction was to get mad, and then I began to compose this 

letter in my mind, this letter using lots of Buddhist teachings that 

I was going to write back to her to tell her off.  Because of the 

style of our relationship, she would have been intimidated by a 

letter like that, but it wouldn’t have helped anything.  It would 

have further forced us into these roles of being two separate 

people, each of us believing in our roles more and more seriously, 

that I was the one who knew it all and she was the poor student.  

But on that day when I spent so much energy composing this 

letter, just by a turn of circumstance, something happened to me 

that caused me to feel tremendous loneliness.  I felt sad and 

vulnerable.  In that state of mind, I suddenly knew where my 

friend’s letter had come from—loneliness and feeling left out.  It 

was her attempt to communicate. 

 Sometimes when you’re feeling miserable, you challenge 

people to see if they will still like you when you show them how 

ugly you can get.  Because of how I myself was feeling I knew 

that what she needed was not for somebody to dump back on her.  

So I wrote a very different letter from what I had planned, an 

extremely honest one that said, ‘You know, you can dump on me 
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all you like and put all of your stuff out there, but I’m not going 

to give up on you.’  It wasn’t a wishy-washy letter that avoided 

the issue that there had been a confrontation and that I had been 

hurt by it.  On the other hand, it wasn’t a letter in which I went to 

the other extreme and lashed out.  For the first time, I felt I had 

experienced what it meant to exchange oneself for another.  When 

you’ve been there you know what it feels like, and therefore you 

can give something that you know will open up the space and 

cause things to keep flowing.  You can give something that will 

help someone else connect with their own insight and courage 

and gentleness, rather than further polarize the situation.” 

 There is much wisdom and compassion in Pema’s words.  

As usual, she comes by such insights honestly; the hard way.  

Differences are not to be feared.  Strong emotions are not to be 

feared.  The future is not to be feared.  They are all daring 

adventures if we meet them with faith in ourselves, in our fellow 

congregants, in our UU tradition, and our shared life together.  As 

she indicates in her example of the letter, it is possible to express 

our emotions, be true to ourselves, and still be in relationship.  

The wisdom of Unitarian Universalism has always been that 
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when we go deeper with our differences, rather than gloss over 

them, then we actually find a deeper sense of love and respect for 

the other.  Which is not to say that all differences are really the 

same, but it is to say that our differences and strong emotions are 

not the last word.  Our faith in our covenant is. 

 I expect we will have lots of time to work through such 

difficult moments.  When I am in one of those difficult moments 

of balancing confrontation with authenticity, I have found the 

hymn we just sang to be both a source of comfort and a form of 

meditation.  When you need to: breathe in peace and breathe out 

love.  Repeat deeply and frequently as needed.  I am sure all of us 

will have moments when we will need to breathe in the peace of 

the holiday season in the coming weeks. 

 May our time together, be it brief or long, be blessed with 

peace and love.  May we meet the inconveniences of life not with 

fear but with the spirit of a daring adventure.  May it be so.  

Amen Blessed Be. 


