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“Scars” February 5, 2012 Rev. Alison Hyder 
First Unitarian Church of Wilmington 

Invocation: “Risk”  by Marnie Harmony 

If, on a starlit night, with the moon brilliantly shimmering, 
We stay inside and do not venture out, 
the evening universe remains a part of life we shall not know… 
If, on a cloudy day, with grayness infusing all and rain dancing rivers in the grass, 
We stay inside and do not venture out, the stormy, threatening energy of the universe remains a 
part of life we shall not know. 
If, throughout these grace-given days of ours, surrounded as we are by green life and brown death, 
hot pink joy and cold gray pain and miracles – always miracles – 
If we stay inside ourselves and do not venture out, 
then the Fullness of the universe shall be unknown to us 
And our locked hearts shall never feel the rush of worship. 

Reading: by Adlai Stevenson, from a speech given in New York City on August 27, 1952 

We talk a great deal about patriotism. What do we mean by patriotism in the context of our 
times? I venture to suggest that what we mean is a sense of national responsibility which will 
enable America to remain master of her power - to walk with it in serenity and wisdom, with self- 
respect and the respect of all mankind; a patriotism that puts country ahead of self; a patriotism 
which is not short, frenzied outbursts of emotion, but the tranquil and steady dedication of a 
lifetime. The dedication of a lifetime - these are words that are easy to utter, but this is a mighty 
assignment. For it is often easier to fight for principles than to live up to them. 

Patriotism, I have said, means putting country before self. This is no abstract phrase, and 
unhappily, we find some things in American life today of which we cannot be proud 

True patriotism, it seems to me, is based on tolerance and a large measure of humility. 
There are men among us who use "patriotism" as a club for attacking other Americans. What 

can we say for the self-styled patriot who thinks that a Negro, a Jew, a Catholic, or a Japanese- 
American is less an American than he? That betrays the deepest article of our faith, the belief in 
individual liberty and equality which has always been the heart and soul of the American idea. 
What can we say for the man who proclaims himself a patriot - and then for political or personal 
reasons attacks the patriotism of faithful public servants? I give you, as a shocking example, the 
attacks which have been made on the loyalty and the motives of our great wartime Chief of Staff, 
General Marshall. To me this is the type of "patriotism" which is, in Dr. Johnson's phrase, "the last 
refuge of scoundrels.” 

The anatomy of patriotism is complex. But surely intolerance and public irresponsibility 
cannot be cloaked in the shining armor of rectitude and righteousness. Nor can the denial of the 
right to hold ideas that are different - the freedom of man to think as he pleases. To strike 
freedom of the mind with the fist of patriotism is an old and ugly subtlety 

And the freedom of the mind, my friends, has served America well. The vigor of our political 
life, our capacity for change, our cultural, scientific and industrial achievements, all derive from 
free inquiry, from the free mind - from the imagination, resourcefulness and daring of men who are
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not afraid of new ideas. Most all of us favor free enterprise for business. Let us also favor free 
enterprise for the mind. For, in the last analysis, we would fight to the death to protect it. Why is 
it, then, that we are sometimes slow to detect, or are indifferent to, the dangers that beset it? 

Reading:  “Scars” by William Stafford 

They tell how it was, and how time 
came along, and how it happened 
again and again. They tell 
the slant life takes when it turns 
and slashes your face as friend. 
Any wound is real. In church 
a woman lets the sun find 
her cheek, and we see the lesson: 
there are years in that book; there are sorrows 
a choir can‛t reach when they sing. 
Rows of children lift their faces of promise, 
places where the scars will be. 

Meditation: “A Guest House” - Jellaludin Rumi 

This being human is a guest house. 
Every morning a new arrival. 

A joy, a depression, a meanness, 
some momentary awareness comes 
as an unexpected visitor. 

Welcome and entertain them all! 
Even if they're a crowd of sorrows, 
who violently sweep your house 
empty of its furniture, 
still, treat each guest honorably. 
He may be clearing you out 
for some new delight. 

The dark thought, the shame, the malice, 
meet them at the door laughing, 
and invite them in. 

Be grateful for whoever comes, 
because each has been sent 
As a guide from beyond.
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Sermon “Scars” - Rev. Alison Hyder 

I have a scar on my chin.  I have no idea how I got it. I was in a couple of car accidents when 
I was young, but none of them involved glass or blood – not mine, anyway. And I think I would have 
remembered having a big bandage on my chin. Obviously, it was no big deal. And it‛s subtle and 
pretty small. One day in my adulthood I noticed it, and that is all I know. 

We all have our share of warts and wounds, small imperfections, keloids and hidden pains, 
Life leaves its mark. It etches itself upon our skin and influences our decisions. “They tell how it 
was,” Stafford says, “and how time came along, and how it happened again and again. They tell the 
slant life takes when it turns and slashes your face as friend.” 

Most of us have learned to deal with our wounds. We‛ve learned how to work around the 
injury that flares up when it rains, and we avoid certain movements and activities. We wear long 
sleeves or make-up for the visible cracks and colors on our skin. Some people learn to wear bold 
jewelry or talk with their hands to draw attention away from their heavy legs or bad teeth. And 
some people just forget how to smile. 

The amount that we are affected by a wound always depends on how we got it. When a 
wound happened by accident or misadventure, we usually don‛t mind it too much. In fact, soldiers 
and fighters can be proud of the scars they‛ve received through combat or acts of valor. These are 
wounds of honor, gotten through service. But other hurts are more personal, the result of abuse or 
cruelty. These are the pains that linger inside of us and cause shame and insecurity. They feel like 
attacks on our humanity and worth. 

It doesn‛t help that our society puts so much emphasis on appearance. Of course, we are 
programmed to be attracted to beauty and symmetry. It soothes and delights us. But the more we 
try to fix our flaws, the more of them we discover - as make-up leads to facelifts and ratchets up 
to botox, liposuction, and facial reconstruction. The standards keep getting higher. We will never 
look good enough as long as there is a supermodel to starve and airbrush. Like our Calvinist 
founders, we judge God‛s favor by the appearance of beauty and wealth. The “deserving poor” is a 
contradiction in terms, because it‛s only fair that God would reward the people he chooses. This 
conclusion, this judgment, will never die out as long as humans believe in cause and effect.  That is 
how our brains work. Thus, it is natural for us to internalize feelings of humiliation and self-hatred 
from our scars and imperfections. 

We react differently to accidents and disasters and “Acts of God.” “Why me?”  we ask if our 
house burns down, or we‛re diagnosed with cancer. “What have I done to deserve this?” “What have I done 
to deserve this?” When the harm seems random and unreasoned we are outraged at our fate. But 
it‛s a different story when someone else is involved. 

We know that most people who are abused or beaten feel that they deserve it, no matter 
how cruel or crazy their attacker may be. Women who have been raped often question themselves 
and their actions and what signals they were sending out to attract their predator. The victim 
often blames herself subconsciously, where it lingers and festers into passive shame. These psychic 
scars take a long time to heal. 

And sometimes, we just cannot heal alone. We need other people to take our hand and be 
with us in our shame and anguish. We need acceptance and forgiveness for our self-loathing and 
fear before we can affirm ourselves. Leverage may come from within the egg, but the warmth of 
healing comes from the nurturing love of others. 

James R. Dykes remembers,
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“Acne Vulagaris” – how I hated that term. “Vulgar” was my mother‛s harshest criticism: to be 
vulgar was to be unlovable. And as an adolescent, that‛s exactly how I felt. I had a form of acne 
that was profoundly disfiguring. … Though my face was relatively clear, my shoulders, back, and 
chest looked like a volcanic wasteland [of pustules]. I detested my body. I would avoid any 
circumstance that might require me to remove my shirt. I dreaded being seen and thought my 
life depended on hiding my condition. 

Early on in my illness, I saw a dermatologist who frowned when I disrobed. He stepped away 
and shook his head, saying, “With skin like that, you‛ll never get into the armed forces.” 

I felt humiliated, alone, afraid — vulgar. Years later, when my acne had become much worse, 
I saw another dermatologist. This man stepped toward me, placed his warm hand on my acne- 
ridden back, and said, “I see how much you‛re suffering. I think I can help you.” 

Both doctors gave me the same treatment. It does not surprise me, however, that I began 
to heal only after seeing the second doctor. [The Sun, Readers Write, Jan 2003] 

It‛s no wonder that Dykes went on to become a doctor. He understood the real source of 
healing. It comes from compassion, acceptance, and recognition. We have to be seen in order to be 
healed and loved with all of our flaws. 

Poet Pat Parker was once asked about her idea of a revolution. Her vision was personal and 
profound: “If I could take all my parts with me when I go somewhere and not have to say to one of 
them, ‘No, you stay home tonight, you won‛t be welcome,‛ because I‛m going to an all-white party 
where I can be gay, but not Black. Or I‛m going to a Black poetry reading, and half the poets are 
antihomosexual, or thousands of situations where something of what I am cannot come with me. 
The day when all the different parts of me can come along, we would have what I would call a 
revolution.” As Parker says in one of her poems, it is a “simple” dream. 

You may not be a Black Lesbian feminist poet, but I bet that each one of you has something 
that you keep hidden, showing one side at work, a different side here or when you are home or with 
your very best friend. There may be some things you don‛t even admit to yourself, a strange secret 
longing or some episode that happened in the buried past. It keeps you from being your whole self, 
free and unafraid. 

And as Pat Parker understood, the personal is the political, and vice versa.  Our identities 
affect our access to power and the rights we are accorded or denied.  They have always been based 
on our appearance and caste as rulers or subjects, actors or objects. Even now (as they say in every 
age), we are divided into the powerful and the poor, and the sides we choose to take. Acceptance 
and tolerance are always fragile goods. They are the enemy of order. They weaken control. Divide 
and conquer is the cardinal rule of power. 

This is why David Dwight Eisenhower was our 34th president. His opponent was a Unitarian. 
Adlai Stevenson III, born today, was a great Illinois senator and twice-failed presidential 
candidate. He served as a devoted if frustrated ambassador to the United Nations. As a senator he 
was a vocal opponent to McCarthy‛s assaults on integrity and freedom.  Adlai Stevenson is one of my 
heroes. Though he died when I was just six he was still part of the culture of my youth. Stevenson 
was raised by a Presbyterian father and a Unitarian mother. He later attributed his "insulation 
from any religious feeling of partisanship or religious prejudice" to "the liberal influence of the 
Unitarian church on me from my infancy." 

"Our reasonableness” as religious liberals, he said at the Bloomington IL, Unitarian Church 
"must always be motivated by the urge to learn, to share and to find common ground." His faith 
informed both his public utterances and his efforts on behalf of a more peaceful world. He worried 
about the "rents and tears across the entire fabric of human affairs caused by the constant
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vendettas carried on by competing faiths." Stevenson believed "that if we really want human 
brotherhood to spread and increase until it makes life safe and sane, we must also be certain that 
there is no one true faith or path by which it may spread." He thought that the "basic faith in 
liberty of conscience . . . is, in fact, our bond of unity with all free men." 

In 1952 – 60 years ago – he said, “I venture to suggest that what we mean is a sense of 
national responsibility which will enable America to remain master of her power - to walk with it in 
serenity and wisdom, with self-respect and the respect of all mankind; a patriotism that puts 
country ahead of self; a patriotism which is not short, frenzied outbursts of emotion, but the 
tranquil and steady dedication of a lifetime. The dedication of a lifetime - these are words that are 
easy to utter, but this is a mighty assignment. For it is often easier to fight for principles than to 
live up to them. 

“Patriotism, I have said, means putting country before self. This is no abstract phrase, and 
unhappily, we find some things in American life today of which we cannot be proud 
True patriotism, it seems to me, is based on tolerance and a large measure of humility.” 

“Tolerance and a large measure of humility.”  Can you imagine?  Well, it is no more likely now 
as it was then. 

Our current political scene is fraught with boasts, lies, and histrionics. That‛s what the 
camera wants and that‛s what gets attention. Muckraking reveals what the ads do not. It is one 
scandal, one excess after another in a culture of entitlement and greed. 

These are our country‛s wounds. These are the flaws and diseases of prejudice coming to 
the surface of our awareness. For every time we categorize people on color or weight or class, for 
threat or conformity, we are demonizing the differences between us. We are falling pray to the 
forces that want us divided and mistrustful.  But we also set ourselves up to become victims of our 
own biases. 

We know that prejudice is wrong.  So when we judge ourselves on our appearance or hide 
behind a façade, we are rejecting our core values. We deny our own inherent worth and dignity and 
the hard-won truths of our existence. 

Our scars prove that we have lived and survived and come out ahead. We have laughed and 
strived for growth and fulfillment. We‛ve stretched ourselves open to birth new life. We have 
suffered pain and despair. And we have felt all the many vital emotions that give us depth. It‛s our 
flaws that let us love. They teach us compassion, wisdom, and strength. 

Cynthia Audet illustrates this truth. She says, 

Growing up, I had a scar on my face - a perfect arrow in the center of my cheek, pointing 
at my left eye. I got it when I was three, long before I knew that scars were a bad thing, 
especially for a girl. I knew only that my scar brought me attention and tenderness and candy. 

As I got older I began to take pride in my scar, in part to stop bullies from taunting me, 
but mainly as a reaction to the assumption that I should feel embarrassed. … 

When I turned fifteen, my parents -- on the advice of a plastic surgeon -- decided it was 
time to operate on what was now a thick, shiny red scar.... 
"But I don't mind the scar, really,¨ I told [my father]. "I don't need surgery.¨ It had been 
years since I had been teased. And my friends, along with my boyfriend at the time, felt as I 
did, that my scar was unique and almost pretty in its own way. After so many years, it was a part 
of me.
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"You do need surgery,¨ my father said, his eyes on the road, his lips tight. …"It's a 
deformity.¨ I don't know what hurt more that day: hearing my father call my scar a deformity, 
or realizing that it didn't matter to him how I felt about it. 

I did have plastic surgery that summer. They cut out the left side of the arrow, leaving a 
thinner, zigzag scar that blended into the lines of my face when I smiled. The following summer 
they did the same to the right side of the arrow. Finally, when I was eighteen, the surgeon 
sanded my cheek smooth. 

In my late twenties, I took a long look at my scar, something I hadn't done in years. It 
was still visible in the right light, but no one asked me about it anymore. I examined the small 
steplike pattern and the way it made my cheek dimple when I smiled. As I leaned in awkwardly 
toward the mirror, I felt a sudden sadness. 

There was something powerful about my scar and the defiant, proud person I became 
because of it. I have never felt quite so strong since they cut it out. 

Whoever you are, and why, you have your own strength. It is the culmination of your life‛s 
struggles and heartaches, your woes and your works. So wear your wrinkles proudly. Touch your 
scars with gratitude and compassion. Be tender with yourself. You are beautiful through and 
through. 

Benediction by Chilean poet Pablo Neruda: 

All paths lead to the same goal: to convey to others what we are. And we must pass through 
solitude and difficulty, isolation and silence, in order to reach forth to the enchanted place where 
we can dance our clumsy dance and sing our sorrowful song – but in this dance or in this song there 
are fulfilled the most ancient rites of our conscience in the awareness of being human and of 
believing in a common destiny. [Toward the Splendid City]


