
“Risk” © A sermon by Rev. Roberta Finkelstein 

 Aloha! I have just returned from a wonderful and energizing vacation in 

Hawaii. We saw many beautiful beaches, and the amazing landscapes of both 

active and long-inert volcanoes. We hiked and kayaked and snorkeled. We saw 

humpback whales – mothers and babies cavorting together as they prepared for 

their arduous journey back north – and we saw spinner dolphins and sea turtles and 

manta rays and coral reefs filled with fish in all colors of the rainbow.  We learned 

about the history and spirituality of the native Hawaiian people, and felt anew the 

shame of the exploitation that began when Captain Cook came ashore. We saw 

evidence of resilience, and determination, and love.  

 I found myself musing, occasionally, about the monthly ministry theme of 

risk. The surfers on the north shore of Maui paddle on their boards out into a 

Pacific Ocean so wild that I would not even wade in up to my ankles. On the east 

shore of Oahu cliff jumpers have to get a running start on their 20 – 30 foot leap to 

make sure that they clear the sharp projections that jut out of the rock face on the 

way down. With enough momentum, they can then safely land in a calm pool 

below, before swimming swiftly to the edge of the cliff and beginning the long 

climb back up. If you have what some call a “type T” personality, Hawaii offers 

many opportunities to fulfill the need for an adrenaline pumping experience. 

Certainly one way to understand risk-taking.  

But this morning I want to offer you a different way to think about what it 

means to be a people of risk. To do this, I’m going to be invoking a number of 

classic interim or transitional ministry concepts. The first is that change is 

inevitable. When I was 7 years old I wrote a poem.   

We built a castle at the edge of the sea. 



Only my two cousins and me. 

Then the tide came in and set it free. 

My beautiful castle by the edge of the sea. 

My beautiful castle by the edge of the sea. 

Though I didn’t know anything about transitional ministry at that young age, 

I had intuited some things about impermanence and change. In every interim and 

developmental ministry there are times of building sandcastles and times of letting 

go of those things that are inevitably going to be washed out with the tide, times of 

creativity and joy and liberation and sadness and regret. To be a people of risk 

means that we go ahead and build the sand castles, knowing that they may not last, 

knowing that their life-cycle will end and we will need to let them go free. Is the 

tide a reason not to build a sand castle? Not for people of risk. We build, we 

liberate, we grieve, and we build again. 

 My job as a developmental minister is, in the words of a wise mentor, to 

“render more secure the passage between yesterday and tomorrow.” That passage, 

which has been called “that magical interim in which we always live: the sacred 

place right smack between yesterday and tomorrow.” To navigate that passage is to 

understand risk as a shared spiritual practice: one of embracing possibilities, 

welcoming potential changes, and reminding ourselves to look forward with joy 

and hope.  

The second transitional tool that I want to invoke this morning is the bold 

use of dirty words. No, I’m not talking about sex. The scariest and dirtiest words in 

any Unitarian Universalist congregation are money and power. Neither should be 

‘dirty words’ in our congregation. But we like to pretend that we are poor and 

powerless. One of the best kept secrets in our churches is those are two things we 



have in great abundance. Money and power. I constantly find myself challenging 

the assumption that living from abundance is somehow evil or illiberal. Material 

resources are necessary to the creation of an effective community of faith.  

The one-on-one visit phase of your annual stewardship campaign has just 

come to an end. Those of you who participated, more than 40% of you, have been 

quite generous. For this I thank you. But the only way this congregation thrives is 

if everybody, if 100% of you, pledge your fair share. So I encourage those who 

have not yet made your pledge to do so immediately. Don’t make the hard-working 

stewardship volunteers work even harder to track you down. Fulfill one of the 

basic responsibilities of membership in a self-governing and therefore self-

sustaining organization by making a generous percent of income pledge to your 

spiritual home. Believe me, all the money you need to take care of your building, 

fairly compensate your staff, and invest in your future; all of that money is here. 

You just need to think about it in terms of what you are investing in rather than 

what it will cost you. Generous, sustaining pledges make a powerful statement 

about your values.  

Just as there is no shortage of money in this congregation, there is no 

shortage of power. A pervasive but mistaken notion about our identity is that we 

are, due to our size, a relatively powerless group of people. Nonsense! Unitarians 

and Universalists throughout history have exerted influence well beyond what we 

could expect from our numbers. Another variation on that powerless theme is our 

fondness for organization and leader bashing. I cringe when I hear you joking 

about being a disorganized rather than an organized religion. If you believe that 

Unitarian Universalist values and principles are compelling, then why oh why 

would you want to advocate for them in an ineffective way? Especially now, given 

all that is going on in our nation, don’t you think that we owe it to ourselves and to 



our community to be the most effective and powerful congregation possible? Well-

funded, well-organized, and well-run groups change the world. Just ask our friends 

on the religious right.  

Let’s take a risk. Let’s toss out the notion that we are a small and powerless 

group of people, and instead mobilize our money and our power to become an even 

more impactful force for good in this hurting and scary world. Let’s embrace 

growth and change; let’s transform ourselves into a social-media savvy, 

technologically modern, nimble community that nourishes minds and spirits, fights 

injustice, and transforms the world through loving action. 

To get there we need to invoke another concept from transitional ministry: 

the practice of adaptive change. Earlier this year I talked to the Board about the 

difference between technical and adaptive challenges. Technical challenges are 

problems that can be fairly easily solved with tools already in our tool box. These 

kinds of problems are not necessarily simple, but they are fixable. The roof is 

leaking. Though expensive, we know how to find the money, get bids from 

contractors, hire somebody, oversee the work, and then pay the bill. 

An adaptive challenge is one that cannot be fixed quickly or with current 

resources. There is a gap, sometimes a significant gap, between what we aspire to 

and our current reality. We want our congregation to grow. That is an adaptive 

challenge. Sure, there are lots of good ideas out there about how to grow. In fact, 

people keep suggesting them to our leadership, often by saying something along 

the lines of, “I don’t really want to do this, but we should . . . “ 

Even if you all were willing to implement these many ideas, they wouldn’t 

work. Or at least I am pretty sure they wouldn’t work. Why? Because the 

roadblocks to growth are not technical; they are adaptive. We need to change our 



image of ourselves, our image of our future. We need to clarify and even change 

our values, attitudes and habits. We need to challenge each other even when things 

get uncomfortable. Even when the changes cause conflict.  

Adaptive change requires time, lots of time. And patience. Lots of patience. 

It requires leaders who will create opportunities for hard questions to be raised and 

discussed. Questions so hard that nobody, even the wisest among us, knows what 

the eventual solution will look like. The World Café process just completed by the 

Board along with many of you, is an example of an adaptive approach to an 

adaptive challenge. One definition of an adaptive problem is that you cannot see 

the solution when you first ask the question. In the words of Ronald Heifetz, who 

writes brilliantly about effective leadership, “In situations calling for adaptive work 

. . . social systems must learn their way forward.” I like that phrase. I like being 

part of organizations that enthusiastically learn their way forward.  

Here’s another image from Gil Rendle and Alice Mann. They are talking 

about the adaptive leader’s willingness to do what is most needed to bring the 

congregation closer to a process of discernment. “Discernment is said to function 

like the headlights of an automobile on a dark evening. They don’t show you 

where you will eventually end up. But they will illuminate the next part of the 

road.” 

In this month of discernment about what it means to be a people of risk, I 

invite you to take some risks together. We are coming to the mid-point of this four 

year developmental ministry. Much of the first two years was spent on 

infrastructure. And renewing your commitment to your mission and covenant. 

Now it is time to turn to the bigger and more complex questions of congregational 

culture. What about this congregation encourages growth and change? What about 

this congregation discourages and even prevents that growth from taking place?  



Those are not technical questions. The answer is not – a better minister or better 

training for greeters or better food at social hour. The answer is – we don’t know 

because we are just setting out.  

I do know that one thing it means to be a people of risk is that you need to be 

a people of trust. You will need to trust your minister and your staff, and your 

elected leaders. You will need to trust the Unitarian Universalist Association and 

the newly emergent regional structure that is already delivering services to this 

congregation. You will need to get over the – dare I say it? – knee jerk anti-

authoritarian attitude that has so often held us back in the past. In fact, I plan to do 

a whole sermon next fall on why you all need to toss your “Question Authority” t-

shirts in the trash.  

You will need to trust each other; you will need to recognize that the First 

Unitarian Church of Wilmington is more than a collection of individuals. If the 

whole is to be greater than the parts, then you will all need to sacrifice some of 

your individualism for that greater good. You do that through stewardship and 

through your volunteering, and by listening before speaking and allowing yourself 

to learn and be changed by the wisdom and experience of those around you.  

You will need to trust other people and other organizations as well.  You 

work well in coalition in your local community; many of you are already living 

that trust. We are not the only people talking about taking the risk of putting 

ourselves between vulnerable populations and the threat of authoritarianism. We 

have to get over thinking of ourselves as smarter than or more enlightened than 

other religions. In this time of resistance, we are all in this together. Remember 

what Benjamin Franklin said about that! 



So, bottom line here. I’m not going to be asking you to jump off any cliffs 

with me. But if you are a cliff jumper, I will enthusiastically cheer you on from a 

safe distance. I am going to ask you to continue to journey into your future with me 

as your companion for a while longer. I don’t know what that future will look like; 

what I do know is that we have our headlights on, and the light they cast is 

sufficient for us to ‘ease on down the road’. That’s from The Wiz, by the way. And 

we’ve got to ease on down that road because there is a man behind the curtain, and 

he is not only a bad wizard, well, he’s a threat to all that we hold most dear. And it 

is up to us, all of us, to defend our progressive values in a hostile time. We need to 

be the very best and most effective congregation that we can be. So let’s pack the 

car. Brains? Check! Heart? Check! Courage? Check!  

What does it mean to be a people of risk? It means to be exactly who we are. 

Let it always be so.  

 

 

 


