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We have spent the month of May exploring different aspects of embodied 

spirituality. The theme of embodiment is a good fit for us Unitarian Universalists 

for several reasons. Our First Principle, which calls us to affirm the inherent worth 

and dignity of every person, is based on a theology of original blessing rather than 

original sin. We believe that all people are born with the capacity to be good. We 

reject dualisms based on absolutes: good vs. evil, this world vs. an afterlife, body 

vs. spirit. It is all, potentially, good! We are all created to be good enough, though 

imperfect, creatures. Mind, spirit and body. The diversity of body shapes and 

forms, the various ways we are abled, the many creative and fluid ways we engage 

our bodies and define our genders and express our sexualities, the different ways 

we love; all of this is to be celebrated rather than feared or shamed.  

Once we affirm the unity of physical, mental and spiritual – and once we 

affirm the goodness of the body itself, we conclude that salvation is a matter of 

how we behave rather than what we believe. Deeds not creeds is not just a slogan; 

it is an acknowledgement that our embodied spirituality demands ethical behavior; 

it demands that we treat other embodied creatures with empathy and compassion; 

that we create systems that reverence all bodies, protect all lives, extend justice and 

mercy to all. 

We celebrate our gloriously imperfect bodies by loving ourselves and each 

other in all our glorious imperfection. “Yes, but then” as the Beat poet Lawrence 

Ferlinghetti reminds us, “right in the middle of it comes the smiling mortician.” 

There is the conundrum: you cannot practice embodied spirituality without 

acknowledging mortality. We may well be the only species that lives most of our 

lives with full knowledge of the fact that we will die. Perhaps this is why we 

humans had to invent religion in the first place? 



Every year at General Assembly, the annual meeting of the Unitarian 

Universalist Association, we hold a service called the Service of the Living 

Tradition. In that service, the developmental stages of religious professionals are 

marked. It was a thrill for me to walk across the stage twice; once when I received 

Preliminary Fellowship and once when, three years later, I passed my probationary 

period and received Final Fellowship. I hope to walk one more time, a few years 

from now, when my retirement from full time ministry is acknowledged. But there 

will be a fourth time that my name will be called. And every year, as I participate 

in the service, I think about how lovely and affirming it is to know that after I die, 

Unitarian Universalism will acknowledge my ministry one last time. My name will 

be spoken out loud though I will not be there to hear it. The Service of the Living 

Tradition is, for me, a yearly exercise in embracing my mortality. 

That is what rites of passage are for. They help us navigate the emotionally 

and spiritually fraught times of transition: when babies are born or children 

adopted, when our teens become young adults, when we move from full time work 

to elder wisdom (Croning Ceremonies), and when we die. They are all designed to 

help us acknowledge and even embody the import of these passages. Parents of 

adult children cry at baby dedications. Long time ministers cry at ordinations. Old 

married couples cry at weddings. And we all cry at memorial services. In this way, 

we remember what we were, we acknowledge what we are, and we anticipate what 

we will become. Thus, we are able to live with the knowledge of our mortality 

until it is time to live into that mortality.  

In that context, we consider Memorial Day. Not the Memorial Day that 

celebrates the opening of the pool, not the gateway to summer, not the time for the 

first picnics or for mattress sales. Memorial Day – a day to remember those who 

have given their lives in service to our nation; those who made the ultimate 



sacrifice. Young soldiers and sailors and marines who died in combat, leaving 

behind grieving parents and spouses and siblings and children and friends.  

Given all that we have reflected upon this past month in terms of 

embodiment and the celebration of the human body as, in some sense, the temple 

of the holy, what are we to say about war? The waging of war is the ultimate 

rejection of the spirituality of embodiment. War reduces the human body to a tool, 

a machine. We count victories and losses in terms of how many are killed – how 

many of them vs how many of us. The truth is, we are really good at waging war. 

Human progress is too often measured by the pace of the invention of bigger and 

better weapons. We have found ways to inflict pain and tear bodies apart with an 

efficiency that our ancestors could hardly have imagined. 

It is so ironic to me that the same system that hastens the mortality of our 

young women and men then turns around and treat those mutilated bodies with 

such great honor when they are returned, lifeless, to their loved ones. Picture the 

solemn ceremony, re-enacted over and over again right here in Dover, as the 

bodies of the fallen are returned to American soil.  And the military funerals I have 

officiated so filled with pomp and circumstance, precision, an incredibly moving 

choreography. What does it say about us, as a society, that we are capable of 

treating the human body with such disregard, and then with such respect and 

honor? What kind of world could it be if we were to say, “Enough of these solemn 

rites. Our spirituality of embodiment calls us to seek peaceful solutions to all 

conflicts. No more wars. No more weapons of mass destruction. No more 

ceremonies. Let our young men and women grow old; let nature take its course for 

all bodies.” 

But until that day arrives, let us take a moment to honor those who have 

given their lives in military service. Will you stand as you are able for a moment of 

silent recognition.  (Pause for a moment of silence.) “It is for us the living, rather, 



to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus 

far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task 

remaining before us -- that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to 

that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion -- that we here 

highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain -- that this nation, under 

God, shall have a new birth of freedom -- and that government of the people, by 

the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.” 

One more point about embodiment that I need to make this morning. I know 

I’ve been talking a lot about race lately and I need to talk about it again in the 

context of mortality. In a white supremacist system, black bodies are valued less 

than white bodies. This is something I now clearly understand, but years ago I was 

given a glimpse of this truth and I let it go right by. (Barry speaks his truth) 

Barry Finkelstein on Becoming a Conscientious Objector: This story is from 1970 

or thereabouts, in the midst of the Vietnam War.  It’s not a story I tell very often 

nor one of which I’m particularly proud.  Like the Alice’s Restaurant story this is 

about an encounter with the United states selective service system.  As the war 

dragged along, I became increasingly convinced that I was a pacifist and entitled 

to exemption from the draft as a conscientious objector.   

The process entailed putting together a large package of forms, essays, 

reference letters and sending it off to the draft board and was invited to come in 

for an interview.  I had read that these interviews could be grueling, even hostile, 

so I spent considerable time preparing, thinking about the many questions they 

would ask.  I had heard some rumors that it would be easier in Philadelphia, 

indeed in any inner city, because they had a large number of “other” people to 

draft.  I didn’t think much about it, but what those rumors really meant is that they 

had lots of black men. 

 



While I anticipated challenges, cynicism about my claim, even hostility – 

there was none of that.  It was very cordial and the board members were pleasant.  

Turned out they had only one question – whether I could serve as a non-combatant 

– and it was all over in about 15 seconds. 

As I said, the scuttlebutt I heard both before and after my interview was 

about how easy it was for a white man in inner city Philly.  Nothing was spoken 

about this during my interview -- but I just knew!  And while I felt a little guilty at 

the time, I quickly forgot all about it and moved on.  But over the last few years, 

since Ferguson and the Black Lives Matter movement, I am more convinced than 

ever that I got an easy ride.  I do believe I was entitled to CO status – but my easy 

ride was due to white privilege. 

Roberta: It is an uncomfortable truth that Barry tells. A draft board was happy to 

acknowledge the conscientious objection of a young white man, because they had 

plenty of young black bodies to send off to the war in Viet Nam. They could meet 

their quota. We were so relieved for Barry to get his CO status, we really didn’t 

give much thought to the reality that somebody with less privilege went off to Viet 

Nam in his place. 

How many of you have read Ta Nehisi Coates’ book Between the World and 

Me? Coates took his title from a poem by Richard Wright, a poem in which he 

describes how he felt coming upon the lynched body of a black man. 

And one morning while in the woods I stumbled  

    suddenly upon the thing,  

Stumbled upon it in a grassy clearing guarded by scaly  

    oaks and elms  

And the sooty details of the scene rose, thrusting  

    themselves between the world and me.... 



 What I think Wright meant by his poem, and what Coates means by his 

memoir, is that the reality of lynching, of the brutality of slavery, of story after story 

of police killings of unarmed black men – that reality creates a barrier that prevents 

people of color from living fully in the world that we who are white inhabit with such 

ease. Coates writes, “Here is what I would like for you to know: In America, it is 

traditional to destroy the black body – it is heritage. Enslavement was not merely 

the antiseptic borrowing of labor – it is not so easy to get a human being to commit 

their body against its own elemental interest. And so enslavement must be casual 

wrath and random manglings, the gnashing of heads and brains blown out over the 

river as the body seeks to escape. It must be rape so regular as to be industrial.  

There is no uplifting way to say this. I have no praise anthems, nor old Negro 

spirituals. The spirit and soul are the body and brain, which are destructible – that 

is precisely why they are so precious. And the soul did not escape. The spirit did 

not steal away on gospel wings. The soul was the body that fed the tobacco, and 

the spirit was the blood that watered the cotton, and these created the first fruits of 

the American garden.” 

 The first fruits – those traditionally offered in tribute to the gods. Sometimes 

thankfully, sometimes dutifully, but always sacrificially. Who made the sacrifice 

that made the first fruits possible? Could we stand again, in body or spirit, to honor 

and to recognize those bodies destroyed by the rapacious system of racial violence. 

(Pause for a moment of silence.) 

There are many in this room who have spent their lives working to end war. 

There are many in this room who have spent their lives working to dismantle 

racism. The work is ongoing. But we do the work, day after day, year after year, 

despite the slow, slow pace of progress. We weep for the lives lost in war after 

war. We weep for the lives lost to racial violence. And then we return to the work 

each of choses to do; small pieces of the repair of the world that will bring us ever 



closer to the day when all people everywhere will look upon all bodies everywhere 

and say, here are the first fruits of the garden, and they are all very, very good.  


