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 Who was Saint Valentine and why do we have a holiday named after him 

that involves red roses and chocolate? While much about the ‘real’ Valentine is 

lost to history, it is believed he was a 3rd century priest in Rome, whose 

enthusiastic proselytizing for the Christian faith led to his arrest and martyrdom. 

St. Valentine was not in any way associated with romantic love until the 14th 

century, when that scamp Chaucer wrote a mythic manuscript associating St. 

Valentine with romantic, courtly love. Speculation also suggests that it was 

believed that birds began to mate in mid-February in order to hatch their babies in 

the spring, thus associating romantic love with February 14th. Then of course 

Hallmark and Whitman’s and FTD got ahold of it and Valentine’s Day became the 

holiday we are familiar with today. 

 Valentine’s Day was last Wednesday, which was also Ash Wednesday, the 

beginning of Lent in the Christian calendar. Lent, the 40 days leading up to Easter, 

is meant to replicate the 40 days that Jesus spent in the desert resisting temptation 

before his most public ministry could begin. Unitarian Universalist blogger Sarah 

MacLeod writes, “Ash Wednesday goes unmentioned in my church, although it 

originates from one of the many traditions from which UUs draw their 

understanding of the world. With so many sources  from which to find truth, it’s no 

wonder Lent didn’t make the sermon circuit at my UU church this year. Perhaps it 

should have, though. A time of repentance and of turning thoughts to right 

relations with others is a theme in many religions. Lent shares a focus on 

atonement with Yom Kippur, the Jewish New Year where fasting and prayer 

accompany atonement to God and others. The Islamic Ramadan, a month of 
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fasting by day with time to spiritually reflect, pray, do works of charity. Atonement 

is part of Ramadan, but the main focus is on a right relationship with God. Eastern 

religions prescribe atonement and repairing relationships, too.  Hindu teachings 

address atonement and penance rituals and practices, including charity and fasting. 

Buddhists focus on atonement to others and forgiveness of others with a focus on 

loving kindness and compassion. If we claim to take our sources as routes to truth, 

we’d be remiss to ignore the themes of these religions’ opportunities to do both 

inner and outer work. I see two paths for the UU and Lent. The first follows the 

traditional fasting paths. Use Lent to rid one’s self of a bad habit. The second path 

looks outward as well as inward. It could bring us out of ourselves in into deeper 

connection to the world. Perhaps this season can offer a chance to reflect about 

then act on the principles we hold as true.” 

 That is the kind of Lenten practice we need to take up this year. This year 

particularly because last Wednesday, in addition to being Valentine’s Day and Ash 

Wednesday, was the day an angry young man walked into Marjory Stoneman 

Douglas High School armed with an AR-15 and shot 31 people, 17 fatally. Marjory 

Stoneman Douglas, for whom the school is named, was by all accounts an 

extraordinary woman. In her 108 year she was known as a fierce advocate for 

women’s suffrage and rights, and then civil rights. She is most well known for her 

crusade to save the Florida Everglades from development. Her book, The 

Everglades: River of Grass, has been compared to Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 

terms of environmental impact. She represented, in her life and work, everything 

that the shooter despised. Ironies abound, don’t they? 

 So, the start of Lent presents us with a core question about our identity as 

Unitarian Universalists: how can we keep going in the face of tragedy after 

tragedy, outrage after outrage, defeat after defeat, loss after loss? How can we fight 



off the numbness? How can we persevere in defense of our shared values and 

principles? 

 I found solace and answer in one of the resources in this month’s Soul 

Matters packet. Soul Matters, for those of you not familiar with the program, is a 

collaborative project of several hundred Unitarian Universalist congregations that 

creates a monthly theme- based worship, religious education and small group 

ministry program. Anyone can join one of the small groups; there is always 

information at the Welcome Table about our ongoing registration process. And 

even if you can’t commit to a group, you can access the materials on our website 

and try out the spiritual practices on your own.  

This month the spiritual practice that called to me was to listen, repeatedly, 

to Lala Abdul’s spoken word poem “Open Hearted Beauty.” The nature of a 

spoken word poem is that the words are not written down. If we had our hoped for 

new screen and projector, I would, at this point, show you the video of Ms. Abdul 

performing her poem. But alas, not yet. So, I have pulled out some of the words for 

you to hear and reflect on with me. 

 The poem begins with her telling us about a young child she tutors telling 

her that she is so beautiful. Her response is the basis for the rest of the poem. She 

says first that “this light that shines wasn’t placed inside of me; this sovereignty 

you have to claim.” What she means is that so much of her early life experience 

was soul-draining, so many of the messages she received about herself were 

negative. She had to find her beauty and learn how to let it shine. True for each of 

us, and true, right now for our nation. She then says, “The right to govern self 

without society is a skill set.” The rest of the poem is a litany of those skills. What 

it takes. 



 “It takes you looking into a broken mirror and still seeing yourself whole. It 

takes nights of consistency, persistently finding every reason to compliment your 

reflection.” Let’s try that together. Take a moment to call to mind the brokenness 

in your life. (Pause) Can you bring soul strength to bear on all of that and see 

yourself whole through the brokenness? (Pause) Now take a moment and bring to 

mind all the brokenness in our nation. (Pause) Can we, together, bring soul 

strength to bear and see ourselves whole? (Pause) 

 “It takes lies and more lies and more lies until you lie to yourself so much 

that you forget your own truth. It takes forgetting your own truth and painting a 

mental picture of someone you could never recognize until the day you realize that 

Allah made only one of you.” There is a version of our First Principle: the 

affirmation of the inherent worth and dignity of every person. It is there, buried 

perhaps under layer after layer of grime and guilt. But it is there, and as Lala 

reminds us, faith can help us each to find ourselves again; find the unique and 

wonderful person each of us was meant to me. And then together we can find the 

community we were meant to create and sustain.  

 “It takes mistakes.” My light-hearted talk last week about “Don’t Cry Over 

Spilt Milk Day” had a very serious side to it. To persevere, against all odds, means 

that of course we are going to make mistakes. White people like me, committed to 

dismantling white supremacy culture, are going to make mistake after mistake in 

our advocacy. Men sincerely committed to dismantling patriarch are going to make 

mistake after mistake. So, let’s make the mistakes, because not making them 

means not making the changes we need in order to live out our mission. You 

cannot fight injustice without making mistakes. You cannot transform the world 

without making mistakes.  



 “It takes prayer, steadfast prayer in the wee hours of the morning. It takes 

mourning over the people you never told ‘I love you’ to.”  Not all of us pray, but 

every one of us really does need some kind of spiritual practice in our skill set. Not 

necessarily prayer, but something done with intention and regularity that reminds 

us of who we are. Something that takes us away from busyness refocuses our 

minds and hearts on the core, the essentials. That is what Lent is for, or the High 

Holy Days. We don’t have any kind of liturgical calendar to nudge us into self-

reflection. We must do it ourselves. Daily, weekly, monthly, every once in a while. 

Prayer and then repentance; that’s what the mourning over the people you never 

told ‘I love you’ to is all about. You can’t always go back, but you can 

acknowledge, at least in your heart, the pain and the regret. That is where 

forgiveness comes from. That is what makes us whole, what saves us, if you will, 

from being the angry and violent and frightened people who are so toxic to our 

communities. 

 “It takes breaking and learning and breaking and learning and fixing yourself 

into a better liver, into a better lover.” There is no such thing as perfection. There is 

no such thing as a human being arriving at adulthood completely intact. We have 

all been broken; the question is what do we do with our brokenness? Do we nurse 

the wounds? Do we accept the lessons that the wounding offers us? Do we 

acknowledge the strength that lives in the broken places? In the scars and in the 

bones knitted back together? In the cracks where, as Leonard Cohen reminds us, 

the light gets in? 

 And finally, “It takes hopping over borders of vulnerability and not being 

afraid to get caught by the border patrol.” Wow! I really love that line. And 

although this poem was created several years ago, it immediately invoked for me 

the incredibly cruel war on immigrants currently being waged with such 



enthusiasm, and sometimes glee, by our border patrol. To my mind there is no 

meaner law enforcement around right now than ICE agents. But of course, Lala is 

not talking about the actual border patrol. She is talking about the norms and 

expectations that squelch creativity, insist on conformity, mistake obedience for 

love of family and flag waving for love of country. It takes courage, friends, to hop 

over those borders. 

 What does it mean to be a people of perseverance? Not so much for us the 

fasting and the giving up of our less attractive habits. For us it is to take Sarah 

MacLeod’s advice and choose that second path. She suggests, “a reflection on each 

principle in turn with a focus on acting on each principle in the world. I’m sure I’ll 

stumble plenty of times along the way. That’s okay. There’s a reason seasons of 

atonement return year after year. We have short memories and revert easily to old, 

comfortable ways. Perhaps, I’ll find a bit more peace within myself, for that would 

be sweet.  Hopefully, I’ll be able to touch the world a bit more softly along the 

way. Now that would be divine.”  

 Or as Lala Abdul asserts at the close of her poem, “I am only beautiful 

because I choose not to be ugly.” We all need to make that choice, repeatedly. And 

invite those around us to join us in choosing beauty, and strength, and courage, and 

truth-telling, and justice.  

 In a moment we are going to sing one of my favorite hymns – There Is More 

Love Somewhere. At the Institute I attended in late January, we sang that hymn. 

The Music Director, Dr. Glen Thomas Rideout, told us that a white UU stopped 

him at General Assembly one year and told him, enthusiastically, that in her 

congregation they change the words to “there is more love right here.” His 

response was that when you sing a hymn from the African American tradition, you 

must honor the experience of the community that wrote it. To change the words is 



to erase the experience of those for whom a comfortable life was a hope, an 

aspiration, rather than a current reality. So, I invite you to turn in your hymnals to 

Hymn #95 and sing with respect and integrity.  

  


