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In his book A Hidden Wholeness the Quaker theologian Parker Palmer 

writes, “There was a time when farmers on the Great Plains, at the first sign of a 

blizzard, would run a rope from the back door of their house out to the barn. They 

all knew stories of people who had wandered off and been frozen to death, having 

lost sight of home in a whiteout while still in their own backyards. Today we live 

in a blizzard of another sort. It swirls around us as economic injustice, ecological 

ruin, physical and spiritual violence, and their inevitable outcome, war. It swirls 

within us as fear and frenzy, greed and deceit, and indifference to the suffering of 

others. We all know stories of people who have wandered off into this madness 

and been separated from their own souls, losing their moral bearings and even their 

mortal lives. The lost ones come from every walk of life: clergy and corporate 

executives, politicians and people on the street, celebrities and schoolchildren. 

Some of us fear that we, or those we love, will become lost in the storm. Some of 

us are lost at this moment and are trying to find our way home. Some are lost 

without knowing it. And some are using the blizzard as cover while cynically 

exploiting its chaos for private gain. My own experience of the blizzard, which 

includes getting lost in it more often than I like to admit, tells me that… the soul’s 

order can never be destroyed. It may be obscured by the whiteout. We may forget, 

or deny, that its guidance is close at hand. And yet we are still in the soul’s 

backyard, with chance after chance to regain our bearings.”   

I suspect that I am not the only one in this room who feels like we’ve been in 

a non-stop blizzard for the past two years. All we have to do is glance at our 

Twitter feed or the morning newspaper and it swirls around us anew. Shock. 

Outrage. Fear. Confusion. Sorrow. We know, in some part of our minds, that we 



can’t fix everything. But we feel like we have to do something. So we do. And 

maybe we feel better for a while. Or maybe we just feel inadequate and 

discouraged. The blizzard intensifies. It is so hard to go back and forth from the 

house (the warm, secure place) to the barn (where helpless creatures depend on us 

for food and water and protection). This blizzard blowing out there makes our need 

for a place of sanctuary more acute than ever. Many of you came here the day after 

the 2016 election seeking sanctuary; a safe place to talk, to listen, to comfort and 

be comforted. And so it has been ever since. This congregation is one of the safe 

places; a shelter from the storm. 

And yet. And yet, change is relentless, even here! A new minister is coming. 

Long deferred improvements to the physical facility are finally being made. 

Changes galore in your precious safe place. Look, change is hard, no matter how 

welcome the changes may be. Change is scary. Don’t you wish there was just one 

place that would stay exactly the same? I do too. But I know, especially when 

wearing my transitional minister hat, that it is not possible. You know one of the 

things we transitional ministers are very fond of saying? Change is inevitable, 

suffering is optional. 

So how can this place humming with change still be a sanctuary for us? The 

answer is in the Two P’s: perspective and possibility. First perspective. The 

changes afoot internally are simply not as dramatic as that blizzard outside. 

Whether there are chairs or pews in this room a year from now, you will still be 

gathering for worship every Sunday. You will still be telling each other stories, 

singing together, praying together, sharing deep silence, putting money in the 

offering plate, listening to each other, learning from each other. Nothing about the 

Capital Improvement Plan represents a threat to your freedom, your identity, or 

your lives.  Come on, there are people out there putting in place plans to undo the 

progress we’ve made as a nation in racial justice, environmental protection, 



GLBTQ inclusion, violence prevention, sensible gun control. The list goes on. Real 

people are going to be marginalized, oppressed, and killed as a result. So can we 

put the decisions you need to make about chairs and doors in perspective please? 

Take the decision making seriously, but remember that once the decision is made, 

we need, all of us, to get back to work on nurturing this beloved community that  

that nourishes minds and spirits, fights injustice, and transforms the world through 

loving action.  

The second P is possibilities. I just participated in a webinar offered through 

Soul Matters. The topic was All Church Worship – what we call multigenerational 

worship which we now do once a month here. The presenter, Kim Sweeny, talked 

about the resistance that always comes up when integrating children and youth into  

worship regularly is introduced. She gave us a list of all the ‘what ifs’ she has 

heard. Listen carefully, some of you have said these very things! “What if the kids 

talk or whisper loudly? What if they cry or whine or whimper or wail? What if 

they are bored? What if they wiggle, squirm, move around, have to pee, get up and 

walk around? What if they are distracting to the adults, their parents, or the older 

generation?” She then asked us to imagine what would happen if all the ‘what ifs’ 

happened in one service. They’ll all happen, of course. But not all at once. So, she 

prodded us. Would the church immediately cease to exist? Would anybody die? Of 

course not. Maybe some people would be uncomfortable. Maybe some people 

would have to adjust their expectation of what the norms for worship are. Maybe 

some people would be delighted with the energy in the room. Maybe some people 

would consider a spiritual growing edge to learn how to worship in the company of 

children. Even better, Kim went on to say, would be to imagine the possibilities. 

Another set of ‘what ifs’. What if more of our young people remained in the faith 

and in the church after they graduated from high school? What if the entire church 

experienced spiritual growth? What if the children recognized themselves as a 



loved and accepted part of their faith community? What if the church grew 

stronger together? 

So I think it would be enlightening to apply Kim Sweeny’s ‘what if’ 

methodology to one of the changes you are potentially facing. Pews vs. chairs. 

What if the congregation decides to stick with the pews? What if those of you who 

long for a less rigid set up  really feel the loss of the hoped-for flexibility? What if 

you took that energy and got really creative? What if you created a team to 

decorate the chancel every week based on the monthly Soul Matters theme? Do 

you know that some congregations are doing just that? Every week a different 

family or group gets to come in and deck out the front of the church, thus creating 

a different visual and physical experience each week. Check out some of the 

pictures on the Soul Matters Facebook page. In September, when the theme was 

vision, there was an alter bedecked with telescopes and binoculars and 

microscopes. I would add a kaleidoscope. And for those of you who were here last 

week, there was many an altar covered with colorful umbrellas. No, let’s ask, what 

if the congregation decides to go with the flexible seating option. What if some of 

you really miss the pews. What if you feel less at home? What if you grieve the 

loss of a beloved symbol of what this congregation once was? And what if, in 

addition to all that, you came to the Questers game night next fall and found, to 

your delight, that when you push the chairs against the wall this whole room opens 

up and allows for more energetic games. Or for a dinner dance. Or for a potluck 

dinner with room for everybody. Imagine the laughter and shrieks of excitement. 

Now here’s another what if. I know that some of you who are very fond of the 

pews are also the people who like to park yourselves right on the aisle and make 

people who come in later climb over you. What if we rearranged those new chairs 

to create two aisles instead of one? Imagine twice the aisle seats! Imagine how we 

could, with that one simple act of flexibility, make our sanctuary more welcoming 



to visitors, to families with children, to those who find it physically challenging to 

climb over you? 

The Board is inviting you to make two big decisions over the next few 

weeks. What kind of front doors do you want? What kind of seating do you want? 

But you really have a meta-decision to make first. What kind of people of 

sanctuary do you want to be. Do you want all of this to be cast as a win/lose battle? 

Will the winners gloat? Will the losers sulk, or even worse, act like the proverbial 

playground bullies and take your balls and go home? Or will you treat these 

decisions as an opportunity to listen to each other, learn from each other, and then, 

once the decisions are made, enter together into an exciting and spiritually 

challenging time of imagining new possibilities? 

How can this place be a sanctuary amid so much change? The answer is 

quite simple. Remember that long before any of this started, you ran a sturdy rope 

from your house to your barn. Your covenant; that is your rope, your lifeline. Your 

covenant, if you hold tight to it, will keep you from getting lost in the storm. If will 

remind you of your moral bearings lest you lose them in the heat of the fray. Your 

covenant will make sure you all make it safely home.  

What does it mean to be a people of sanctuary? It means being mindful. It 

means keeping things in perspective, remembering that even in times of duress, we 

are privileged beyond measure. What we have, in terms of building and staff and 

supplies, exists so that we can live out our mission. What does it mean to be a 

people of sanctuary? It means living in hope, living with the firm conviction that 

just beyond what we now see, there are other more glorious possibilities waiting. It 

isn’t easy. I know that. Navigating change is hard. It takes courage. It takes energy. 

It takes open minds and open hearts.  

Some of you may remember the reading I opened our White Supremacy 

Culture Teach-In with last year. It was written by Mickey ScottBrey Jones. 



“Together we will create brave space because there is no such thing as a safe 

space. We exist in the real world. We all carry scars and we have all caused 

wounds. In this space we seek to turn down the volume of the outside world,  

We amplify voices that fight to be heard elsewhere, We call each other to more 

truth and love. We have the right to start somewhere and continue to grow.  

We have the responsibility to examine what we think we know. We will not be 

perfect. This space will not be perfect. It will not always be what we wish it to be. 

But, it will be our brave space together, and we will work in it side by side.” 

What does it mean to be a people of sanctuary? It means working side by 

side to create the spaces we need to grow our souls and save our world. Let that be 

how we are known, today and always. 

 

 


