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“From Inward Love to Bravest Fire:  The Path to Powerful Ministry” 

“Where I’m From” 

By George Ella Lyon  

I am from clothespins, 

from Clorox and carbon-tetrachloride. 

I am from the dirt under the back porch. (Black, glistening 

it tasted like beets.) 

I am from the forsythia bush, 

the Dutch elm 

whose long gone limbs I remember 

as if they were my own.  

I am from fudge and eyeglasses, from Imogene and Alafair.  

I'm from the know-it-alls and the pass-it-ons,  

from perk up and pipe down. I'm from He restoreth my soul  

with cottonball lamb 

and ten verses I can say myself.  

I'm from Artemus and Billie's Branch, fried corn and strong coffee. 

From the finger my grandfather lost  

to the auger 

the eye my father shut to keep his sight.  

Under my bed was a dress box 

spilling old pictures. 

a sift of lost faces 

to drift beneath my dreams. 

I am from those moments -- 

snapped before I budded -- 

leaf-fall from the family tree.  
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It is the first month of my ministry in New London when I cross paths with a 

man who had been a member of the congregation but had recently 

decided to step away.  I sense that he wants to tell the new minister why 

he left and so he begins.   

Clearly he’s striving to respect my position but the water in his kettle 

simmers and simmers though, as he searches for the just right thing to say 

and now he’s at full steam and blurts out, “For example, this kid, 14 years-

old, got up in front of the congregation and announced that she’s a 

lesbian.  14 years-old!” 

He is skeptical and exasperated and his exasperation only ratchets up as 

he shares the next part of the story,  

“And the congregation applauded!” 

I imagine the scene.  The old chapel with the Tiffany window throwing 

morning light through Jesus’ outstretched arms. “Come to me, ye who are 

heavily burdened …” These words etched in glass frame the 14 year-old 

who has mustered the courage to share what she knows about herself. 

Her congregation responds with love.   

“I am who I am because somebody loved me”, said Cornel West.   

I say to the former member, “Well, you know, some people just know.” 

And with that, he has confirmation that his decision to leave All Souls was 

the right one for him and his family. 

And as for the new minister, I am so grateful for the 14 year-old who is 

Lane Campbell. 

It is two months later when Lane offers the call to worship at my ordination. 

In all of her blue-haired, Mohawk-ish, glory she leads the procession, the 

congregation’s banner held high. 

The banner may’ve just as well said, “I am who I am because somebody 

loved me.”  Indeed, Lane was and is nurtured and loved by her family – 

foremost by her parents, her father, Del, of blessed memory; her mother, 

Ginny; and her brother, Bryan.  She was loved by her congregation and 

nurtured by a tradition that recognized in her and in all people dignity 

and worth.   

This story of a young Lane brings with it a clear message about the power 

of inward love …. of fidelity to self.  And on the wing of such love, these 
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many years later Lane sets down in this place on this red-letter day when 

she will be ordained into the Unitarian Universalist ministry by the good 

people of the First Unitarian Universalist Church of Columbus. It is a day of 

great joy for you as a congregation and for the association of 

congregations of which you are a part for we stand together no matter 

where we are from. 

And we are from many places.   

We are from vulnerability and loss. 

We are from triumph and joy. 

Maybe you are from First UU Church of Columbus by way of Beth Jacob or   

Our Lady of Victory. 

Where are you from, Friends? 

In your 75th year, First Unitarian Universalist Church of Columbus comes 

from a commitment to “greater loving, wider justice and deeper 

happiness.”   

At least that what it says on your website, so it must be true. 

I hope that mission statement is etched on your hearts because that 

mission statement is so good:  “greater loving, wider justice and deeper 

happiness.” How I admire your audacity putting those righteous 

commitments right out there for the world to see.   

Because imagine the people who are searching for you.  See the heavily 

burdened who are searching for meaning.  See them in front of the 

screen settling in with unsettled hearts and spirits longing to be made 

whole.  Into the search engine they type “liberal churches in Columbus”.  

First UU Church pops up and they take a look around and they think they 

like what they see.   

So they decide to take a chance and they make their way from the 

virtual to 93 W. Weisheimer Road and they take note of the construction 

and renovation as they find their way to this sanctuary with these 

questions in their hearts and minds,  

“Who are these people?” 

“Where do they come from?” 

because they may be searching for meaning but don’t we all want to 
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make meaning in the company of people who throw sunlight?  Marilynne 

Robinson, the writer of the sublime novel, Gilead, believes that “good 

religion has no minor key”.  Don’t we want to be in the company of those 

who with a tenacious hope sing in a major key? 

The religious quest is to simmer with less cynicism and more hope.  With 

less judgment and more love.  

Wag more, bark less.   

It’s hard work that requires vigilance.  Let the newcomer see evidence of 

that hard work in our congregations:  that we strive to be guided by and 

on the path of inward love - the imperative, ongoing and holy task that is 

fidelity to self that in turn invites us to love the world in spite of it all.  

Because of it all.   

Our congregations offer invitation to join in this quest that begins with 

inward love.  It begins when we say that we are from a deep commitment 

to greater loving, wider justice and deeper happiness.   

Say it with me:   

greater loving, wider justice and deeper happiness. 

This is the stuff that bravery is made of, Friends. It is the kindling that stokes 

our bravest fire. And when we use that bravest fire, fueled by our love, we 

will heal the world.   

Nothing less.   

If you have felt overwhelmed by our beautiful world’s brokenness and if 

overwhelmed you’ve made your way to this place, you’ve come to the 

right place.  For here is where you have a place.  For what are we called 

to do as a faith community if not to offer the invitation to help transform 

and heal the world beginning with ourselves? Because nothing beats a 

sense of overwhelm like working your hands in the mud.    

The theologian, Phyllis Tickle said “the problem with a great deal of 

institutional religion … is that it is separated from vitality.  It is separated 

from the sense of constant livingness.”   

The liberal church must throw out a life raft to so many of us who are 

caught in the undertow of overwhelm and we must throw that raft with 

the energy that is the sense of constant livingness.  
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We are alive.  We are love.  We are bravest fire. 

And this is the spirit with which we must imbue our efforts to make the 

world a more just place for all.  Though we may speak with bravest fire:  

“Bread and roses!”  

“Sí, se puede!” 

“Silence = Death”  

“My body, my choice”  

“Black Lives Matter” 

if we have not love, our word is vain.  We are less effective without the 

inward love with which we bless each other and the world.   

“Church is the place where we practice being who we really want to be”, 

(Lynn Rhodes) said a wise seminary professor to me and I repeat it often to 

the people I serve.  It’s where we can see how it feels to go the extra mile 

to help someone we don’t know.  It’s where we test the limits of our 

privilege and see how it might feel to give it up.   It’s where we are 

challenged by ideas that differ from our own and we remain quiet a little 

longer than we otherwise might have just to see how the idea settles.  It’s 

where you applaud the 14 year-old kid who has mustered the courage to 

come out as gender-queer and you make a commitment to learn more 

about what it means to be gender queer. It’s where you sing the hymn 

that makes you cringe without griping and at full voice because the 

person to your left just said, “Oh! I love this hymn.”   It’s where you bring 

the brownies that you managed to bake without gluten, dairy, or nuts 

hoping that the allergic kid in the R.E. class you’re teaching can take part.    

Church is where you are re-created over and over again.  It’s where you 

become your best self because somebody loved you.  And that love 

turned bravest fire makes for some powerful ministry. Columbus needs 

your loving power, Friends.  The world needs our loving power. 

Dear Lane, you are from the shores of the Long Island Sound where the 

wailing of fog horns guides seafarers to safe harbor.  

Fair winds and following seas through all the days of your ministry.  

May you be long guided by where you are from and the love that carries 

us all home.  
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Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


