
 In her book, Holy the Firm, Annie Dillard writes, “There is no one but us. There is 
no one to send, nor a clean hand, nor a pure heart on the face of the earth, nor in the 
earth, but only us, a generation comforting ourselves with the notion that we have come 
at an awkward time, that our innocent fathers are all dead-as if innocence had ever 
been-- And our children busy and  troubled, And we ourselves unfit, not yet ready, 
Having each of us chosen wrongly, Made a false start, failed, Yielded to impulse and the 
tangled comfort of pleasures, And grown exhausted, Unable to seek the thread, Weak, 
and involved. But there is no one but us. There never has been.” 
 I have also quoted our UUA president Susan Frederick-Gray often since I have 
been here when she says this is no time for a casual faith.  To expand her quote a little 
bit, she says, “And two things are absolutely clear to me right now. Number one, this is 
no time for a casual faith or a casual commitment to your values, your community, your 
congregation, your soul, and your faith. No time for casual faith. And number two, this is 
no time to go it alone or to think that we are in this alone. 

This is no time for a casual faith. As Unitarian Universalists, we are first and 
foremost religious communities that practice love as our foundation. We are living in 
times of heartbreak, violence, and pain, and in this time, we need communities that 
remind us of our humanity.” 
 Every morning when I wake up there is a struggle to want to get up and rejoin the 
world. I hope you don’t have that struggle, but I am guessing most of us do. We have 
our own individual challenges.  My home congregation did a survey of people’s 
disabilities and a quarter of the congregation reported having a socio-emotive 
challenges like depression, anxiety or bipolar disorder.  I pretty much assume now that 
a quarter of the population, including this population, struggles with mental health. Likely 
many of you worry a lot about money and many of you have physical challenges 
including the many joys of aging. If you have children, there is always plenty of fodder 
for worry. So we all wake up with our own predicaments.   

There are also the challenges in this Fellowship.  You hired an interim with at 
least a general sense of excitement that you were on your way to a settled minister.  
Many of you, however, have started to do the math. With lower membership and less 
money than you thought—settled ministry seems a reach. Morale is low and people are 
wrestling with a lot of feelings around this. People on committees are seeing that the 
basic infrastructure of this Fellowship needs some tender loving care. I think this is all 
good stuff—we are seeing with clear eyes and I am confident we will find a way forward 
that can energize and excite us, but the reckoning is hard and I am watching as you 
come to it, one by one.  

Then there is the steady drumbeat in our ears of our state and national politics.  I 
don’t think we can underestimate the toll this is taking on our lives and how hard it 
makes it to get out of bed in the morning.  

I don’t know what you worry about, but here is what weighs me down.   
When Trump was first elected, I was filled with a visceral fear that where this was 

going was fascism and concentration camps and mass killing.  You will recall those 
early days when a new group of people came under attack with astonishing speed and 
regularity.  This administration has publicly marginalized and dehumanized people of 
color, Muslims, immigrants, women, Jewish people, refugees, asylum seekers, families 
of service people, the poor and the sick. This administration did not create bigotry in 



America, but it has authorized and legitimized it, which makes bigotry bold.  I 
sarcastically remarked one day that the only things left were kicking puppies and hurting 
orphans. The person I was talking to said, “No, they have already proposed the 
elimination of the tax credit for adoption.” I stood corrected—just puppies. We have 
seen everything from nutritious school lunches to protections for trans students come 
under attack. Nothing that has happened has dispelled my early fears.  
 I also wake up to my fears about climate change every morning.  Many people 
believe we are headed into the sixth great extinction and I don’t know that they are 
wrong.  Scientists estimate that North America has lost a quarter of its bird population in 
the last 50 years.  Talk about a canary in a coal mine. Bees, a pollinator that humans 
rely on for our food are also in trouble. In North America, you are almost 50% less likely 
to see a bee in a given area than you were prior to 1974. You are aware of the 
superstorms and the fires. You have seen the pictures of the starving polar bears.  It is a 
fool’s paradise to think that humans can create conditions that lead to the extinction of 
so many species and not follow suit. If Bismarck is freaked out about 25 refugees a 
year, imagine what things will be like when sea levels rise and real migration begins. Or 
imagine if it becomes impossible to farm here because of precipitation patterns and we 
begin to produce our own climate refugees. We are part of the interdependent web. The 
response of this administration has been wholesale reductions in environmental 
regulations. Nero fiddled while Rome burned. The response of North Dakota has been 
to authorize doubling the amount of oil flowing through the North Dakota Access 
Pipeline. 

I wake up in fear for the next election.  If more than half of Americans think we 
are on the right track or if the current administration feels it can cheat its way to winning 
the next election—and why wouldn’t they believe that—if one of these things come to 
pass and we have four or more years of this—I literally do not know if we can survive 
and I don’t know where I will find hope and how will I minister without hope? 
 So now that I have painted that rosy picture, I hope you have some inkling of why 
I am in agreement that this is no time for a casual faith.  
 My home congregation in Denver is also in walking distance to the State Capitol.  
The minister often shares that his dream is that when the legislature is in session and 
an issue is before them, one of the first things they will ask is, “What is First Unitarian 
saying about this?”   
 By now, I imagine some of you are getting pretty squirmy.  I have used the name 
of he who must not be named in a religious service.  I have brought politics into this 
space.  The last time I was at my home congregation before coming here, the minister 
said, “Some of you believe that church and politics should not be mixed.  But this is not 
that church, and I am not that minister.” And I have to agree with him.  Because we are 
a faith of values, not creeds, and we are a faith, more than any other faith that lives and 
makes meaning in the here and now.  We do not put our attention on the next life nor on 
escaping the cycle of rebirth.  This planet is our spiritual home and our shared existence 
in this life is the locus of the sacred.  We do not generally believe in a god that is going 
to make everything better by and by with a master plan, so the work falls to us to create 
heaven or hell in this life. We are of the world.  I don’t think we can have a religion 
based on values and lived in this world and deny that politics matter or that the way we 
show up in the world also matters.  



 So let’s talk about how we show up in the world.  We have a faith that does not 
require a lock-step belief in dogma.  Instead, we build our faith on covenant—on 
promises made to one another based on our values.  Do you think our values are 
something the world needs now? Can you imagine a world based those values?  

Would the world be better off with justice equity and compassion in human 
relations?  Do you think we have enough of that, and we can rest on our laurels? 
 We have a faith, that holds reason to be one of our highest values.  Does the 
world seem very reasonable right now?  Does our political system even seem capable 
of reason?  Would our society benefit from a persistent, passionate voice of reason?  
Can we be that voice in our community? 
 We have a principle that says we covenant to affirm and promote the radical 
notion that we are a part of an interdependent web.  Is there clear evidence that our 
gross consumption has damaged that web in increasingly catastrophic ways?  Can we 
be part of the wave that acknowledges that humans are not separate from nature and 
heal and mitigate what we can while finding better ways to coexist on this planet?   
 We are a pluralistic religion.  That isn’t easy as the friction between pluralism and 
Humanism has shown. As we also know from the challenges to be in solidarity with 
indigenous cultures in sustainable and trustworthy ways. But we have been practicing 
and learning for a long time.  And we know some things.  Could our wider community 
benefit from what we have learned about inclusion and cherishing diversity? 

 Does our hurting world need to know more about inherent worth and dignity? 
 Our world is literally on fire.  Fascism is knocking at the door.  People, we are in 
trouble.  You might choose to sit on the sidelines, but I do not believe that is a faithful 
response. The world cannot afford your indifference or your defeated despair.  The 
stakes are too high. Unitarian Universalism has something to offer and we are Unitarian 
Universalism.  
 I am in the climate camp that says we are past the tipping point, that we cannot 
pull out of our dive—all we can do is mitigate.  There is a pretty big existential crisis that 
comes with this realization. I have wondered if I want to be spending my time in church 
at the end of the world. I think the answer is yes, but only if the people I am with are 
using Unitarian Universalism for all the good they can do, by every means possible.  
 I think the first step is to figure out what is sacred to you.  What is most 
important?  What do you build your life on?  What would you die for?  What do you live 
for—which is much harder.  What ultimately matters to you?  If you strip away all the 
noise and the dross what is at the center of your being?  
 Next, we need to know where we ground ourselves.  I think the shortcoming of 
Humanism is that is has a hard time getting to the positive side of the ledger.  It knows 
what it rejects, but go beyond that—what do you embrace?  When the world goes mad, 
where will you find sustenance and meaning to keep you going?  You are going to need 
that.   

For me, Religious Naturalism helped me move my Humanism to a sustaining 
religion.  Relationship, emergence and possibility give me hope.  The awesome totality 
of nature and the people I love keep me grounded.  Since I found this articulation, I find 
I am much less fussed about what other people believe.  Beyond being with like-minded 
people, beyond community, beyond all your first answers—what brings you here and 
what helps you get out of bed every morning.  



 This is what religion is about.  How do we make meaning, how do we foster 
hope, how do we navigate an ambiguous world?  How do we survive our sorrows?  How 
do we create a better world?  That is what we are doing here every Sunday—figuring 
out our own answers to life’s persistent questions.   
 I remember, maybe accurately even, a scene in a movie whose title escapes me.  
A middle-aged woman is out jogging, and she finds a baby in the bushes.  Her own 
children are grown and gone.  She brings the baby home determined to keep the child.  
Her husband is less keen.  They argue for a while and then he says he has a headache 
and is going to bed.  She says something like, “No, no you do not have a headache, 
because this is a miracle and a headache is an inappropriate response to a miracle.” 
 I have heard people in the Fellowship say they are tired, that they are defeated, 
that they are overwhelmed.  Of course, we all have these feelings, but I would suggest 
that with so much at stake—love, equality, compassion, life on earth—that defeat is an 
inappropriate response.  We can do better than that.  
 So, here is what I propose.  
 First, we need to make the vessel of the Bismarck Mandan Unitarian Universalist 
Church and Fellowship seaworthy (and we might want to shorten that name).  Our 
community is in need of some care.  We have wrapped up our intentional engagement 
with your past.  Now we turn our attention to the present.  There is a lot of infrastructure 
here that needs attention—governance, process, policy, finances, membership and 
religious education come to mind.  Your social action working group is finding their next 
steps and getting energized.  It exciting to witness and I hope the congregation will join 
them.  We need to create systems that make this place hum with the least amount of 
bureaucracy and the greatest amount of energizing, life giving structure. If you are 
sitting idly by hoping someone else will do the work or offering critique and calling it your 
contribution, I would encourage you do more than that. This is going to take all of us to 
get our ship ready to sail.   
 As we told the story of the past, we began to naturally move into lessons learned 
and very thoughtful analysis.  This lined us up beautifully to move into the stage of our 
transitions work where we look at how we are doing business, bury what is dead, 
resurrect what is valuable, but dormant, celebrate what we are doing well and create 
what we are missing.  It is my hope and expectation that in doing this work, we will 
naturally evolve into the visioning stage of our work. Why does this community exist and 
what are you called to do?  What are your relationships in this world calling you to do? 
We cannot do it all and to try is to be ineffective in all our endeavors. We have to trust 
that others will carry the water as well and find our unique purpose. We will need to 
hone our focus—what does this community care about and what can this community 
offer to a hurting world? One of the best antidotes for despair is action.   
 My invitation to you today is to feel all your feels.  If it is hard to get out of bed, 
wallow for a while in despair, in hopelessness, in fear, in whatever pins you there, but 
then get up.  Get up and come here.  Dig deep past the surface things that bring you 
here and ground yourself in your deepest truths. Look around and realize you don’t 
have to do it all alone.  You have help. And I would invite you to make this community 
one of your top priorities, not because church “should be” a priority, but because this 
place, at its best, can enable you to live your priorities to the fullest extent of your ability.  



This place can feed and challenge and ground you.  And our shared life can enable us 
to bring our values to fruition. This is your community and there is power here. 
 Finally, I would exhort you all to get busy.  Make up your minds.  Do you believe 
that Unitarian Universalism has something to offer the world?  Do you think a minister 
could help nurture and challenge you on your journey? Would a called minister increase 
your odds of bringing our gifts to a hurting world?  Then be determined to make that 
happen. 
 Does it bother you to pay the bills with savings?  Maybe it is time to do some 
fundraising. Are we too small to afford a settled minister—who have you invited to 
church lately? When did you last reach out to include a visitor? 

You know all you are going to get in this life is the journey.  The destination will 
always be just beyond our grasp. So let’s get this ship in order and set sail. Decide that 
the world needs our love, our vision of justice, our reason, our gifts.  Leave the shores 
of your comfort and your defeat.  Do it together.  Do it without guarantees. Get brave. 
We will get there, Heaven knows how we will get there, but we’re on our way.  
 I’ll close with another Annie Dillard quote. “Nature is, above all, profligate. Don't 
believe them when they tell you how economical and thrifty nature is, whose leaves 
return to the soil. Wouldn't it be cheaper to leave them on the tree in the first place? This 
deciduous business alone is a radical scheme, the brainchild of a deranged manic-
depressive with limitless capital. Extravagance! Nature will try anything once.” 
 May we trust in our own limitless capital and proceed with extravagance.  
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