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Where Radical Welcome Begins 

- a sermon message compiled and presented by Dawn Daniels, UUFCM Minister 

Sunday, September 25, 2016 

Meditation 

“Self-Portrait” by poet David Whyte: 

It doesn’t interest me if there is one God 

Or many gods. 

I want to know if you belong — or feel abandoned; 

If you know despair 

Or can see it in others. 

I want to know 

If you are prepared to live in the world 

With its harsh need to change you; 

If you can look back with firm eyes 

Saying “this is where I stand.” 

I want to know if you know how to melt 

Into that fierce heat of living 

Falling toward the center of your longing. 

I want to know if you are willing 

To live day by day 

With the consequence of love 

And the bitter unwanted passion 

Of your sure defeat. 

I have been told 

In that fierce embrace 

Even the gods 

Speak of God. 

 

The juxtaposition of images before us these past several days – as well as the contrast in feeling – is jolting. 

People once again taking to the streets in Charlotte, Atlanta and other places around the country to proclaim, 

shout, scream, cry that Black Lives Matter…in the wake of yet more fatal shootings of unarmed black men. 

Then just yesterday, President Obama presided over the opening of the Smithsonian’s long-awaited Museum 

of African American History and Culture – an event of celebration impacted deeply by the continued killings.   

Two Sundays ago on the 15th anniversary of 9/11 we began exploring the spiritual and moral imperative of the 

practice of radical hospitality in our lives and in religious community. In light of recent events, I wish to share 

with you again the reading that we used that morning as prelude to the message, for it resonates more 

strikingly today: 

Excerpt from Radical Hospitality: Benedict’s Way of Love 

- by Lonni Collins Pratt and Father Daniel Homan 

“…You and I are much more than what we appear to be. We are more than what we do. We are more 

than a social or economic class. In the movie Elephant Man, actor John Merrick is chased through a 

train station and cornered in a bathroom by a mob that sees only his deformity, his difference from 

them. He cries out, “I am not an animal…I am a human being…” 
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This is the sound of every single human heart. It is the cry we make against all that would make us less 

human, the cry of the darkest night of our lives, the cry of the abandoned and the misunderstood and 

the excluded. “I am not an animal. I am like you. I am human.” 

I am not a street person. 

I am not a token of my race or creed. 

I am not a statistic. 

I am not a divorcee. 

I am not an AIDS patient. 

I am not a sex object. 

I am not a laborer. 

I am not an “at risk” kid. 

I have a mind. I have a heart. I have a soul. I dream. 

I feel. I care. I am a human being. 

Hospitality has an inescapable moral dimension to it. It is not a mere social grace; it is a spiritual and 

ethical issue. It is an issue involving what it means to be human. All of our talk about hospitable 

openness doesn’t mean anything as long as some people continue to be tossed aside.  

In a 1982 report, one ethicist put it this way: “The opposite of cruelty is not simply freedom from 

the cruel relationship, it is hospitality.” Hospitality puts an end to injustice. But calling hospitality a 

moral issue does not tell us the whole truth about hospitality either. A moral issue can become bogged 

down in legalisms, and hospitality is no legalistic ethical issue. It is instead a spiritual practice, a way of 

becoming more human, a way of understanding yourself.  

Hospitality is both the answer to modern alienation and injustice and a path to a deeper 

spirituality.” 

 

I want to share with you now an old Hasidic story that has been cycling through me as I’ve pondered what it 

means to practice radical hospitality.  

The Rabbi’s Gift - Hasidic tale 

There was once a monastery that had fallen upon hard times. Only five monks were left: the Abbot and 

four others, all over 70 years old.  

In the deep woods near the monastery there lived a rabbi. It occurred to the abbot to ask the rabbi if he 

could offer any advice that might save the monastery. The abbot and rabbi spoke at length, but when 

asked for advice, the rabbi simply responded by saying, “I have no advice to give. The only thing I can 

tell you is the Messiah is one of you.” 

The abbot returned to the monastery and told his fellow monks what the rabbi had said. In the months 

that followed, the old monks pondered the words of the rabbi. “The Messiah is one of us?” they each 

asked themselves. As they contemplated this possibility, the old monks began to treat each other with 

extraordinary respect on the off chance that one among them might be the Messiah. And on the off, off 
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chance that each monk himself might be the Messiah, they also began to treat themselves with 

extraordinary care.  

As time went by, people visiting the monastery noticed the aura of respect and gentle kindness that 

surrounded the five old monks. Hardly knowing why, more people began to come back to the 

monastery. They began to bring their friends, and their friends brought more friends. Within a few 

years, the monastery had once again become a thriving order – thanks to the rabbi’s gift.   

(extemporaneous reflection on this simple tale’s call to deeper truths) 

Our outward gestures of hospitality are intrinsically linked to the state of our inner life, our capacity to be 

hospitable with ourselves. This is where it begins. The people we flinch from or reject are often a reflection of 

capacities we have denied within ourselves. This is the deep truth within the ancient law reaffirmed by the rabbi 

Jesus – love your neighbor as yourself.  

The dedication we are about to participate in on our front steps is in itself a statement of radical welcome. UU 

educator and writer Kenny Wiley reminds us of the imperative of our call to do the work of racial justice in our 

time: 

Excerpt from: “A Unitarian Universalist ‘Black Lives Matter’ Theology” 

March 26, 2015 – by Kenny Wiley http://kennywiley.com/2015/03/26/a-unitarian-universalist-black-lives-

matter-theology/ 

To fight for black lives now is to participate in radical hope. It is to battle for salvation on this Earth. It is 

to fight for life, for love, for justice. It is to demand more out of the first principle. It is to demand a more 

perfect faith. 

Most of us Unitarian Universalists are here because we felt welcome here — at last. Some of us were 

too agnostic somewhere else. Some of us weren’t vindictive enough somewhere else. We were too 

working-class somewhere else. We were too lesbian somewhere else. We were too nerdy somewhere 

else, too introverted somewhere else, too gay-married somewhere else. 

Many of us are here because this faith and the people in it affirmed: you may not be perfect, but your 

life matters just the same. 

That’s what’s on the line now. Through racism and posthumous victim-blaming, through silence and 

bullets and indifference and vilification, black people are being told that our lives do not matter—or that 

they matter only conditionally. Black lives matter if: If we are educated. If we are respectful. If. 

And sometimes, not even then do our lives matter. 

Right now we as Unitarian Universalists are being called to act. We are being called by our ancestors—

those who demanded that we help end slavery, that we fight for suffrage, that we join the struggle to 

end Jim Crow, that we listen to and honor Black Power. 

Lydia Maria Child and William Lloyd Garrison are calling us. 

Lucy Stone is calling us. 

Fannie B. Williams and Frances Ellen Harper are calling us. 

James Reeb is calling us. 

Viola Liuzzo is calling us. 

Guided by that enduring, unfulfilled promise of the belief in the inherent worth and dignity of every 

person, ours is a faith that has said, or worked to say to those who have been marginalized: 

You are a woman, and your life matters. 

You are gay or lesbian, and your life matters. 

You are transgender, and your life matters. 

http://kennywiley.com/2015/03/26/a-unitarian-universalist-black-lives-matter-theology/
http://kennywiley.com/2015/03/26/a-unitarian-universalist-black-lives-matter-theology/
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You are bisexual, and your life matters. 

You have a disability, and your life matters. 

You were not loved as a child, and your life matters. 

You struggle with depression, and your life matters. 

Right now we are being called— 

by our ancestors, by our principles, by young black activists across the country— 

to promote and affirm: 

You are young and black, and your life matters. 

You stole something, and your life matters. 

I have been taught to fear you, and your life matters. 

The police are releasing your criminal record, and your life matters. 

They are calling you a thug, and your life matters. 

Our ancestors, principles, and fellow humans are calling on us to promote affirm, with deeds and 

words: Black lives matter. 

 

Shalom and Salaam, Blessed be and Amen. 

 

 


