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FIRST READING 
 
Huddled Beneath the Sky 
Rumi – poet, jurist, philosopher from Persia, 13th century   
 
 
The sadness I have caused any face 
by letting a stray word 
strike it, 
  
any pain  
I have caused you, 
 
what can I do to make us even? 
Demand a hundred fold of me - I'll pay it. 
  
During the day I hold my feet accountable 
to watch out for wondrous insects and their friends. 
  
Why would I want to bring horror 
into their extraordinary world? 
  
Magnetic fields draw us to Light; they move our limbs and thoughts. 
But it is still dark; if our hearts do not hold a lantern, 
we will stumble over each other, 
  
huddled beneath the sky 
as we are.   
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SECOND READING  
 
Unsolvable Things      
Alla Renee Bozarth 
 
If you feel your life needs solving, try three methods— 
 
absolve all that is unresolved in the past— 
yourself and other— 
 
dissolve all that is absolved and its residue— 
 
resolve anything that remains conflicted or incomplete,  
by what means occur to you 
in dreams or while in 
the shower or walking  
in the rain. 
 
If these do not work,  
then live with the mystery  
as originally planned.   
 
There will surely be, as surely as tomorrow, a way through or around everything. 
 
Pray for protection, then, from your own hesitation,  
so you do not miss  
the moment of Grace  
when it comes to you,  
and pray to be delivered from your own aggression,  
so that you do not kill this fragile, vincible Grace  
when it floats over to you like a pearl on seafoam.  
 
Then simply keep moving,  
stay alive by moving along the rhythms of rest and discovery, and be brave in any event.  
 
Every choice you make holds its own secret for redemption.   
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To Begin Again in Love 
on the Sunday of the Blessing of the Backpacks  
 
 
 
 
 
I’m thinking about those backpacks, now properly blessed, and how comforting it would be to 
parents and teachers, if one blessing, once a year, could ensure that all the pencils, pens and 
permission slips and markers will stay forever organized; the books and notebooks in their 
places, their spines all stiff and ready; sweatshirts, boots and mittens never lost in lockers; 
calculators, clarinets, and protractors not broken or mislaid on the bus. Ritual is powerful; I’m 
not sure it’s magical, however.  We blessed the journey and the travelers and that will hold them 
all year long, but the backpacks will need blessing every morning.  Poet Daniel Langton has a 
poem about stray school supplies:  
 
Ruler 
 
I was sent home the first day 
with a note: Danny needs a ruler. 
My father nodded, nothing seemed so apt. 
School is for rules, countries need rulers, 
graphs need graphing, the world is straight ahead. 
 
It had metrics one side, inches the other. 
You could see where it started 
and why it stopped, a foot along, 
how it ruled the flighty pen, 
which petered out sideways when you dreamt. 
 
I could have learned a lot, 
understood latitude, or the border with Canada, 
so stern compared to the South  … 
But that first day, meandering home, I dropped it.   
 
He dropped the rigid ruler, the measure of all things, early on, and floated off toward poetry, that 
wondrous land of immeasurable, unsolvable things.  We all live within that tension: between 
what is known and knowable, definable, enforceable; what we can measure, count and count 
upon, and that other universe, where nothing is fixed or quantifiable, or plain-and-simple, black-
and-white.  All of us want to color outside the lines at some point, be poets more than 
statisticians, free spirits more than bureaucrats, but weights and measures have their places, and 
sometimes we need, sometimes we want, rules, and rulers we can measure by, standards, clear 
lines, boundaries – I’m thinking here of ethics and relationships, and covenants that keep us in 
our places.  Beyond the laws of nature, we make the rules we live by, and spend our whole lives 
as citizens, partners, parents, neighbors, trying to define them and abide by them.  We all drop 
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our rulers from time to time, on purpose or just clumsily; we bend the rules and break them, and 
we look to one another to keep ourselves in line.  
 
In this season, this week actually, the Jewish calendar turns toward the high holidays of Rosh 
Hoshana and Yom Kippur, and the days in between, when the people face each other and their 
mirrors and their God and consider how to be in right relation.  They interrogate each other, 
rigorously, and search their own hearts one by one, and ask aloud of God  
 
What are the rules we said we would live by?   
What were those commandments?  
 
- not only the old ones in the bible, but commandments of the heart, the way you really mean to 
be, day to day?  The high holidays remind the people to remember who they are. Rosh Hoshana 
commemorates the birthday of the world, a fresh start when all things are made new, the 
beginning of the year; ten days later, Yom Kippur demands to know how exactly you intend to 
live in it.  They begin again the beautiful, hard practice, seeking atonement, granting forgiveness.  
What kind of person, living by what kind of honorable rules, do you think you are, do you want 
to be? And how and to whom will you account when you fall short?  The reading we heard 
earlier offers wisdom for this work:  
    
If you feel your life needs solving, try three methods— 
absolve all that is unresolved in the past—yourself and other— 
dissolve all that is absolved and its residue— 
resolve anything that remains conflicted or incomplete,  
by what means occur to you 
in dreams or while in 
the shower or walking  
in the rain. 
[Absolve.  Dissolve.  Resolve.] 
If these do not work, then live with the mystery as originally planned.   
Pray for protection  from your own hesitation, so you do not miss the moment of Grace when it 
comes to you, and pray to be delivered from your own aggression,  
so that you do not kill this fragile, vincible Grace.  
 
 
Pray to stay open to grace. The poem is called “Unsolvable Things” and that’s a good description 
for anything to do with forgiveness, restoration, the work of repair and repentance, and hope. 
“Unsolvable: is a good description for anything to do with human interactions generally. It’s all 
so sticky and messy and mysterious, these lives of ours, woven of strands of relationship.  
 
A couple of weeks ago in the New York Times a journalist (Danielle Berrin) wrote an editorial 
about her experience of sexual assault at the hands of a colleague, a well-known and well-
established male colleague.  It took her two years to write about it, to sort it out in her mind.  She 
didn’t name him, but other women came forward, and he lost his job amidst the powerful, brave 
rising of #MeToo.  Danielle Berrin is a Jew and she says she’s wrestled from the start about 
whether she’s supposed to forgive him and whether she can, and what that could ever look like.  
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It’s complicated: it’s private, it’s public; it happened four years ago, but it’s still happening, still 
unfolding all the time within her spirit and her body.  She writes, “I’ve thought often about the 
walk-of-shame scene in Season 5 of Game of Thrones in which the Queen is forced to atone for 
her sins by walking naked through the streets as an angry mob spits at her and yells, Shame! 
Shame!  I’ll admit,” she writes, “to a perverse little fantasy in which the Weinstein’s of the world 
are dealt this fate.”  But because her hope is not only for peace within herself, but for life within 
“a more just and dignified society,” because she wants justice, not vengeance, she says she looks 
to Judaism, to the Days of Awe, for wisdom and instruction.   
 
The rules are very clear.  The person who’s wronged you must approach you on their own 
without coercion, and must ask for your forgiveness, which you are under no obligation to 
bestow.  If you don’t grant it right away, they have to ask again and yet again, three times, and if 
still rebuffed, they have to go away.   Before this step they have to admit out loud, to God, 
exactly what they’ve done – but because God can only forgive injuries to God, they still have to 
come to you.  And lastly they must pay somehow, in ancient times with goats or sheep given to 
the temple or the village, and in our time now in some equally demanding and creative and truly 
tangible way. Some kind of action, more than symbolic, must be done.  This whole process is 
rigorous, it’s formal, it’s real, not theoretical. All the burden is upon the person who did the 
harm, and there are no guarantees, no expectation, no requirement at all that forgiveness be 
granted.  For the injured party, the work is also hard, but different:  to free yourself from any 
power that the person or the incident still has on you, anything that makes you feel afraid or 
bitter or broken, or in any way less whole and holy than you really are. Your work, which may 
take years, is to come to the place where you can truly say, “You have power over me no more.”  
It’s not about absolution, or forgetting, or excuses, or pretending everything’s ok.  Danielle 
Berrin finds in her tradition a reminder of where the burden lies – and it’s not on her. 
 
You know, as human beings we are by definition a bit of a mess, morally ethically, emotionally, 
relationally.  We’re always on the way toward right relation, with each other, with our own souls, 
with our principles, our God.  It’s why rules are good for us sometimes, and rulers and other 
instruments to measure our progress, rules imposed also and covenants we make together.  We 
mess up all the time, trashing our own promises. Some religions call that “sin,” and some get all 
kinds of high and mighty about it, even to a fault, which is why so many of us end up here: to 
escape the flames of hell, in which we don’t believe.   But sin is not the worst word in the world; 
it’s a thing, sin is a real thing, by whatever name you call it.  We do all mess up, we hurt each 
other and get hurt, and we need mending all the time, our tattered relationships need mending, 
what Judaism calls tikkun.   Some religions don’t believe in that: either you’re damned from the 
start and there’s no hope, or there are sins too grievous to forgive. Centuries ago, the early 
Universalists said that does not seem right; that does not seem scriptural, eternal damnation.  The 
only hell we know, they said, is the one we make for one another, here on earth, by commission 
of cruelty and omission of compassion.  The living hell we make ourselves is as bad as any other.   
The work of forgiveness in our tradition asks of the one who has been injured and the one who’s 
done the harm, how can you get out of hell? How can you come back into the land of the living, 
and the light? 
 
About a year ago, I was walking in a field, listening to the news in the early morning, a golden 
fall day.  There came a story about some recent scandal in the Catholic church, and they 



7 
 
interviewed a priest who’d been removed from his parish, removed from the priesthood, for 
some kind of involvement with children years before. It never went to trial; police and courts 
were not involved; it all came out after his retirement. He was living in a house, a nice house 
provided by the diocese, in a nice suburban neighborhood, and he was clearly startled by the 
microphone. Irritated, with impatience, he said, “I think I’ve suffered enough. I lost my vocation, 
my community, everything.  I‘m done with this.”  They cut next to a church official, who said 
about the same: “This is old news, way in the past, and the Church is called to look forward.”  
But then they interviewed survivors, adults now, and for them, the past was present everywhere, 
its power immense. The arrogance, the smugness, the silence, the lies, the obstruction of justice, 
keep every wound wide open.  I was walking in a field on a beautiful morning when I heard this 
story, at a Catholic retreat center in Iowa, where I go every year for two days with UU ministry 
colleagues.  And as happens every time with these stories, as happened this month with the news 
out of the diocese in Pennsylvania, I could feel my muscles clenching, belly tightening, fists 
balling into rocks as I walked, rage bubbling, sadness descending and filling all the space, all the 
space within me and all that golden field.  There is deep wisdom in atonement, and health, when 
we’re brave enough to choose it. Atonement cannot right the wrong; it allows healing water to 
flood in. That’s what redemption is.  
 
Our own Association, the Unitarian Universalist Association, chose a brighter way years ago, 
decades ago, deliberately, even if imperfectly.   To be fair, we are unencumbered by papal 
infallibility, or any person’s infallibility. No priestly mystique enshrouds our ministers, no 
magical, inviolate authority. Our governance is democratic; any power held by clergy is given – 
and may be revoked – by the laity, who own and who are the church. 
 
Thanks mainly to courageous women, going back forty, fifty, sixty years, stepping forward, 
speaking out, the UUA stumbles, lurches and sometimes strides boldly toward more light, more 
openness, more clarity and rigor, sometimes heartbreakingly haltingly, but also with integrity, 
humility and dignity, holding ministers accountable, and lay people, congregations, and the 
denomination itself, not only to our own best practices and principles, but to the civil law. This 
work is imperfect, and solid, and this work continues.     
 
Years ago, I remember hearing that a colleague was in jail, a colleague I’d really admired, shyly, 
from afar in my first years in my first church.  He’d been fired and removed officially from 
ministerial fellowship, and convicted in criminal court for possession of child pornography.  
Somehow I was moved to write him a letter, to tell him I’d admired him once, to tell him I was 
thinking of him.  He wrote back, so grateful, and I wrote again, and we went back and forth, just 
a little more – and then there was not much I could say.   It wasn’t my job to forgive him; I had 
no intention there.  I wanted him to know I saw him, as a person, human being, human merely 
being, that he was not forgotten.  I told him I would hold him in the light, as the Quakers say. I 
told him, pax vobiscum, as the Catholics say, peace be with you, and I really meant it.  
 
It isn’t easy, the work of repair, repentance, restoration, redemption, return. What makes it 
possible is knowing where the lines are, how the rules are drawn and how they have to be, what 
covenants we mean to keep, and what happens, and has to happen, when we don’t.    
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I’ll tell you one more story.  Many years ago a minister was asked to leave this congregation.  It 
was a negotiated resignation.  He had an extramarital affair with a member of the congregation, 
and this was a violation of the code of professional practice for UU ministers, who may never be 
romantically or sexually involved with congregants. It was a breach of covenant, a breach of 
sacred trust, an abuse of power and therefore a disaster, not just for his household and the 
individuals involved, but for the congregation.  That minister was beloved here, and rightly so, 
and the congregation that loved told him that he had to go. It wasn’t easy. It was divisive. It 
involved mediation.  But they said he had to go, and he did go, and a new minister came who 
understood how institutions, and especially churches, can heal in healthy ways from traumatic 
damage, heal by speaking truth into bright light; a minister who understood pastoral care for 
individuals and for the whole system, and by the time I showed up years later, that story was part 
of the DNA here, part of your history.  It holds no power any more, not scary power. It is not a 
toxic family secret, never spoken, never owned, locked inside a hidden drawer.  It is not the lurid 
story of a “bad” person “acting badly.” It’s not that.   It’s the proud story of a good congregation, 
a small one in those days, acting bravely, acting well, leaning toward the light.    
 
By definition, most of us humans are a bit of a mess. Most of the time, our transgressions and 
injuries are small.  We forget what we love on a regular basis. We fall down and fall short all the 
time. We drop our rulers and our rules.  We betray each other all the time, often by accident, and 
sometimes on purpose, and then we let pride or shame or fear or some weird mix get in the way 
of the only thing we need do next, which is own it and speak it, say out loud to the person,   
 
I messed up.   
I’m sorry.   
I’m asking your forgiveness and whether you can grant it or not, I want to make this right.   
 
In most day-to-day situations, this is all that’s’ asked of us, and it’s amazing how hard it is. 
We’re careless more than evil, I think, for the most part, at least the people I know. We spend a 
lifetime learning to be brave, remembering to use our words.    
 
Centuries ago in Persia, in what is now Iran, Rumi, the poet, the lawyer, the philosopher, said 
this: 
 
The sadness I have caused any face 
by letting a stray word strike it, 
any pain I have caused you, 
what can I do to make us even? 
Demand a hundred fold of me - I'll pay it. 
  
During the day I hold my feet accountable 
to watch out for wondrous insects and their friends.  
Why would I want to bring horror into their extraordinary world? 
  
Magnetic fields draw us to Light; they move our limbs and thoughts. 
But it is still dark; if our hearts do not hold a lantern, 
we will stumble over each other,  
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huddled beneath the sky 
as we are. 
 
For just a few moments, huddled beneath the clear blue sky and surrounded by good comrades, 
we’ll be silent together. 
 

 
 

- silence - 
 
 
 
From Louise Erdrich: 
 
Life will break you.   
Nobody can protect you from that, and living alone won’t either, for solitude will also break you 
with its yearning.   
You have to love.   
You have to feel.   
It is the reason you are here on earth.   
You are here to risk your heart.   
You are here to be swallowed up.    
And when it happens that you are broken, or betrayed, or left, or hurt or death brushes near, let 
yourself sit by an apple tree and listen to the apples falling all around you in heaps, wasting 
their sweetness.   
Tell yourself that you tasted as many as you could. 
  
AMEN  
 
 
 
 


