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The first reading is Life While-You-Wait by Wisława Szymborska: 

Life While-You-Wait. 

Performance without rehearsal. 

Body without alterations. 

Head without premeditation. 

 

I know nothing of the role I play. 

I only know it’s mine. I can’t exchange it. 

 

I have to guess on the spot 

just what this play’s all about. 

Ill-prepared for the privilege of living, 

I can barely keep up with the pace that the action demands. 

I improvise, although I loathe improvisation. 

I trip at every step over my own ignorance. 

I can’t conceal my hayseed manners. 

My instincts are for happy histrionics. 

Stage fright makes excuses for me, which humiliate me more. 

Extenuating circumstances strike me as cruel. 

 

Words and impulses you can’t take back, 

stars you’ll never get counted, 

your character like a raincoat you button on the run — 

the pitiful results of all this unexpectedness. 

 

If only I could just rehearse one Wednesday in advance, 

or repeat a single Thursday that has passed! 

But here comes Friday with a script I haven’t seen. 

Is it fair, I ask 

(my voice a little hoarse, 

since I couldn’t even clear my throat offstage). 

 

You’d be wrong to think that it’s just a slapdash quiz 

taken in makeshift accommodations. Oh no. 

I’m standing on the set and I see how strong it is. 



The props are surprisingly precise. 

The machine rotating the stage has been around even longer. 

The farthest galaxies have been turned on. 

Oh no, there’s no question, this must be the premiere. 

And whatever I do 

will become forever what I’ve done. 

 

The second reading is an excerpt from Sissy: A Coming-of-Gender Story 

by Jacob Tobia (they/them) 

(As a child, they told their mom that they wanted to dress up for Halloween like their 

favorite character from a movie, who happens to be a woman. This was their 

explanation of that moment.) 

 

“The silence was deafening. You know when you tell someone you’re in love with them 

and within two nanoseconds, before they can even utter a word, you know they don’t 

reciprocate. This was like that. 

 

I knew from the moment my words left my lips that it wasn’t going to happen. My mom 

paused and let out a deep sigh as her gears turned. How could she explain to me what I 

needed to know? How could she tell me what I needed to hear? 

 

If we’d grown up in a different world, in a more perfect universe, in an alternate less 

racist, less misogynistic reality, perhaps that would’ve been the moment where she 

would pause, collect her thoughts, and cautiously say what needed to be said: 

 

‘I know you are more feminine than the other boys. I know you love dresses and flowers 

and playing with your grandmother’s jewelry. And I love that about you. There is 

absolutely nothing wrong with who you are. And I will support you no matter what. But 

I also want to help you understand the world you’re growing up in. You’re growing up in 

a world where many people--your brother, father, your classmates, your peers, random 

strangers on the street, you name it--are going to be hostile to you because of your 

femininity. People are going to spend most of your life making you feel “less than.” 

Knowing that, I want to help you make an informed decision. Would you rather go as a 

more socially acceptable costume like a pumpkin or some equally stupid vegetable, 

thereby avoiding the torment of your peers? Or are you ready to put on a dress and 

bravely face the world? Whatever you choose, I will support you and love you and hug 

you when it feels like too much. Okay?’ 



 

But in our universe, instead of saying all that, she simply turned to me with a quiet look 

of concern and sheepishly asked, ‘What about going as a boy character from the 

movie?’” 

 

Sermon 

Just last week, I saw a play about Walt Whitman. I learned a lot about the poet, but I 

was also confronted by the reality of his censorship. Now it is open to interpretation 

whether he self-censored willingly to survive and get published or whether his publisher 

or agent demanded that he change his writing to be more palatable to the audience of 

his day. But most scholars agree that Whitman wrote many of his poems about male 

lovers but changed the pronoun “he” to “she” so as not to offend or alienate his reading 

public. 

And this got me thinking about the concept of freedom of expression and its 

many implications. How many authors only felt confident to express their thoughts 

through a pseudonym? Or how about the other queer writers who had to utilize coded 

language to say what they meant rather than just speaking it plainly? When Whitman 

wrote about Greeks, he was writing about love between men. And Whitman’s writing 

inspired Oscar Wilde to write a little more openly about his sexuality, but even then he 

couldn’t be overly explicit and when he was, he ended up getting convicted and 

imprisoned for Gross Indecency. Throughout our history, free expression has been 

widely celebrated and deeply feared, and it is no different in Unitarian Universalism. 

Our Unitarian and Universalist ancestors expressed religious ideas that ran 

contrary to the orthodoxy of the time, and there were many attempts to silence them, 



demonize them, or abolish the record of their writing. One early Unitarian in the 16th 

century (Michael Servetus) threatened the dominance of the religious leaders of Geneva 

at the time with his radical religious ideas. He was burned at the stake along with every 

copy of his book that could be found, but fortunately some copies survived, and his story 

lives on. Another 16th century Unitarian (Francis Davíd) was well-respected and 

admired by a European king, and he convinced the king to pass the very first edict that 

essentially recognized and endorsed religious tolerance in an era of extreme fear 

mongering and intense hegemony. Davíd is often erroneously cited as the original 

source of the quote “We need not think alike to love alike.” It’s a lovely sentiment, but 

the quote actually comes from the English Methodist founder, John Wesley. If UUs are 

looking for a 16th century quote to cherish, look no further than Michael Servetus, who 

said, “It is harder to love than to believe.” 

Freedom of expression holds a lot of weight in our religious tradition--as it 

should. And yet there are ways we can improve our understanding of this freedom. One 

main caveat that adds complexity to our understanding is the warning that even though 

we are free to express, we are also in a covenantal relationship with one another. Our 

freedoms are always to be balanced and tempered by our responsibilities to our 

accountable relationships. There is a public perception alive right now in our national 

discourse (and even in the Unitarian Universalist Association) that people are being too 

politically correct or that people’s expression is being limited by the “PC police.” This 

view seems woefully shortsighted and flat, and it seems like a reactionary response by 

people who haven’t historically needed to be very careful with their words and who are 



finally being held accountable. I would argue that we are becoming more attuned to the 

ways that our words actually affect other people, and we are now being asked to be more 

cognizant of that reality. Of course we are still free to express whatever we believe, but 

we are NOT free to not be held accountable for those words. Our words and actions have 

consequences and implications that demand our attention. 

There is something about this freedom that reminds me of my reality right here 

in this pulpit. You all have installed me as one of your ministers and asked me to freely 

speak the truth as I know it. You’ve asked me to consider as a gift the sacred duty of 

preaching the truth in love, and I do. It is an honor, and it is scary. I want to be 

intentional with my time here in the pulpit. I want to plan my words and my expressions 

carefully in order to challenge and comfort, guide and wonder, inspire and admonish. 

This freedom is beautiful but also tenuous--much like an artist who must balance their 

creative freedom with the wishes and desires of the investors that have commissioned 

their work. This tension is alive for many artists, and at the heart of this tension for 

preachers is relationship. I offer my best attempts to meet your needs and expectations 

without sacrificing my integrity or my understanding of the truth. And I have great 

assurance that our relationship can weather the diversity of thought that is celebrated 

here. 

Many a poet has described life as a play, and we are encouraged to stand on the 

stage and matter. Speak a soliloquy, play your part. In the words of today’s poet Wisława 

Szymborska: 

You’d be wrong to think that it’s just a slapdash quiz  

taken in makeshift accommodations. Oh no.  

I’m standing on the set and I see how strong it is.  



The props are surprisingly precise.  

The machine rotating the stage has been around even longer. 

The farthest galaxies have been turned on. 

Oh no, there’s no question, this must be the premiere.  

And whatever I do  

will become forever what I’ve done.  

 

And as much as that thought might scare us, it can also inspire us. I think about this 

when preparing for a sermon. Once I preach something, it is then something that I’ve 

preached. What I express will become forever what I have expressed, but the inverse is 

also true. The expression that I stifle will become forever the expression that I’ve stifled. 

And for some people that censorship starts at an early age due to pressure from cultural, 

societal, or familial expectations. For instance, the pressure might come like it did for 

Jacob Tobia when a child expresses a desire to enact an innocent and playful ritual of 

dressing up for Halloween, of playacting a character that was not their own--which is 

one of the bedrocks of childhood development. Instead of being met with a spirit of 

improvisation, a spirit of “yes and,” Jacob was met with a “no,” with a stifling of 

imagination and expression. Instead of the worlds of things that could have been said to 

them detailing the nuance and caution and support of the moment, their mom simply 

and sheepishly asked, “What about going as a boy character from the movie?” And 

maybe Jacob understood what their mom was doing. Maybe it would be easier to avoid 

the torture and the teasing. But then we run the risk that a small piece of our expression 

might become forever stifled. 

A couple years ago I took part in a gender workshop that also happened here at 

this church. A local minister has a genderqueer child named Cat, and together they led 



worship and a workshop called Gender 101. Cat asked a question that day, and I have 

been thinking about their question ever since. They told us about some of the ways that 

society had told them to be smaller and to hold back some of their natural beauty and 

their beautiful authentic expression. They told us this so that we could understand and 

fully appreciate the journey they’d traveled to get to where they are now as a proud and 

beautiful genderqueer person whose gender expression subverts many norms and 

expectations. They asked us to understand the pain that they endured with every 

moment of self-censorship, but then they surprised me with this question: “In what 

ways have you been asked or told to change your authentic expression? What parts of 

your identity or expression have you been told to hide or be ashamed by? In what way 

have you compromised your authenticity in order to fit in?”  

I echo Cat’s question again here today, knowing that authentic and true 

expression takes courage and deserves to be honored by others. In our story, Amy told 

us about Old Turtle and the Broken Truth. Once you find the truth “you are loved,” it 

might be so easy to spend all your time and energy celebrating and cherishing that truth. 

And I wouldn’t even blame you. It might have taken you a while to find the truth in the 

first place--for some people, this is the work of years of therapy and self-discovery. But 

we would do others a big disservice if we forgot the second part of the truth: “You are 

loved, and so are they.” The message today can’t just be summarized as “express 

yourself.” It is also a message that involves supporting the expression of others. It is a 

message of wondering about how we can make this place and other spaces that we 

inhabit more hospitable to the true and authentic expressions of others. 



First of all, how do we avoid limiting the freedom of expression of others? Jewish 

theologian and philosopher Martin Buber explains that the ways we encounter other life 

forms (whether human or not) can fall into two categories. In the first category (which 

he calls the I-It dynamic), you treat the other as an object. You analyze, observe, 

categorize, and classify. He uses a tree as an example, and he considers many details 

about the tree. “In all this,” Buber says, “the tree remains an object, occupies space and 

time, and has its nature and constitution.” But then he explains the second way of 

encountering other life forms (which he calls the I-Thou dynamic). It’s long, but 

good...listen: “It can, however, also come about, if I have both will and grace, that in 

considering the tree I become bound up in relation to it. The tree is no longer It. … To 

effect this it is not necessary for me to give up any of the ways in which I consider the 

tree. There is nothing from which I would have to turn my eyes away in order to see, and 

no knowledge that I would have to forget. Rather is everything...indivisibly united in this 

event. Everything belonging to the tree is … present in a single whole.” We are actually 

able to consider another person and witness them in all of their complexity and allow 

them to be the individual that they are--with all their quirks and differences and 

authentic expressions. It is challenging but holy work to encounter people this way. To 

treat them as subjects, not objects. Subjects have agency and volition, complexity and 

nuance, stories and dissonance. In the words of Walt Whitman, “[they] contain 

multitudes.” Objects are observed passively. They have things done to them. They are 

the recipients of verbs, never the doers. This work of entering into an I-Thou 



relationship with another living thing involves treating them as subjects, not objects. 

And it flies in the face of many of our societal, cultural, and economic trends.  

But how do we go even further--beyond just avoiding the restriction of other 

peoples’ freedom of expression? How do we use our platform to amplify the voices and 

encourage the expression of those on the margins? We can follow the lead of one of my 

heroes--drag queen Sasha Velour. Out of drag, Sasha uses they/them pronouns; in drag, 

she/her. She has a substantial following and a large national platform, because she 

happens to have had the good fortune of being on a popular TV show that has been 

garnering attention (and recently even some Emmy Awards). This show is a show that 

celebrates the culture of drag, but up to this point it has only celebrated drag 

queens--performers who celebrate the beauty and illusion of femininity. There is a long 

history of men impersonating women going back to Shakespeare’s time (if not before), 

and the very term “drag” may have gotten its origin as an acronym for the phrase 

“Dressed Resembling A Girl.”  

But the history of drag includes the existence of drag kings and performers who 

celebrate the beauty and illusion of masculinity as well. This history also goes way 

back--as far back as the time of Joan of Arc, who donned men’s clothing to be able to 

fight in a war that she cared about passionately. The show that gave Sasha Velour her 

platform still doesn’t include drag kings, so she takes it upon herself to use her platform 

to elevate and celebrate the art and expression of some very deserving drag kings. She is 

the host and curator of a long-running drag theater show based in NYC that also now 

tours the world, and she always includes drag kings and non-binary performers. She was 



asked to be on the cover of GQ magazine, and she compiled a group of drag kings to join 

her on the cover in a celebration of the drag performance of masculinity. In a turn that is 

quite meta, she dresses up like Joan of Arc, impersonating a woman who is dressing up 

as a man, which gives a nod to Sasha’s gender assigned at birth. It’s all very campy and 

fun, but it’s also a powerful and clever use of Sasha Velour’s platform to highlight these 

performers who would otherwise remain on the margins. How can we take this same 

principle and apply it in our own lives? Whose freedom of expression can we encourage 

and highlight? Are we committed to listening deeply to the expression of others--maybe 

even more so than focusing on our own expression? 

Biologist David George Haskell writes: “For the Homeric Greeks, kleos, fame, was 

made of song. Vibrations in air contained the measure and memory of a person’s life. To 

listen was therefore to learn what endures. I turned my ear to trees, seeking ecological 

kleos. I found no heroes, no individuals around whom history pivots. Instead, living 

memories of trees, manifest in their songs, tell of life’s community, a net of relations. We 

humans belong within this conversation, as blood kin and incarnate members. To listen 

is therefore to hear our voices and those of our family… To listen is therefore to touch a 

stethoscope to the skin of a landscape, to hear what stirs below.” 

Take a breath. Take a moment. Consider your freedom of expression. Consider 

the freedom of expression of those around you. Listen to the vibrations of the air and 

listen for the stories of the humans and the trees. And let’s share silence together for just 

a moment. 

 



A final reading, from an excerpt from Wanderings by Herman Hesse: 

Trees are sanctuaries. Whoever knows how to speak to them, whoever knows how to 

listen to them, can learn the truth. They do not preach learning and precepts, they 

preach, undeterred by particulars, the ancient law of life. 

 

A tree says: A kernel is hidden in me, a spark, a thought, I am life from eternal life. The 

attempt and the risk that the eternal mother took with me is unique, unique the form 

and veins of my skin, unique the smallest play of leaves in my branches and the smallest 

scar on my bark. I was made to form and reveal the eternal in my smallest special detail. 

A tree says: My strength is trust. I know nothing about my fathers, I know nothing about 

the thousand children that every year spring out of me. I live out the secret of my seed to 

the very end, and I care for nothing else. I trust that God is in me. I trust that my labor is 

holy. Out of this trust I live. 

 

When we are stricken and cannot bear our lives any longer, then a tree has something to 

say to us: Be still! Be still! Look at me! Life is not easy, life is not difficult. Those are 

childish thoughts. . . . Home is neither here nor there. Home is within you, or home is 

nowhere at all. 

 

A longing to wander tears my heart when I hear trees rustling in the wind at evening. If 

one listens to them silently for a long time, this longing reveals its kernel, its meaning. It 

is not so much a matter of escaping from one’s suffering, though it may seem to be so. It 

is a longing for home, for a memory of the mother, for new metaphors for life. It leads 

home. Every path leads homeward, every step is birth, every step is death, every grave is 

mother. 

 

So the tree rustles in the evening, when we stand uneasy before our own childish 

thoughts: Trees have long thoughts, long-breathing and restful, just as they have longer 

lives than ours. They are wiser than we are, as long as we do not listen to them. But 

when we have learned how to listen to trees, then the brevity and the quickness and the 

childlike hastiness of our thoughts achieve an incomparable joy. Whoever has learned 

how to listen to trees no longer wants to be a tree. He wants to be nothing except what 

he is. That is home. That is happiness. 


