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“Changing Lives”                     Rev. Lynn Kerr                   April 10, 2016 

 
READING-Living Your UUism (Adapted) Anonymous 

Living your Unitarian Universalism (UUism) means...                   

If a grieving neighbor needs some companionship,                                                                       

you brew the pot of coffee and sit down to listen.                          

Living your UUism means...                       

If your children or grandchildren steal toys from others,                                           

         you take the time to explain why they must learn to share and respect others.                                                

Living your UUism means...                                                                                                                                                          

If your local soup kitchen needs warm bodies to serve food to the homeless on Tuesdays at 

noon, you give up one of your regular bridge games, put on an apron, and pitch in.                                                                     

Living your UUism means...                                                                                                                                                        

If one of your kids (or someone else near to you) is weeping from a broken heart, you reach 

out, and wipe away the tears.                                  

Living your UUism means...                                                   

If your elderly relative or friend is living in a nursing home, you bring a song or picture for her 

room to brighten her day.                                             

Living your UUism means...                                       

If a co-worker needs your principled defense, you take the risk to stand up for what is right.                      

Living your UUism means...                                       

If a relief agency needs funds for the victims of some natural calamity, you write your check, 

and write it for a little more than you can afford.                            

Living your UUism means...                                                                                                                                                           

If your community needs a recycling center, you volunteer to serve on the organizing 

committee.             

Living your UUism means...If a stranger being demeaned in a joke or in person, you speak up 

from your sense of justice.                        

Living your UUism means... Letting compassion live in your heart. 

************** 

As many of you know, my family visited Washington DC recently and while the Cherry 

Blossoms were at their peak, one of the highlights was a cab ride! Our driver introduced 

himself and told us he was from Bangladesh.  He soon launched into the presidential 

election.  I guess we have “liberal” written on our foreheads based on what he said about 

some candidates. It had been another bombastic week of speeches and apparently our 

cabbie had been listening.  He spoke about the unkind words, the relentless desire for 

money, and the remarks about immigrants.  He expressed concern that he wouldn’t be 

welcome here. America provides hospitality to everyone, he said, but perhaps that will 

change. I agreed and told him we have always been a country of radical hospitality; a 

place that treats all people with an extraordinary generosity perhaps even revolutionary 

generosity. 
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Our driver continued to express his amazement that rather than being hospitable, some 

people continue to act in harmful ways even though its going to come back and bite you in 

the end. Being Hindu, he said, he believes in Karma, but he said anyone should know that 

we were given this earth and we had free will to do what we like, but if its bad, its going to 

follow you.  He chuckled and said, “So these politicians are going to have a whole lot of bad 

in the future, but they keep doing it. It’s crazy!  Why not do good!” We readily agreed with 

him. As we arrived at the metro station, he glanced at his meter and laughed when he saw 

he had not started it!  He made a low-ball guess and wished us a good life and happiness 

and off he went.   

 

Sure, “Instant karma gonna’s get you, better get yourself together.”  But that’s not really my 

message today.  As I thought about the cab ride, it occurred to me that this idea of radical 

hospitality, is really at the core of what we do.   We are in the business of changing lives and 

we do it by treating everyone-anyone who walks through our doors with dignity and worth.  

 

It struck me when I visited the new Martin Luther King memorial and the Lincoln Memorial, 

that they too, changed lives by practicing radical hospitality. 

Consider the millions of lives those two men changed and how their accomplishments 

continue to inspire us today.   A civil war ended, slaves freed, a people united, a race 

recognized.   

At the same time, I thought some giant memorials could and should be built for women who 

have made major societal contributions as well.  For instance, in keeping with the Lincoln-

MLK theme, a third statue might be made of 19th century Universalist, Mary Livermore.  

Allow me to explain. You see, Mary Livermore, along with Lincoln and King understood that 

radical hospitality is needed to change societal norms to bend toward justice. They knew 

that we all have a longing to be accepted, loved and respected.  When that need is 

fulfilled, when we feel valued, we are able to offer compassion to others.  This cycle is never 

ending and I believe it is one of the most important ways Unitarian Universalism changes 

lives.  

Now, neither Abraham Lincoln nor Martin Luther King was Universalist or Unitarians but they 

did have ties to them.  MLK worked with our denomination leaders, UU clergy, and individual 

UUs during the civil rights movement and even delivered the eulogy at Unitarian Rev. James 

Reeb’s funeral after dying from injuries sustained in protesting Bloody Sunday in Selma.   

 

President Lincoln met with and corresponded with countless Universalist and Unitarians, 

especially ministers, who were abolitionists, participated in the Underground Railroad, and 

even helped certain states in the union.   

 

You may wonder, why I would compare the wife of an obscure Universalist preacher with 

these powerful men?  In short, she took on a lot of the prevailing societal norms that gave 

white people and men, power, and she won. First, against the teachings of her strict Calvinist 

father, she questioned the doctrine of hell and became a Universalist.  She felt everyone 

deserved salvation.  As a young adult she became an ardent abolitionist because she truly  

believed all people were created equal, and later, when the civil war broke out, she 

became a full-time army nurse on the frontlines knowing that man or woman, one must do 
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their duty for those who suffer. She was also the president of the American Woman Suffrage 

Association and the Association for the Advancement of Women.  Known throughout the 

country for her social reform, as a lecturer, and author; perhaps her biggest coups was the 

donation she received from Abraham Lincoln.     

While nursing soldiers, she was also raising badly needed funds for the Sanitary Commission to 

purchase medical supplies.  Visiting President Lincoln a number of times, she finally procured 

the original transcript of the Proclamation of Emancipation from the president to auction off.  

It also happens that Livermore personally witnessed Lincoln’s personal form of radical 

hospitality.  

 

At a reception at the White House, she noticed dignitaries indifferently nod at the president 

as they walked by.  But when a soldier with one arm put out his one hand, Lincoln shook it 

warmly and smiled as he spoke.   

When a small boy passed, Lincoln got on bended knee to speak to him. And when a guest 

whom Livermore described as “A poorly dressed, humpbacked woman,” approached the 

president, she noted that Lincoln bowed low to come eye to eye with her and said 

something kindly to give her face what Livermore called a “warm flush of gratitude to her 

face.”   Livermore went on to say about the president, “Awkward, homely, ungraceful, he 

yet found his way to all hearts, and was the recipient of more affection than any man of the 

nation.” 

 

Just as President Lincoln met all people as equals, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. also lived his 

philosophy of radical hospitality.  Through nonviolent means, King dreamed that everyone 

would be treated with the same worth and dignity.  He wanted all to have a place at the 

welcome table.   

 

King, as well as Lincoln and Livermore knew that reform meant a radical change in people’s 

thinking and the way they lived their lives.  These changes would not have only social 

implications, but political and economic as well.  It wasn’t about making people feel they 

were treated well, but it also meant tangible changes so that individuals could create their 

own destinies and have the potential for the same future as anyone else. 

 

This is the kind of change I believe that UU congregations should strive for today.   

As theologian, Henri Nouwen describes it, “Hospitality is not to change people, but to offer 

them space where change can take place. It is not to bring men and women over to our 

side, but to offer freedom not disturbed by dividing lines.” 

 

I hope we offer the kind of radical hospitality that provides space for lives to be changed.  

That is our business. You know, hospital, hospice, hospitable, hospitality are all from the same 

root word, meaning generous, caring, sustaining.  So whether we call our practice 

revolutionary generosity, welcoming, or open doors/open hearts; our goal is the same.  In 

some way, our minds, bodies, and spirits should be better when you find a UU congregation.  

In turn, that should allow you to make others’ lives better too, because people who find 

themselves healthy in mind and spirit simply achieve more for themselves and for others.  Lets 

face it- we are pretty good at this good life thing.   Or as our pledge campaign theme says, 

“Good things happen together.” 
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Now, I won’t bore you with my personal story again, but you know UUism changed my life 

and I know that several of you have told me your own inspiring stories about your 

experiences in UUism. Having a supportive, loving, and affirming community such as this can 

truly change everything, especially if an individual has felt rejected by mainstream society or 

by their family and friends.  And, what the heck, free lunch the first Sunday of the month! 

 

All joking aside, we demonstrate our commitment to radical hospitality constantly by being a 

welcoming congregation, by publicly proclaiming our support of racial justice, and by all the 

hands-on social justice we participate in.  But it’s not always easy.  Research shows that 

despite how progressive or pro-diversity a person is, humans still tend to gravitate toward 

those most like them.  If we are really in the business of changing lives though, it means all 

lives.  We all start where we are.  UU minister Marilyn Sewall came up with this little quiz.  

You’re going to hear descriptions of potential visitors and I’d like you to silently reflect on how 

you initially feel if this person comes to a Sunday service. Get comfortable and maybe even 

close your eyes so you can be totally honest.  Ready?   

*A teen mom with an infant comes to service and the baby is howling so she starts to breast 

feed the baby right next to you. 

*A man from a Pentecostal background waves his hands in the air as we sing “Spirit of Life” 

*A beautiful woman with a long dress, flowers in her hair, 5 inch heels, 6’4” tall and speaks in 

a very deep voice, presumably person who is transgender 

*A person begins to rock and speak loudly during the sermon-presumably from a mental 

illness 

*A well-dressed couple come to service, each carrying a bible 

*A homeless person with ragged and smelly clothing sits next to you. 

*A person from the armed services who has just returned from Iraq tells you he has PTSD so 

bad that he can’t work and his family has left him 

*A young adult with closely cropped hair and a confederate flag lapel pin wants to know if 

he is welcome  

Ok, you may have had a negative reaction to one or more of these.  Or something may 

have made you a bit uncomfortable.  You may have thought,  “Oh, I hope that never 

happens!”  

None of us should be ashamed.  We just need to acknowledge our growing edges and think 

about what real radical hospitality looks like.  If we are to change lives, we can’t choose 

which people we will accept.  And I’m not talking about assimilation.  We are not trying to 

turn others into “mini-me’s” or “you-ee you’s.”   

We are in the business of welcoming the person who feels unloved, and rejected by 

everyone else. Can you imagine what a life-altering event it might be for such a person to 

be treated with a little compassion when they came through our doors?     

I’ve been talking about what happens in here. How are we changing lives out there?  Or are 

we? Do we want to do more for homelessness?  For women subjected to domestic 
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violence?  For planned parenthood?  For refugees?  For immigration?  For anti-

descrimination?  Besides taking a collection once a month to give to a charity, what are we 

really doing to change lives out there?  

Yes, I give money to people who need it from my discretionary fund, but that just gets them 

through a few bad weeks. Have I changed anything?  How might we make a longer lasting 

difference in the lives of others in the Bowling Green Community or even in the world at 

large?  These are questions that the Social Action Committee considers and wants input on.  

Social justice is the bedrock of our congregation, so I encourage you to be involved and 

practice radical hospitality in the world at large- but with a caveat.  Some of us can only do 

so much. At times we give, at times receive.  That’s part of being in a beloved community. 

Allow me to illustrate—My autoimmune disease served me a rough winter.  I think I was down 

and out as much as I was healthy (which is why I will be leaving directly after the service 

today-my apologies).   Many of you have offered and given their help and support to me, 

my son and husband, and even my dad.  Many have done more than any minister should 

expect. I have vigorously thanked them, and offered them compensation in some form for 

their efforts. I often feel guilty that I have gotten so much help because I am supposed to be 

on the other end!  That’s my job.   

But something happened this week while I wrote this sermon. I finally got it!   These people 

are just practicing a pure form of radical hospitality.  How? 

I may never be able to repay all of the material and emotional kindness I have been shown, 

but by being cared for, I am able to care for others.  I pass it on and continue my work to 

change lives because I am being supported and loved when I need it.  Wow, why did it take 

me this long to figure that out!   

So you see, our cab driver and all those who feel they are not valued or loved need not feel 

all is lost because there are still places like ours, where dreams are made and lives are 

changed. Let’s hope everyone who is in need, finds them.  May it be so. 

 

 


