
Page  1

We Are Needed More Than Ever
Rev. Joe Cleveland
October 1, 2017

The point of a religious community is to change people and society.  This might 
be a surprising claim to make. A bold claim.  But a Unitarian Universalist congregation 
does not exist in order to keep you exactly the way you are and keep our community 
exactly the way it is right now.  The great Unitarian Universalist minister Jack 
Mendelsohn reportedly said, “Of course we accept people where they are, but heaven 
help us if we leave them there.”  You all are beautiful people, and it was a blessing that 
each of you was born.  And there is healing and whole-heartedness for you to live into.  

Religion is about change.  In a Christian framework, the point is to be saved.  In 
Islam, the point is to submit to the will of Allah.  In Hinduism you are hoping through a 
faithful practice of devotion to escape the cycle death and rebirth.  In Buddhism, the 
point is to untether from the suffering and dissatisfaction that is woven through life. 
And so on.  No faith worth its salt thinks you are a finished product, all done.  There is 
some changing, some growing for you to do, some transformative practices—prayer, 
meditation, ritual, yoga—for you to engage with.  

The way I’ve phrased all this changing so far, it sounds like what is at stake is 
personal change, changes in individuals.  But that’s not it.  If it’s just individual change 
— well, sometimes I think of it this way: Someone is feeling stressed and there are 
mindfulness exercises—or just exercise—that they can do to work off that stress and live 
a little more contentedly.  In other words, you can work at adjusting to your community 
just the way it is, scrape the corners off your square peg so that you can fit into the 
round hole of society.  That can’t be right.  That sounds like condoning oppression, 
right?  That’s a way of maintaining the culture, the community exactly the way it is at 
the expense of the individuals who make it up.  

The point isn’t just to change individuals, it is to change communities, too.  
Changing a community, a culture, a country seems like big work.  And it is.  It’s much 
easier just to think about myself and how to get myself into a happier life and not have 
to worry about other people and what they’re doing and what their lives are like. 

But the point is to change our culture, our communities.  Whether or not this is 
actually what he is saying or not, sometimes what I hear coming out of the mouth of the 
Dalai Llama and other spiritual leaders like him is the idea that the way to change our 
communities is to change individuals.  One person, then another and another lives a 
more non-judgmental life centered on peace and love and eventually everything will 
change.  

But I don’t think that’s enough.  There is a systemic, institutional, community 
level we need to think about at the same time.  We need to think about how we do 
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community, and how we strengthen the institutions that make a place literally and 
figuratively for transformation of individuals to happen.

I had a friend who was a recovering addict.  He told me that maybe the biggest 
part of getting clean for him was leaving behind old friends—people he would get high 
with—and get into a community that was based around health and honesty, a 
community that helped him build new relationships that were healthier and kept him 
away from the drugs and supported him when he was resisting one of those old reasons 
for using that for some reason came up again for him that week, that day.  What helped 
my friend was a community that had been transformed, a community with some 
institutional support that nurtured the process of transformation.

In Unitarian Universalism, we recognize that different individuals need different 
things and at the same time, that all of us are interdependent with each other.  As Rev. 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. said “we are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality.”  
And so one thing Unitarian Universalism says is that we need to create a community 
that can recognize and nurture the strength and wholeness that arises out of 
relationships among individuals that are grounded in love and in compassion.  
Individuals grounded in love and compassion.  Relationships and communities 
grounded in love and compassion.

We celebrate strong, courageous individuals.  But courage arises out of 
relationship.  It happens in community.  Rev. Dr. King wouldn’t have been as 
courageous as he was without the support of his family, his friends, his church, and 
institutions like the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.  Individual strength of 
character is something—it’s all our books and movies seem to celebrate, sometimes.  
The individual standing up against the crowd.  We love that story, and for good reason.  
The individual standing up to bullying is impressive.  The individual who says to a 
supervisor group at work that adding the phrase “for a woman” changes something 
from a compliment to an insult.  Stories like this are good stories, but where does that 
individual get that strength and courage from? Where do they learn it?  How do they 
maintain it?  Their strength and courage isn’t all about them.  There’s a family, a church 
or mosque or temple, a sports team—a community of some sort at the base of it.

Maybe the reason we get that individual heroism story so often is because it is 
easier to tell.  There’s really just one person to talk about.  To tell the story of a crowd of 
people is probably a little harder.  

June Jordan tries to tell a group story in her poem, “Poem for South African 
Women.” It starts off with an image describing the crowd.

Our own shadows disappear as the feet of thousands
by the tens of thousands pound the fallow land
into new dust that
rising like a marvelous pollen will be 
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fertile
Jordan is thinking about a protest in 1956 of South African women and children against 
the pass laws of the Apartheid government that tried to control and contain the 
movements of black people and other minorities.  But reading the poem in 2017, I can’t 
help but think of the women’s march that took place in January and the many marches 
and demonstrations and vigils that have happened since then.  There was a combined 
march in Washington, D.C., yesterday, a March for Black Women and a March for Racial 
Justice. Thousands more marching.  There’s a sister march happening today, this 
afternoon in Glens Falls in Crandall Park, a North Country March for Racial Justice that 
starts at 2 o’clock.  

I’m not exactly sure what to do with the fertile pollen simile in June Jordan’s 
poem—those of us with allergies might imagine fertile pollen as something other than 
benign.  (Maybe that’s the point!)  But the image of fertility rising from fallow land 
because of the thousands of feet that have joined together to walk upon it… When we 
join together, there is a creative force that grows. There is something new that can arise. 

We need communities like this Unitarian Universalist congregation to nurture 
creative joining together in love, for love. In peace, for peace.  

Loud voices in our country have “dehumanizing” as their agenda.  Some 
humans aren’t so human, they say.  They say if you practice Islam, you are not welcome.  
They say if you don’t conform to an either/or choice of gender identities, you are not 
welcome.  Flyers with white supremacist messages were put on cars just a few blocks 
from here and swastikas have been spray painted in Saratoga Springs.  Dozens of 
immigrants have been disappeared from our community.  This land is not their land, 
loud voices proclaim.

In the face of all this and more, this Unitarian Universalist congregation 
proclaims all are welcome here.  

Unitarian Universalism is a countercultural faith because it proclaims the worth 
and dignity of all and the interdependence of one with all and everything. In this faith 
community, we teach appreciation for all religions as sources of wisdom.  We work to 
support a transgender forum in our town and actively seek to encounter our own 
assumptions about gender in small group and adult religious education workshops.  We 
brought the wider community to our meetinghouse for honest discussion around a 
documentary about racism and mass incarceration.  We partner in public vigil and 
witness to denounce white nationalism and the culture of white supremacy it longs for.  
The congregation’s worship team and religious exploration program are consistently 
self-assessing to be sure that non-white voices and perspectives are part of our worship 
experience and our religious exploration classes.  The congregation has declared its 
resolve to support the sanctuary movement.  

None of these efforts are undertaken by solitary individuals.  They’ve all been 
community projects, nurtured by this congregation.  We are making a difference in the 
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individual lives of our UU congregants and we are making a difference in the 
community.  One of the main ways that’s happening is by building relationships with 
other institutions.  We partner with Saratoga PRIDE and others to be sure that Saratoga 
Springs can grow in its ability to be a welcoming place for transgender people.  We 
partner with the Presbyterian New England Congregational Church and other faith and 
secular groups and more to create a Saratoga Immigration Coalition that helps give 
direct assistance to immigrants in our community and also works to open the heart of 
Saratoga Springs to recognize that immigrants are a vital part of this community—Are a 
great part of the vitality of this community.  

We are needed more than ever.  We are the ones we have been waiting for.  It may 
sound like there’s a touch of hubris in those phrases.  But the point is that it is up to us.  
We are needed.  Maybe it should be “we IS needed” but that sounds too funny.  But it’s a 
collective effort that is required.  There’s no good waiting for someone else to do it.  As 
June Jordan’s poem wonders: “And who will join this standing up”?  And what’s the 
message we hear in response?  “We are the ones we’ve been waiting for.“ 

In this work of community building, as the fundraiser Lynn Twist says, 
“There are no haves and have-nots. We are all haves and our assets are diverse. 
In the alchemy of collaboration, we become equal partners; we create wholes 
and sufficiency for everyone.” 

It’s the alchemy of collaboration that is what matters, because it is what enables each of 
us to recognize that “we are all haves and our assets are diverse.”  We each need the 
inspiration and support that together we make happen here.  This congregation is both 
base camp and launching pad.  A place ready and able to welcome and hold and inspire 
us and all who need that welcome.  A place that encourages us to reach out, to step out, 
into the community and change it a little bit more and a little bit more into a community 
centered on love and belovedness.  We each need this place of collaboration that helps 
us take the path for joy and for justice, for wholeness of heart and mind and spirit.  

We are needed more than ever, and we need each other more than ever.  We are 
the ones we’ve been waiting for.  Make a pledge to yourself and this community and 
make it so.


