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I told a story this morning of a beautiful and powerful tiger held in a cage by a man.  A 
part of her, the depth of her soul, knew throughout the story that she was beautiful and 
powerful.  She saw her reflection in the water.  She felt the strength in her body.  That 
part of her held on to this truth.  

And, she lived a lie fed to her by the man who had captured her.  He told her, “You’re 
very ugly.  You’re a pitiful creature.”  He told her, “You are weak and puny.  You’re a 
pitiful creature.”  Did she have a reason not to believe him?  His was the only message 
she received, and she held on to this message.

It wasn’t the cage itself that kept her captive.  It wasn’t the man, either, although he built 
her captivity and reinforced it with his lies.

Her act of holding on to the lies kept her captive.  The lies became more real for her 
than the truth she knew deep down, that she saw in her reflection and felt in her bones.  
She became accustomed to these lies, and as they became all that she knew about 
herself, the lies became more and more true.  The tiger held on to the lies, as if her life 
depended upon them - held on to the lies as if to dear life itself.  To do otherwise would 
was unthinkable.  Her mind knew that there was nothing she could do about her 
captivity.  The man had to her so.  Even the concept of trying to achieve freedom 
existed outside of the reality built of lies around her.  Freedom ceased to exist.  So, she 
held on to what she had, that she was ugly, that she was weak, that she was a pitiful 
creature.

I believe she was afraid to grasp her truth, the truth of her beauty and power.  For, if she 
accepted it, if she escaped the cage and the man’s words that held it in place, she 
would be forced to claim it and make use of it.

The anonymous poet wrote:  “I am afraid of nearly everything.”  The tiger was, too.  
Really, so am I.

Oh, I see myself as that tiger so easily.  The lies for me do not come from someone 
else, but they come from inside of me.  A part within that doubts, that wonders, that 
reinterprets all that I hear and experience to fit it into a cage - a cage built out of “You 
are not enough.  You are alone.  Give up on your dreams now; you can only fail.”  I am 
afraid of nearly everything.

Do you hear these messages in your mind?  Name it for yourself - name the cage that 
keeps you from the truth that rests deep within your soul, the truth that shines quietly 
behind your eyes as you glimpse it in the mirror, the truth that rests in you bones, crying 
to be free.  Name your truth.



Holding on to the lie, the cage, it can be comforting.  It is known, it is the way you have 
survived all of this time.  The tiger, she survived her captivity by believing the man’s lies.  
Had she accepted the possibility of being beautiful, had she accepted the possibility of 
being powerful, the cage would have been unbearable.  It might have killed her.  She 
held on to the lies for dear life.  There was nothing else she could do.  She persevered.

What are you holding on to for dear life?  Is it holding you back?  Could you break free?

“I am afraid of nearly everything:
of darkness, hunger, war.
But most of all, I am afraid of what I might become:
reconciled to injustice,
resigned to fear and despair,
lulled into a life of apathy.”

This week has been a rough week, a week that brought to the fore so much injustice in 
the world, in our country.  The State of the Union address functioned to divide, not to 
unify - to condemn, not build up.  It was a clarion call of hatred, fear, power, and greed.  
These are ideas and actions that run counter to our values, our principles as Unitarian 
Universalists.  We affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person, 
every immigrant, every worker, every person who is unable to work.  We affirm and 
promote the use of the democratic process, which has failed as the branch of our 
government sworn to uphold and administer the laws actively chooses to ignore them.  
We affirm and promote the goal of a world community with peace, liberty, and justice for 
all, which cannot be achieved through building the largest military in the world by far 
even larger and picking fights with other nations.

Our faith is a large faith, one that takes pride in the diversity within our congregations, 
and I must assume that this congregation, all of you here and now, are a diverse group 
of Unitarian Universalists.  You do not all believe the same things.  You do not all 
practice religion the same way.  Your methods for a free and responsible search for truth 
and meaning differ.  And, I’m confident that your politics differ, too.  Yes, I’m becoming a 
little political in this sermon, but please do not read party politics into my message.  This 
is about justice within the borders of this country, justice at its borders, and justice 
reaching far beyond the borders.

Americans are living in fear.  We are being pitted one against the other.  The group in 
power believing that they are losing their power to those who have forever been on the 
margins.  The groups on the margins hearing that they have no value, that they are not 
wanted - fearing that they will be hunted in the streets.  And, some already are hunted.  I 
have seen infographics spread through social media this week about what to do to 
protect yourself if Immigration knocks on your door, published by lawyers.  Children 
continue to gun one another down in school.  Law abiding undocumented immigrants 
are detained when they arrive at work or in court, deported with no hope of seeing their 



families again.  Deported to a place they have never known or in which they face very 
real harm.

And so, I will remind you today of the only statements that unify our faith, those only 
words that tell us that we are Unitarian Universalists when our congregations are so 
diverse.  We affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person.  We 
affirm and promote justice, equity, and compassion in human relations.  We affirm and 
promote the right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our 
congregations and in society at large.  We affirm and promote the goal of world 
community with peace, liberty, and justice for all.  We affirm and promote respect for the 
interdependent web of existence of which we are a part.

These statements are clear about what we support, what we are called by faith to build 
in this world.  And, it’s not what is happening in our country right now.

I’m afraid.  I’m afraid of nearly everything.

But most of all, I am afraid of what I might become:
reconciled to injustice,
resigned to fear and despair,
lulled into a life of apathy.

I am afraid that my passion for justice, my drive to build a world in which I can be proud 
to be a human, is dulling.  I am afraid that I am being worn down because this week’s 
news is no longer anything new.  Another right has been taken away.  Another school 
shooting.  Another threat upon good people who live in this country and are held back 
by racism, by religious fears, by hatred based on arbitrary characteristics and situations.  
Again and again.  Day by day.  Week by week.  The threats to our peace, justice, and 
liberty just keep coming.

And I am afraid that I am watching a cage built around me, like the beautiful and 
powerful tiger.  Every day the mounting tide against justice gets larger.  Another bar 
added to the cage.  Every day I am hearing the message that I am powerless against it.  
Another bar added to the cage.  Every day there is more news that strikes fear into my 
heart, fear for my rights, so much fear for my neighbors.  Yet another bar added to that 
cage.  Every day.

I am afraid of what I might become:
reconciled to injustice,
resigned to fear and despair,
lulled into a life of apathy.

Is it still worth it to care?  Do I have the energy to march in the streets yet again, to call 
my congressman again?  Will this even help at all?  Is it worth the effort?

I am afraid of what I might become:



lulled into a life of apathy.

I am afraid that I am falling into a new normal.  These patterns are not changing, and 
the cage is penning me in.  I am losing my connection to my truth, that I am beautiful 
and powerful, that I can break apart that same cage, that I can help to change the world.

When I ask you, “What do you hold on to?”  When I ask you this, think no longer about 
the cage you have built around yourself.  Acknowledge it, see that you might be 
grasping it with all of your might, holding on for dear life.  And remember that it is a lie.

A lion happened to walk by and said to the tiger, “Beautiful and powerful tiger, what are 
you doing lying about in that cage?”

Remember that the cage has been built of lies.  They seem so very real, but you are a 
beautiful and powerful tiger, and you are called by your faith to build a world of peace, 
liberty and justice for all.

What do you hold on to?

What brings you hope on the bleakest of days?  What reminds you that you are 
beautiful and powerful, that begs you to break free?  What is the truth that you see in 
your reflection, glinting behind your eyes, that you feel in your very bones?

Find that.  Hold on to that with everything you have and never let it go.  Hold on, for truly 
your life depends on it.  Your heart depends on it.  Your soul depends on you holding on 
to your truth.

And as you begin to grasp your truth, look around this room.  See these beautiful and 
powerful people right here with you.  Really see them.  Hold on to them.

This community is your support, your lifeblood, your joy in tackling the work of building 
the world of which we dream.  When you feel the bars of the cage penning you in, reach 
out to this community, ask to be reminded that you are a beautiful and powerful tiger.  
Tell those around you that they are beautiful and powerful tigers.  

I urge you to hold on to your truth, that which you know in your reflection and bones.  
Grasp that tightly in your soul and never let it go.  Hold on to your people, your religious 
community, those who will serve as the lion in your story, over and over again, every 
time you get caught up in your cage again.

Stretch me towards the impossible, that I may work for what ought to be:
the hungry fed,
the enslaved, freed,
the suffering comforted,
the peace accomplished.



The lion looked at her with soft brown eyes and said, “Those kinds of traps don’t need 
locks, for it is the lies we believe in that keep us in our cages . . . and it is the truth that 
sets us free.”

May your truth set you free.  Hold on to the truth that you are beautiful and powerful.  
You are not alone.  You are loved.

May it be so.  Amen.


