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Commitment to Change
Rev. Joe Cleveland
March 28, 2021
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs

The nature of nature is change.  Everything changes and nothing is stationary.  
You don’t step twice into the same river.   And yet, “plus ça change, plus c’est la même 1

chose.”   2

What has been is what will be, 
and what has been done is what will be done;
there is nothing new under the sun.  [Ecclesiastes 1:9, NRSV] 

Last Thursday night, Georgia Governor Brian Kemp signed a voter suppression 
law surrounded by half a dozen white men in front of a painting of the Callaway 
Plantation on which more than 100 Black people had been enslaved.  Governor Kemp 
posted the photo to his Twitter feed.  While Kemp was signing this bill, which many are 
describing as a new Jim Crow, Representative Park Cannon was arrested for knocking 
on the door to Kemp’s office.   Where is the change?3

There have been two mass shootings in less than a week, in Atlanta, Georgia, and 
Boulder, Colorado.  Less than two weeks before the shooting in Boulder, a state judge 
told the city to stop enforcing its unanimously adopted ban on the sale and possession 
of assault weapons, high-capacity magazines, and bump-stock devices.   Boulder’s city 4

council had passed the ban in the wake of the mass shooting at Marjorie Stonewall 
Douglas high school in Parkland, Florida. 

How can change happen?
The first black-led task force in Saratoga Springs’ history worked incredibly hard 

to investigate racial bias in the city’s policing, and they achieved consensus as a diverse 
group behind a 50-point plan they call a “Reinvention Plan: Toward a Community 
Centered Justice Initiative.” The first resolution the city council drafted was full of 
hedging and on the issue of implementing a Civilian Review Board simply kicked the 
can down the road, saying it needed “further review.”  After receiving calls and emails 
and more from concerned community members, the city council drafted a new 
resolution last Monday.  This resolution hews much more closely to the plan developed 
by the Saratoga Springs Police Reform Task Force.  But it only directs the Chief of Police 
to "review and consider the recommendations accepted by the City Council …”  On the 
issue of a Civilian Review Board, the new resolution says that “the City Council 
approves the Task Force recommendation to develop a Civilian Review Board in 
principle [sic] while calling for an evaluation period …”   It still sounds like kicking the 5

can down the road to me.  It does not sound like a commitment to change.  
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I understand that change is scary and that inertia is a powerful force.  How can 
change happen?

There was an interesting article in The New York Times yesterday that seemed to 
describe both how things stay the same and how some things change.  The article was 
about what it’s like for broadcasters and journalists to report again and again on mass 
shootings.  One thing it touched on is how “normal” isn’t a thing—normal is a process.  
Normal is something that happens.  Something is normal only as a result of being 
normalized.  When something happens over and over again, and the inertia gets 
established, even the tragic and the horrible can become normal.  The CNN anchor 
Brianna Keilar got emotional last Tuesday on air while talking with a correspondent 
about one of the people killed in Boulder.  “‘I just wonder, can you count how many 
times you’ve covered a story like this?’ she asked, her voice catching. ‘Have you lost 
count?’”   When Keilar was interviewed about it later, she said, “If you’re covering this 6

all the time, it’s possible to become numb.  Because it becomes somehow unremarkable.  
this thing that is completely unacceptable, and should be extraordinary, becomes 
unremarkable.”  The anchor of NBC Nightly News Lester Holt said, “Shootings are part 
of what normalcy looks like in this country, sadly.”   7

Gun violence happens over and over again, and it just becomes normal.  And at 
the same time, this Times article described how reporters and the media have changed 
the way that they report about mass shootings.  They used to spend a lot more time 
focusing on the shooters.  Now they “have learned to spend more time focusing on 
victims …”   After the shooting in 2012 at a movie theater in Aurora, Colorado, the 8

director of reporting at Denver’s NBC affiliate station “invited family members of 
victims to the station.  There were not there for an interview.  ‘No story, no 
nothing,’ [the director of reporting] said. ‘Just help us with our coverage.’” And Lester 
Holt noted that it’s ok for a journalist to be upset or angry about a shooting.  Being 
angry or upset about mass murder isn’t an editorial position, he says.  Get close to those 
who are affected and let yourself feel the emotions involved in what’s happened.  And a 
little change in how these shootings are covered happened.  

How does change happen?  Get close to those who are hurting, and be 
compassionate, open yourself to the emotions they are feeling.  Recognize the emotions 
you are feeling yourself.  And when you’ve done that, what happens?  I think a new 
commitment grows in you.  

A consultant on organizational change named William Bridges makes a 
distinction that seems helpful here if we want to grow a new commitment.  He 
differentiates between what he calls “change” and something he calls “transition.”  
Bridges says:

Change is situational: the move to a new site, the retirement of the founder, the 
reorganization of the roles on the team, the revisions to the pension plan.9
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Bridges understands transition, on the other hand, as “the inner psychological process 
that people go through as they internalize and come to terms with the new situation 
that the change brings about.”   As Bridges understands it, a change can happen 10

without a transition happening.  He writes, “When a change happens without people 
going through a transition, it is just a rearrangement of the chairs.”   Looking at it this 11

way, adopting a new resolution isn’t necessarily all that hard if all it is, is a change.  Our 
laws regulating gun sales can be one thing and change to another thing.  That change 
isn’t really the hard part.  It’s the transition work.  For people to move on from one way 
of being and doing things and make a new beginning—Bridges says that “will take 
place only after they have come through the wilderness and are ready to make the 
emotional commitment to do things the new way and see themselves as new people.”   12

Real change—real transition—a new beginning, requires a journey through the 
wilderness, an emotional commitment, and seeing oneself as a new person.  

The journey through the wilderness—that’s a spiritual, as well as emotional 
journey, toward a new way of being, a new mission, a new awakening.  The Israelites 
don’t go straight from slavery in Egypt to Jerusalem—there is the wandering in the 
desert, first.  Jesus doesn’t go straight from his baptism at the hands of John the Baptist, 
when he’s first recognized as God’s Son, and start his ministry.  Between his baptism 
and starting to recruit disciples Jesus spends forty days in the desert.  The Buddha 
doesn’t go immediately from his realization that there is suffering, illness, and death, to 
enlightenment.  He tries one thing and then another, it doesn’t work, that doesn’t work, 
and then he goes to sit under the Bodhi tree.  And he sits and sits, and is tempted by the 
lord of desire, and only then does Siddhartha awaken as the Buddha.

It’s not a comfortable journey, the journey through the wilderness.  We resist it.  
Even though wildernesses present themselves to us all the time.  Climate change is 
happening; we are in it.  A change is happening in our awareness and understanding of 
racism, there is a new emerging consensus about racial justice, and we are in the 
revelatory woods of that change.  But we’ll even deny that we are in a wilderness.  Mass 
shootings and gun violence are just normal.  Our policing in our city, our country, is just 
fine, we’re doing great, thank you.  The COVID pandemic ushered in huge changes—
but how much transitioning have we been able to do?  How have we come to terms with 
it, the pandemic?  If we’re saying it’ll all be over soon and we can just go back to 
“normal,” we are denying a wilderness in which we find ourselves and the 
opportunities a wilderness offers for new beginnings, a new sense of self, a new people.  

The wilderness is where we forge a new commitment.  It’s a confusing, chaotic 
place.  There are all sorts of different ideas and stories being created, being sorted 
through.  We are just trying stuff out.  We are trying on different understandings of 
ourselves.  As a people of faith—a people of a faith that dares—we are in a place of 
opportunity now: it’s a time to invent and explore new possibilities for what we can do 
and who we want to be.
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Inertia is comfortable.  But it is also the place where nothing really changes, 
nothing really happens.  Let’s acknowledge the wilderness.  We need to give ourselves 
to compassion and credit the feelings of those who are hurting.  Let’s acknowledge our 
own needs and admit what is tempting us.  “things are not getting worse,” says 
adrienne maree brown, 

they are getting uncovered
we must hold each other tight
and continue to pull back the veil

Thinking especially of the wildernesses of racism in which we find ourselves, brown 
says:

some of us are black
still nauseous from the boat’s hold
still catching our breath from snapped ropes
still oiling our calloused field hands
and still wounded 

some of us are white
still synonymous with impossible purity
still given no songs from the earth
still taught to master nothing but superiority
and still, wounded

some of us are red, yellow, brown
still made to feel tertiary to the plot
still dismissed for all we remember
still claiming we are human, […]
and, still wounded

brown says,
we live on a resilient earth
where change is the only constant
in bodies whose only true whiteness
is the blood cell that fights infection
and the bone that holds the marrow13

Change is happening.  As the Earthseed faith in Octavia Butler’s novel Parable of the 
Sower teaches: “The only lasting truth / Is Change.”   In response to that truth, we are 14

called to transition our understanding of ourselves and our world.  We need 
commitment for change, healing, and justice to happen.  

This bit of Earthseed wisdom feels true, too:
God is Change,
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And in the end, 
God prevails.
But meanwhile… 
Kindness eases Change.
Love quiets fear.
And a sweet and powerful
Positive obsession
Blunts pain,
Diverts rage,
And engages each of us
In the greatest, 
The most intense 
Of our chosen struggles.15

Let us commit ourselves to kindness.  Let us commit ourselves to love.  Let us 
commit ourselves to compassion.  Let us welcome the possibilities we can only create in 
the wilderness.  A new beginning can happen.  But it needs commitment.  May our 
commitment be a positive obsession, sweet and powerful, that we might be a new 
people of peace, faith, and justice.

May it be so.
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