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Reflection: On Beauty and Being Good
Rev. Joe Cleveland

All of us have probably felt that at some point we have been blamed for 
something we haven’t done.  It was somebody else who did it, not me.  And we can get 
stuck in that place: we can get stuck in defensiveness and stuck in all the feelings we 
can feel in that place.  We can feel angry, frustrated, petulant.  We can feel ashamed and 
guilty, even though we didn’t do it.  We feel unloved, excluded.  Think of the children in 
Patricia Polacco’s Chicken Sunday story.  Some other kids are throwing eggs at Mr. 
Kodinski’s hat shop just as they were walking up.  Those kids run off and so when Mr. 
Kodinski opens his door and looks out, he sees Stewart and Winston and Patricia rather 
than the kids who are actually guilty.  Not only were the children not guilty, there were 
headed to Mr. Kodinski’s looking work for him so that they could buy a hat for their 
gramma, Eula Mae Walker.  They were trying to be nice and  — boom — they get 
accused of being mean and nasty and disrespectful and violent.  

And so what do they choose to do?  They could have decided to stick with anger 
and self-righteousness and vindictiveness.  But they don’t.  They decide to make a 
beautiful gift instead.

The way the kids are feeling in the story reminds me of how a couple of my 
students felt one time when I was teaching and we were reading a story that involved 
racism.  Two or three of my white students sounded as if they were angry not so much 
at the evil of racism, but because they felt like they were being blamed for racism.  I 
wasn’t there then, they said.  I didn’t throw the eggs.  Why do I have to do anything 
about it? they said.  It wasn’t really a question.  Well, I replied, the racism is there, its 
effects are in the world you live in right now.  How do you want to respond to that?

There was a really contentious Saratoga Springs City Council meeting this past 
week.  They were discussing a resolution in response to a plan developed by their Police 
Reform Task Force.  One of the City Council members talked about how people 
shouldn’t be so angry with them.  They were very concerned to explain they they did 
not deserve this anger.  All of the City Council members are white, and the angry voices 
they were responding to were the voices of black people and their allies.  A person of 
color who was on the task force said: “It never ceases to amaze me how white people 
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center themselves in a conversation that is not about them.”   The reason the task force 1

was created was to respond to the murder and mistreatment of black people by the 
police.  And so it felt to this person that the City Council member was trying to make 
themselves the most important person, trying to put themselves at the center of the 
situation, when they weren’t.  

What do you do when you are feeling strong emotions, and when there are 
strong emotions being directed at you?  One of the reasons I think it is a good thing to 
practice a pluralist faith like Unitarian Universalism is that it gives us some resources 
for how to deal with a situation like this.  Take a breath and consider the wealth of 
spiritual resources that we can draw from.  It is Easter, so we could look at the stories of 
Jesus: What did he do when people were wrongly accusing him?  He didn’t get 
defensive.  He asked his friend to put down his sword and offered himself up.  What 
would the Buddha do?  The Buddha might ask us to look at how attached we are to our 
ego.  

We draw from the words of inspired people, and the direct insight and intuition 
that we can feel.  So I hear the words of Patricia Polacco’s story, and I hear this:  When 
you are feeling hurt, there is a love that is holding you.  In the story, that love is 
personified by the Grandmother, Eula Mae.  Connect with that love.  And then sit down 
and take a break, take a breath.  The children sit at the table, and they let their minds 
wander.  And then Patricia remembers the beautiful Ukrainian Easter eggs that her 
grandmother, her babushka, had taught her to make.  And she and Stewart and Winston 
decide to make a beautiful gift.  They decide to make an offering.  

My Aunt Gloria knew how to make Ukrainian Easter eggs.  I couldn’t believe 
how beautiful they were.  My mom started a collection of Ukrainian Easter eggs and 
other kinds of Easter eggs.  She gets them out every Eastertime.  The pictures of eggs on 
the slides you’ve been seeing today?  That’s my mom’s collection of Easter eggs.  And of 
course we would dye Easter eggs, too.  Dip the eggs in the different colors.  And even 
the eggs that I thought I’d messed up, they were still somehow beautiful, too.  

There is a love holding us.  When the world is difficult, when we’re feeling sad or 
angry, may we rest in that love.  And may taking a moment to rest in that love help us 
to give ourselves to beauty.  May we give ourselves to beauty and to each other.  May 
we never stop giving ourselves to beauty and to each other.
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Reflection
Rev. Sam Trumbore

I enjoyed hearing what Miss Eula Mae felt singing her heart out on Easter that 
was a source of delight for Stewart, Winston and Winnie.  Whether Easter is a day of 
faith renewed for us or a seasonal celebration to be enjoyed, may we join Miss Eula and 
those grandchildren in this day of celebration of new life, reborn with the first flowers 
of spring and buds preparing to burst open on the trees.

This cold winter has been so much worse this year by being forced into social 
isolation.  Some might remember that the previous President promised the pandemic 
would be over for Easter and we’d all be back in church.  A few churches did open and 
some who attended got COVID.  Yes, we had a bit of a respite this past summer but the 
fall and winter resurgence has kept us six feet apart.  And more infectious variants from 
Britain, South Africa and Brazil have caused us great concern.

Hope arrived in November with the Pfizer and Moderna vaccines showing 
amazing capacity for protection against the Corona virus.  mRNA technology came off 
the shelf for its first real trial … and it worked!  This revolution in vaccination had never 
happened before – to have an extremely effective vaccine developed and tested in less 
than a year.  

And now, with 30% of the population with at least one jab, and people able to get 
vaccinated above the age of 16 starting April 6, we are on the fast track to get that 
number up to 50-60% in a month, hopefully to 80% in the summer and maybe even 90% 
by the fall – including children.

This almost seems miraculous.  It demonstrates what humanity can do when we 
put our minds and resources to urgent problems.

The human effects, though, are just as heartwarming.  Grandparents are having 
dinner with their children and grandchildren today, for the first time in a year, without 
masks.  They are giving each other tight, long hugs for the first time in a year.  In 
Saratoga Springs, six men gathered for their regular breakfast they haven’t been able to 
have indoors for a year.  People are making social connections closer than six feet and 
being able to see each other’s lips and smiles.

I suspect we’re all very anxious to be socially reborn in the next few months once 
we’ve been fully vaccinated and can be much more social again.  We’re not there yet – 
and not all of us will be there for a while – but it is coming.  And if everything goes 
well, we will be worshipping together one way or another in the fall in person, as well 
as on Zoom.

The end of this pandemic is in sight because of our human capacity to use our 
minds and our technology to solve our problems.  Our Unitarian ancestors had faith in 
our ability to use our minds to address the ills of society.  Those ancestors didn’t deny 
the shortcomings traditional religions have long tarred humanity with as depraved 
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sinners.  Our ancestors saw in us a capacity for good that was much greater.  Our 
Universalist ancestors were grateful to God for motivating that capacity for good 
through a universal love for all of us without exception.  That includes every person 
listening to my voice this morning.  Every single one of us is loved.  And that love 
energizes our capacity for good in the world.

We do not need to believe in God to experience love beyond belief.  We do not 
need to believe in God to feel energized to develop a new vaccine, to do basic research 
to understand how biology works, to develop new technologies that can mitigate 
climate change, to address injustice, to care for those who are suffering, to dismantle 
white supremacy culture.  What we do matters more than what we believe.  Putting our 
values into action is where the rubber meets the road.

The followers of Jesus had given up on the vision Jesus inspired in them after he 
was executed by the Romans.  Reports of those who saw him again gave them new 
hope. What Jesus had started did not die.  His vision of the realm of God here on earth 
lives on amongst us today in a new forms and languages.

Unitarian Universalists inherent the ministry of Jesus along with the Jewish 
prophetic tradition, the wisdom of the Greeks and Romans, the wisdom of earth 
centered pre-Christian, Indigenous ways of knowing, and the diversity of spiritual 
traditions that we may draw on today such as mindfulness, yoga, shamanism, and 
many, many others.  We honor the plurality of ways to shape our faith and belief.  It is 
our shared values and ways we put our faith in action that matter most.

May that process of growing our faith and putting it into action allow us to sing a 
song of celebration this day, a song filled with slow thunder and sweet rain, just they 
way Miss Eula Mae might have sung it.

So be it.


