
If I were trying to develop and deliver a talk about the  
history of Unitarian Universalist opposition to war and war-
making institutions, I could have hammered this out and 
gone right back to dipping peppermint Jo Jo’s in milk and 
watching Dr. Who on Netflix. I mean, we are UUs: we don’t 
blindly obey, we question. We don’t use our hands to hurt, 
we use our hands to create and heal. We don’t seek and de-

stroy, we search and explore. We only march if we’re carrying tubas or protest 
signs, and our hair and habits of dress are very far out of regulation. Unitarian is to 
Military as Peace is to Conflict, as Compassion is to Aggression, as Eros is to 
Thanatos. But that wasn’t the task my minister gave me. My task was to reflect on 
my experiences in the military through the lens of my UU principles—in effect, 
nothing less than the reconciliation of the two aspects of myself I have yet to recon-
cile! I mean we’re talking hermetically sealed, compartmentalized, and stored in 
different wings of my psyche. Needless to say, this task sent me on an oscillating 
cycle of research and reflection, trying to unravel a psychological box of tangled 
Christmas tree lights and then array them and try to figure out why and when they 

blink like they do. But to do this, 
you’re going to need some back-
ground information. 

(Uh-oh, you’re thinking, this is 
going to take a while. Please 
don’t start with your birth, please 
don’t start with your birth…) 

I was born at home in a little bungalow with Joni Mitchell playing in the back-
ground. I was raised by very warm, very progressive parents. I wanted for naught. 
We recycled in the eighties before it was cool, explored the Sierra mountains, drove 
around in VW vans, and ate just truly awful peanut butter and jelly sandwiches 
made from uncountable grain bread, adhesive peanut butter, and no-sugar-added 
fruit spread. I was surrounded by community and extended family; I was wrapped 

in love and the life-giving spirit. But from an early age, Thanatos—the impulse 
toward death—was clearly extant. When I was a toddler, all I wanted to wear was a 
diaper and my grandfather’s World War II Army helmet. I was rough and tumble. I 
made weapons out of everything. I fashioned bows and arrows from bamboo, 
lashed pocket knives to broom sticks, honed butter knives into throwing knives. I 
deconstructed fishing poles into foils. I stuck needles through the red feathered bot-
tle brush seed buds to make blow darts. You name it, I weaponized it. And once my 
grandfather bought me a BB gun, the dye was cast. I could hit a kumquat at 20 me-
ters by the age of eight, and pronounced in my third grade class—much to the utter 
horror of my parents—my intent to become a sniper. So that’s the first piece of my 
why: Even while warmly enveloped in progressive values, love and life, Thanatos 
was present and a part of me. On to the second bit, a little less clear. 

At UC Berkeley in 2000 I took a class called Controlling Processes, taught by 
Laura Nader (Ralph Nader’s sister), and by some humorous and wonderful twist of 
master schedule fate, the location of the class was at the Haas School of Business. 
Before class one day I heard three young business students discussing an assign-
ment that gave them a model career progression within a fictitious company and 
asked them to make decisions about when it would be most efficient to get married 
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and have two children. I understood the 
assignment was about intent and plan-
ning within a context of incentives, but 
the idea that given a condition of free-
dom, one would even consider exercis-
ing that calculus and cold constraint 
over some of the most beautiful, trans-
cendent, and poetic of human experi-
ences deeply repulsed me. This was not 
the cause of my delinking from the 
normal progression of things, but a 
window into why my thinking prevent-
ed me from ever accepting the way 
things should be done. I had a really 
good plan for law school. My grades 
were great. But by the time I graduated 
from Berkeley, I wanted to go some-
where far away, and I had no use for 
sensible decision-making. 

And so I went from Berkeley to Cairo, 
and Cairo to Dubai, wandering and 
exploring under the banner of work and 
education but really just rejoicing and 
anguishing in the tides of Eros and 
Thanatos, in the wash of composed 
inquiry and nihilistic frenzy. Studying 
with professors who ended up later 
having a hand in a revolution, but also 
wandering through the City of the 
Dead at night in Cairo, through the 
crumbled mosques and mausoleums, 
and then watching the sunrise at Al-
Ahzar Park as the ripple of the Call to 
Prayer spread across the Islamic sector. 
Or in Dubai, moving through the un-
regulated spaces and souks of an amor-
al brand of globalization feeling dis-
gusted, but also buying really nice 
smuggled whiskey from the great back-
water pirate Emirate of Ajman for 
about forty dollars cheaper than retail.  

And then suddenly, several years later, 
I was back in Oakland, but somehow a 
stranger in an angry household and an 
unhappy marriage, going to work at an 
investment bank every day at 5:00 am. 
Really, truly, miserable. If I leaned my 
head out of my office I could see a 
small sliver of sunlight reflected in the 
window of a corner office. The specter 
of Thanatos was not present in an ex-
citing way, but was rather sort of ad-
vancing incrementally across my ceil-

ing and truly threatening my life from 
within. That same cold logic of 
“shoulds” that had repulsed me that 
day outside of class had somehow as-
serted itself, and I got married because 
I felt I should and I went to work at the 
investment bank because I felt I 
should. But then the weight of 
“shoulds” reached a breaking point  
and I left. Or as we say in the Army, I 
popped smoke. I filed for divorce, ap-
plied to graduate school, was accepted 
and drove east to Washington Univer-
sity in Saint Louis—founded by Wil-
liam Greenleaf Eliot, the first Unitarian 
minister west of the Mississippi and 
also T.S. Eliot’s grandfather. And in 

my ramshackle studio on my blow-up 
mattress, after seeing lightning bugs for 
the first time and listening to my iPod, 
I experienced what Nietzsche called: 

The intoxication of convalescence, 
full of reawakened faith in tomor-
row...of a sudden sense of anticipa-
tion of a future, of impending adven-
tures, of seas that were open again, 
of goals that were permitted again, 
believed again. 

I was free…and so I joined the Army. 
Why? Because of Thanatos. Because I 
had a lot of school debt (which was a 
byproduct of having no use for sensible 
decision-making). Because I wanted to 
be a more able version of myself. Be-
cause it didn’t make sense in the tradi-
tional progress of things. Because it 
appealed to me as an ascetic conquer-
ing of a self that I recognized had be-
come too wild. Because I needed to 
atone. Because I saw a huge body of 
experiences, rituals, symbols, rites, 
struggles, skills, and credentials that I 
wanted. Even though I passionately 
disagree with the use of military inter-
vention as a tool of empire, with the 
dehumanization and othering of whole 
nations and cultures, with the immoral 
calculus of drones, with the prioritiza-

tion of war over education. Even in 
light of all of it, I wanted the experi-
ence. I needed the experience. 

And so I signed-up, swore-in and was 
packed on a bus to Fort Leonard Wood 
Missouri for fifteen weeks of combined 
basic and advanced training as a Com-
bat Engineer. My head was shaved and 
my world was turned inside out. We 
were “smoked” constantly—which 
means being the beneficiary of what 
the Army calls corrective physical 
training. I’ll give you an example:  
Our drill sergeant’s favorite was to call 
a formation in the middle of the night, 
lock us in a room, turn up the heater 
and make us do what is known as  
front-back-go’s (cycling between  
pushups, sit-ups, and running in place) 
in shorts, t-shirts and flip flops. Pretty 
soon it’s a hot, painful, slippery 
mess—and all the while they flip the 
lights on and off and yell through a 
bullhorn, “Pain is weakness leaving 
your body, privates!” This would go on 
for hours. I lost thirty pounds that sum-
mer. We woke up at four and went to 
sleep at midnight—because, as they 
liked to remind us, “The Army only 
requires we give you four hours of 
sleep per day and it does not require it 
be consecutive.” We had two minutes 
to eat and could not lift our eyes from 
the tray. There were no forks, because 
“spoons are fast.” When in formation, 
it was best advised to pick a spot 100 
meters away and just fix yourself and 
eyes in carbonite lest the drill sergeant 
mark you as “fidgety.” We learned 
marksmanship, how to properly throw 
grenades, breeching and clearing tech-
niques, land navigation and field craft, 
and because of the specialty, a lot of 
demolition techniques. We blew up 
countless cement pylons, we disabled 
mines, set and dismantled trip wires, 
and conducted everyone’s favorite, 
“field expedient explosive techniques.” 

It was everything I had expected and I 
loved it. I loved the stress and pressure. 
I loved the aesthetics. I loved the ca-
dences and the physical training. I 
loved the drill and ceremony. I loved 

I was free…and so I 
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navigating at night by map and com-
pass. I liked sleeping outside in mud 
fox holes. I loved the rituals that 
marked our completion of the different 
phases. I loved the long runs to the 
water tower with my buddies as the sun 
came up. I loved the extended 
marches—fifteen miles of physical 
burden and introspection. More than 
anything, I loved the Zen of swinging 
the giant, vibrating mechanical buffer 
back and forth in rhythmic arcs down 
the red hall, creating shiny wax scal-
lops after lights out. I was totally and 
utterly at peace. 

But as transformative as it was for me, 
the process had a far more profound 
effect on those around me. Most of the 
recruits—called “warriors” until they 
finish basic training—were young Afri-
can American and Caucasian boys from 
every urban and rural pocket of poverty 
all across America. Many of them came 
from utterly hopeless situations. There 
were ex-addicts, gang members, good 
ol’ boys, and sundry low-level crimi-
nals. There were also many that carried 
postures of abuse, anxiety, depression, 
and hopelessness. And throughout the 
course of the initial training, friend-
ships formed across racial and class 
lines, behaviors were corrected, group 
identification set in, a new values-
based vocabulary was methodically 
stitched into moral fabrics. People were 
given a purpose. People were given a 
reason to feel good about themselves 
and the means to realistically hope for 
something better than what they had 
known. People were given their dignity 
back. And it was amazing to see the 

parents and 
spouses and 
other family 
members 
appraising 
the new 
version of 
the person 
they said 
goodbye to 
fifteen 
weeks prior.  

The military is a huge and very com-
plex beast. It’s really an entirely sepa-
rate society and economy within the 
larger United States. And in a lot of 
ways I find it preferable to the broader 
social and economic order. It invests in 
people and gives them opportunities to 
earn and strive. It is organized around 
values, not profit margins. It is the only 
chance for many at-risk students being 
pumped through the American school-
to-prison pipeline to live a better life. It 
restores dignity, and instills value and 
values. It strengthens the middle class 
through the G.I. Bill and the VA home 
loans. By the time of Brown v. Board 
of Education almost all of the units in 
the Army were already integrated. And 
while 58% of all Americans supported 
the repeal of DADT, more than 70% of 
military personnel did. Gender limits 
on certain roles have been removed, 
creating more paths to prestigious Gen-
eral Officer positions.  

I am not wearing olive-drab colored 
glasses; I have seen the damaging ef-

fects of the constant cycle of wars on 
human lives. And I was in downtown 
San Francisco on February 15, 2003 
marching against the war in Iraq. It was 
wrong, it was immoral, there was no 
cause and there were no consequences 
for the criminals that beat the drums of 
war at the cost of American and Iraqi 
lives. I get it. But the soldiers aren’t the 
policies of a lunatic politician. The 
soldiers are us; the soldiers are our 

community and neighbors. 

It has been five years since my enlist-
ment. I have since been commissioned 
as an officer and am now a detachment 
commander for a logistics unit. It has 
been a rough year, and the main chal-
lenge we are facing is caring for sol-
diers who are struggling with depres-
sion and PTSD and facing really diffi-
cult home situations after multiple de-
ployments. Drug use is showing up 
more and more. Homelessness. Suicide. 
I’ve had to go to the funerals of people 
that should still be here. The lack of 
employment opportunities just makes 
everything worse. But the unit is the 

one node of consistency in a lot of peo-
ple’s lives. It’s where physical and 
mental health care and a host of other 
services are accessed; where education-

al counseling takes place, where food 
pantries are accessed, it’s where men 
and women reconnect with their social 
support network. It’s often the steadiest 
stream of income for young reserve 
soldiers, the best thing they have going, 
and the one thing that keeps them from 
sliding back into the maw. 

It takes up all of my free time and I am 
nowhere near compensated for the 
hours I put in, but I feel proud and hon-
ored to be able to serve my people. The 
military sucks sometimes, but then it’s 
great; it takes from you but then it 

gives back. If I had to essentialize in 
one sentence what the military has 
done for me it is this: It turned down 
the static and noise. I was disburdened 
of so much. I have such a clear signal 
now. It has made me a better husband 
to my amazing wife. I am a better fa-
ther. I am a better teacher. I am so 
much more content and appreciative of 
everything I have. The Thanatos is sat-
isfied and channeled in a healthy way. 
And just as the Unitarian Universalist 
church has played a role in this out-
come, so too has the military.  
Somehow, in the Land of Death I have 
found my way back to new life. � 

The CLF, as a sanctuary for 
spiritual rebirth, inspires lives 
every day. The enormous  
diversity of this community 
sparks dialogue that challenges 
as well as reaffirms our progres-
sive spiritual values. One reward 
for supporting this church is in 
knowing your gifts provide ac-
cess to liberal religious view-
points and spiritual enrichment—
for you and for others around  
the world. Thank you. Please 
give today to support the CLF  
as generously as you can.  � 
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Jalal ad-Dīn Mu-
hammad Rūmī was 
born in 1207 in Af-
ghanistan, which 
was then within the 

Persian empire. While still a child he 
fled to Turkey, along with his whole 
family, when the Mongols invaded 
their land. He became a scholar and a 
mystic in the community of dervishes, 
and a poet whose words speak to peo-
ple around the world and across the 
centuries. He died in 1273, and the 
anniversary of his death is celebrated 
in his country as “Rumi’s Wedding 
Day,” the day he melted into union 
with everything. That communion—
with beloved friends, with God, with 
the world—is expressed throughout his 
poetry. 

And like mystics of every tradition, he 
resolved the searcher’s question, 
Should we look outside our experience, 
or deep within it? Should we be seek-
ing another world or delving into this 
one? by saying: neither, and both. Yes, 
we are on a journey, we are headed 
elsewhere—but when we truly get 
there we will understand that we were 
there all along. We already live where 
everything is music. We search outside 
ourselves for truth and happiness. We 
are right that we need to search, be-
cause we haven’t found that truth or 
happiness yet. But the search begins 
and ends where we are right now. 

I have lived on the lip 
of insanity, wanting to know  
reasons, 
knocking on a door. It opens. 
I’ve been knocking from the inside!  

(all translations by Coleman Barks) 

And so he counsels us: 
Beauty surrounds us, 
but usually we need to be walking 
in a garden to know it. 

The body itself is a screen 
to shield and partially reveal 
the light that’s blazing inside your 
presence. 

 . . all the things we do, are  
mediums 
that hide and show what’s hidden. 

Study them, 
and enjoy this being washed 
with a secret we sometimes know, 
and then not.  

Rumi’s writing, however, is not all 
about bliss; he also sings of the pain 

that precedes ecstasy, or is even a part 
of it. Sometimes the things we treasure, 
our very selves, have to be dismantled 
in order for new life to have room to 
emerge. We may have to endure de-
struction before our new selves can be 
created. “Many demolitions are reno-
vations,” says Rumi. 

He writes often about the relationship 
between a teacher and a student, which 
is a story of renovations that feel like 
demolitions. They are demolitions, 
tearing down what the student used to 
be. The student longs to be changed, 
but the change is not easy. A good 
teacher who truly loves the student 
presses on, doing things that may hurt 
very much. And so Rumi says, 

Many actions which seem cruel 
are from a deep friendship.  

Spiritual transformation is a death as 
well as a birth. The teachers who help 
us to grow know that it can’t happen 
without this pain. They don’t save us 
from it—in fact, what they do usually 
intensifies it. 

I had a teacher like that once—
probably the best teacher I ever had. 
He was my English and philosophy 
teacher in high school, but he was also 
a spiritual teacher. I was a bright little 
abstract thinker, a natural philosopher; 

I loved the play of ideas and intellectu-

al games. And one day Greg really 
challenged me, right there in front of 
everyone: could I connect these bright 
sparkling ideas to my own life? What 
he was really asking me, I realized 
years later—I don’t think he used these 
words at the time—was, could I con-
nect my mind and my heart? Or was it 
all just a game? 

Years later, he and I talked about my 
time “on the hot seat,” as Greg put it, 
and he confessed that he hadn’t been 
sure if I would come back. Maybe he 
had pushed too hard. But I was a stub-
born kid as well as a bright one, and I 
did come back. And I was grateful, not 
only years later but also right there on 
the hot seat, for his pushing me. I’ve 
returned to that teaching many times. I 
even hung a little sign up over my bed, 
“What about you?” to remind myself to 
consider how the thoughts and ideas 
are connected to what is most im-
portant in my life. 

Rumi tells about the spiritual teacher 
and student like this: 

A chickpea leaps almost over the 
rim of the pot 
where it’s being boiled. 

“Why are you doing this to me?” 

The cook knocks him down with the 
ladle. 

“Don’t you try to jump out. 
You think I’m torturing you. 
I’m giving you flavor, 
so you can mix with spices and rice 
and be the lovely vitality of a human 
being” . . .  

Eventually the chickpea 
will say to the cook, 
“Oil me some more. 
Hit me with the skimming spoon. 
I can’t do this by myself.”  

The spiritual teacher demands so 
much, not out of cruelty, but out of 
love and necessity, because the spiritu-
al life is demanding. The transfor-
mations we seek aren’t trivial. 

In The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, 
one of the Chronicles of Narnia, the 

Dancing into the Heart of God 
AMY  ZUCKER MORGENSTERN, MINISTER, UNITARIAN  UNIVERSALIST 
CHURCH OF PALO ALTO, CALIFORNIA  
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 author, C. S. Lewis, suggests a differ-
ent metaphor for spiritual transfor-
mation. The character Eustace, who is 
a complete brat up to this point, runs 
into the kind of misfortune that might 
happen to anyone on a magical island: 
He turns into a dragon. He is selfish 
and destructive and so he takes on the 
form that suits him. When he realizes 
what’s happened, he tries to take off 
his skin and become a boy again. As 
one might imagine a dragon can do, he 
molts quite easily, like a snake. But 
underneath he is still a dragon. All  
he’s done is peel off his outer layer.  

It hasn’t hurt, 
and it hasn’t 
made any real 
difference to 
his nature. He 
does this three 
times, but 
each time the 

change is superficial—skin deep. Only 
when the lion Aslan tears deep into his 
skin does he really shed his dragon 
nature and transform into a human 
being again, and a much better and 
happier human than he’s ever been 
before. It takes the worst pain he’s 
ever experienced to get there. “The 
very first tear he made was so deep 
that I thought it had gone right into my 
heart” —and of course that’s exactly 
what it had done. 

Something, something holy, is buried 
deep under our lives. Will we do the 
demolition necessary to dig it out? 
Allah says, “I was a hidden treasure, 
and I desired to be known.” As a com-
mentary on that passage, Rumi writes 
this poem called “The Pickaxe.” 

Tear down 

this house. A hundred thousand new 
houses 
can be built from the transparent 
yellow carnelian 

buried beneath it, and the only way 
to get to that 
is to do the work of demolishing 
and then 

digging under the foundations. With 
that value 
in hand all the new construction 
will be done 

without effort. And anyway, sooner 
or later this house 
will fall on its own. The jewel  
treasure will be 

uncovered, but it won’t be yours 
then. The buried 
wealth is your pay for doing the 
demolition, 

the pick and shovel work. If you 
wait and just 
let it happen, you’d bite your hand 
and say, 

“I didn’t do as I knew I should 
have.” This 
is a rented house. You don’t own 
the deed 
You have a lease, and you’ve set up 
a little shop, 
where you barely make a living 
sewing patches 

on torn clothing. Yet only a few feet 
underneath 
are two veins, pure red and bright 
gold carnelian. 

Quick! Take the pickaxe and pry the 
foundation. 
You’ve got to quit this seamstress 
work. 

What does the patch-sewing mean, 
you ask. Eating 
and drinking. The heavy cloak of 
the body 

is always getting torn. You patch it 
with food, 
and other restless ego-satisfactions. 
Rip up 

one board from the shop floor and 
look into 
the basement. You’ll see two glints 
in the dirt.  

Tear down this house. Somewhere, 
buried under all you know, there is a 
new life  
waiting.  
� 

Annual Meeting 
The CLF Annual 
Meeting will be 
held on June 27, 
2013 at 6:00PM 
Eastern Time by 
teleconference and 
screenshare. That means that CLF 
members can call in to a conference 
call number and participate by tele-
phone. We will post all the necessary 
materials to the CLF website 
(www.clfuu.org/annualmeeting) by 
June 1, 2013. You can fire up your 
computer and participate by looking 
at your screen, or print out your ma-
terials, or call the office at 617-948-
6166 by June 7 to request a paper 
copy. This new, greener way of 
holding the meeting will save print-
ing and postage costs and allow for 
broader participation.  

Notice to all members of the 
Church of the Larger Fellowship, 
Unitarian Universalist 

Per Article VII, Sections 1 and 2, of 
the Church of the Larger Fellowship 
(CLF) Bylaws, the 39th Annual 
Meeting will be held on June 27, 
2013 at 6:00PM EDT by conference 
call. Please call 218-339-3600, Ac-
cess Code:  1004610#.   
The purpose of the meeting is to: 

• Elect a Moderator from among 
members present to preside at the 
meeting; 

• Elect members of the Board of 
Directors, the Nominating Com-
mittee, the Clerk, and the Treasurer 
from the slate of candidates pre-
sented on the ballot, available 
online; 

• Vote on changes to the bylaws; 

and, 

• Transact such other business as 
may legally come before the meet-
ing. 

   Lucia Santini Field, Clerk 
   June 1, 2013 
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From Your 
Minister 
BY M EG RILEY   
SENIOR MINISTER,  
CHURCH OF THE  
LARGER FELLOWSHIP 

Before rebirth, there has to be birth. I 
have never given birth, but I have been 
privileged to witness two human ba-
bies, six puppies, three kittens, and a 
few birds and turtles enter the world. 
And I suspect all of us have watched 
documentaries of the same kinds of 
thing. 

Of course, it’s different to witness 
someone else giving birth than to be 
center stage, either as the one giving 
birth or the one being born. What’s 
that old joke about the difference be-
tween involvement and commitment? 
Take a plate of ham and eggs: The 
chicken was involved, the pig was 
committed. 

I suspect that rebirth, like birth, de-
mands that we be committed, not just 
involved. When I say rebirth, I mean 
real, deep rebirth, not the kind we ex-
perience every day, not the kind that is 
ours from a good night’s sleep or a 
great conversation. I mean turn-your-
life-around, emerge anew, rebirth. 
Quitting drinking. Walking away from 
the corporate job to teach in an inner 
city school. Realizing you have been 
mean and committing yourself to kind-
ness above all else. A brand new life, 
beginning here. 

Though some of us, because of gender 
or age or choice or circumstance, have 
physically given birth, and some of us 
have not, I think we can all learn from 
the birth process. (And I’ll stick to the 
human birth process, because humans 
can talk about it.) Perhaps the birth 
process might be instructive to all of us 
about some of what goes into rebirth. 

Before birth, there is conception. And 
that is no small thing. I know people 
who would have been the finest par-
ents on earth who climbed every 

mountain medically possible to con-
ceive a child, who dedicated great fo-
cus and wisdom and fortune to faith-
fully doing all of the things that make 
conception possible and likely, and yet 
were unable to conceive.  And I 
know—don’t we all know—women 
for whom pregnancy is undesired, ill-
timed, wrong, who find themselves 
pregnant, having done everything in 
their power not to be. Conception is  
a mystery, ultimately not in human 
control.  

After conception, there is gestation. 
Gestation, for some women, means 
glowing with health and vitality. For 
others, it means wretched misery. And 
for most there are different times of 
health and misery woven together 
through the long gestation period. 
Let’s just say there is pretty universal 
queasiness. Women describe a feeling 
of the body being something alien, 
inhabited, different. A feeling of dise-
quilibrium that goes on and on and on, 
until it feels almost unbearable and the 
thought of the pain of giving birth is 
less awful than the thought of going on 
another day in the current situation.  

Or not. Many 
pregnancies 
end, not in 
birth, but in 
miscarriage. 
Apparently 
more women 
than we used 
to think mis-
carry in the 
first few 

weeks, so that many of the women 
who thought they were pregnant, but 
then think their cycle was just a little 
different, actually were pregnant very 

briefly. Some women, who desperately 
want to be pregnant and do everything 
possible not to miscarry, miscarry. 
Some who pray for, even try to induce 
miscarriage, can’t.  

And of course there are the pregnan-
cies that end by medical intervention, 
for a variety of reasons—health, per-
sonal, relational. Not all conception, 
not all gestation, results in birth. Some-
times there is a long, queasy gestation 
period before it is determined that a 
pregnancy is not viable, that carried to 
term, the resulting birth would not 
bring sustainable life. When this hap-
pens, there is heartbreak not only for 
the pain endured in the present for 
those who loved that growing being, 
but also pain for life that was imagined 
that will never be, cannot happen. 

But, presuming that gestation results in 
a full term pregnancy, in a new being 
ready to emerge into the world, be-
tween gestation and birth there is some 
pretty hard work for the mother and the 
baby. The mother, surrounded by those 
others most deeply committed to this 
baby’s life and well being, feels a 
quickening, and contractions, and wa-
ter breaking, and then begins to push. 
And this can be pretty painful. 

At the first birth I attended, the nurse 
kept saying to my friend, “Push be-
yond the pain, Jane.” After the birth 
was over and life was calm again, I 
asked Jane, “What was beyond the 
pain when you pushed?” I expected her 
to say something cosmic like, ‘White 
light and beautiful music.” Jane looked 
at me as if I was simple and replied, 
“The baby, of course!” Much more 
cosmic than white light and beautiful 
music, now that I think about it. 

So, that’s birth… Conception, which is 
out of our control. Gestation period, 
which brings queasiness and uncertain-
ty. Pain and intense focus. Different 
for every pregnancy and person.  But 
then, ultimately, something beyond the 
pain. Does that seem like it describes 
rebirth, too?  � 

 

I suspect that rebirth,  
like birth, demands that 
we be committed,  
not just involved.  
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Perhaps you have seen the bumper 
sticker: “Born OK the first time.” 
That’s where we UUs tend to come 
down. You don’t need to be born 
again. We don’t hold with the notion 
of original sin, that babies are born 
carrying the sin of Adam and Eve’s 
rebellion. You don’t need to be bap-
tized or washed in the blood of the 
Lamb or answer an altar call or ac-
cept anyone or anything as your per-
sonal lord and savior. We’re willing to 
trust that who you are is OK, at the 
same time that we hope that as a 
community we are learning to be ever 
more responsible, compassionate  
people.  

We will not assert, as in the Gospel 
of John, that “You must be born 
again.” But what if your life doesn’t 
feel truly alive? What about the peo-
ple whose alcohol or drug use leaves 
them feeling trapped? What about 
the people in prison who truly are not 
free? What about the folks whose 
body makes people perceive them as 
being a different gender than who 
they know themselves to be inside? 
What about people who feel they 
have to hide their sexual orientation 
or their religious beliefs, who don’t 
feel free to explore the breadth and 
depth of what calls to them? We say 
you don’t have to be born again, but 
what if you want to be born again? 

Being born again isn’t for everyone. 
Some folks really are born OK the 
first time, and they just do some  
fine-tuning over the course of their 
lives, little adjustments to get and 
keep themselves on track. But it’s not 
that uncommon for people to need to 
be made anew, to move from a place 
which feels like death to a new and 
different life. Think of John Newton, 
the British slave trader who had a 
change of heart, realized the error 
of his ways and ended up working to 
abolish the English slave trade. When 

he wrote “I once was 
lost, but now am found, 
was blind but now I 
see,” he gave us pretty 
much the definition of 
being reborn.  

Other stories of rebirth are less  
well-known. A steady stream of let-
ters comes into the CLF office from 

CLF prisoner members who feel they 
are reborn when they are met with 
open-minded compassion and they 
learn to turn that compassion toward 
others around them. For instance, 
one prisoner member writes: 

UU, in the form of Chaplain Pat 
and the CLF Prison Ministry has 
literally saved my life. When one 
has more than thirty years in pris-
on, reasons to continue on are few 
and far between. At least this is 
how things were for me. CLF was a 
genuine lifeline for me, connecting 
me with others who were willing to 
accept and see me as a person, 
even if I was openly Wiccan and 
Trans, as well as Black….Now, I 
have reasons to stay alive, not for 
myself, but to be there, to help 
others in need, to use those long 
years spent in this prison in that 
effort. To help give a little worth 
and meaning to all of these person-
ally wasted years. 

The writer doesn’t have to be born 
again, but he has been born again, 
through his own efforts, but also 
because we, as UUs, believed that he 
could be born again. We believe that 
inherent worth and dignity doesn’t 
die, however deeply someone’s self-
worth may be buried, whatever the 
actions of the moment might say, 
whatever the socially-denigrated cat-
egories a person might belong to. We 

don’t declare that people are perfect 
and that everything they do is just 
fine. People end up in prison for com-
mitting crimes, some of which cause 
enormous, unacceptable pain, perhaps 
even literal death. But our faith is 
that no one moment is the end of the 
story. We hold to a faith that life is 
possible in the midst of death—that, 
in the words of the poet Dylan Thom-
as, “Though lovers be lost love shall 
not; /And death shall have no domin-
ion.” Rebirth is always possible, so 
death doesn’t have to win. 

Let me share with you one more sto-
ry, another story that you very likely 
have heard. Another story worth 
hearing again. On Sunday, July 27, 
2008 a man with a vendetta against 
“liberals” walked into the Tennessee 
Valley Unitarian Universalist Church 
in Knoxville, Tennessee, carrying a 
gun. That morning the children of the 
church were presenting their version 
of the musical Annie. That morning 
death, literal death, entered the 
building as Jim Adkisson pulled his 
gun on the congregation, killing two, 
and injuring seven. The only thing 
that prevented Adkisson from wreak-
ing further havoc was the bravery of 
congregation members who piled on 
him and threw him to the floor. 

The congregation could have crum-
pled under the weight of their sor-
row. They could have put armed 
guards at the door, interrogated 
strangers before allowing them in. 
Instead they declared that “our 
doors and our hearts will remain 
open,” and a week later they held a 
rededication of the church, a public 
declaration of rebirth. In that ser-
vice, minister Chris Buice declared 
“This holy place, which has been des-
ecrated by an act of hatred, we re-
consecrate for love. This sacred 
space, which has seen death, we re-
commit to life.” And the congregation 
returned to their demolished perfor-
mance of Annie, singing together 
“The sun’ll come out tomorrow…” We 
are people who believe in rebirth. You 
don’t have to be born again, but you 
can, and we will stand on the side of 
rebirth every time.  � 

We will not assert, as 
in the Gospel of John, 
that “You must be 
born again.” But what 
if your life doesn’t 
feel truly alive?  
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Did  You Know 
That you can find out about 
upcoming CLF events at 
our members’ website, 
www.clfuu.org? 

 

Quest Editorial Team:   Meg Riley; Lorraine Dennis; Cassandra Hartley; Janet Lane; Beth Murray; Cindy Salloway; Arliss Ungar;  
Lynn Ungar, editor  
Copyright 2013 Church of the Larger Fellowship.  Generally, permission to reproduce items from Quest is granted, provided  
credit is given to the author and the CLF.   ISSN 1070-244X  

CLF Staff:  Meg Riley, senior minister; Lorraine Dennis, executive director; Lynn Ungar, minister for lifespan learning and Quest editor;  
Patty Franz, prison ministry director; Linda Berez, minister of technology; Joanna Crawford, Lara Campbell, Cassandra Hartley,  
Aaron Stockwell, ministerial interns; Jerrod Oltmann, military ministerial intern; Beth Murray, PR & program administrator; Cindy Salloway, 
fiscal administrator; Lisa Kielt, development director; Sue Conley, membership assistant 

Web Site www.clfuu.org — E-mail clf@clfuu.org — Toll-Free Line 800-231-3027 —  Jewelry 617-948-6150  
CLF Unitarian Universalist, 25 Beacon St., Boston MA 02108  USA — Telephone 617-948-6166 — Fax 617-523-4123 

In my own worst seasons I've come back from 
the colorless world of despair by forcing my-
self to look hard, for a long time, at a single 
glorious thing: a flame of red geranium out-
side my bedroom window. And then another: 
my daughter in a yellow dress. And another: 
the perfect outline of a full, dark sphere be-
hind the crescent moon. Until I learned to be 
in love with my life again. Like a stroke vic-
tim retraining new parts of the brain to grasp 
lost skills, I have taught myself joy, over and 
over again. 

by Barbara Kingsolver, from High Tide  
In Tucson: Essays From Now Or Never, 
 published by HarperCollins in 1996. 


