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Two summers ago, I completed one of the steps toward UU ordination called 
Clinical Pastoral Education, in which I served as a hospital chaplain intern. I visited 
patients primarily on oncology and cardiovascular floors at a local Boston hospital. 

         My second week into the program, I was finishing up with a patient when he 
turned to me and said, “Thank you. I am not able to share this story with many people.” 
I was momentarily taken aback, surprised because in his story I heard ghosts of the 
dozens of stories I had heard in my first two weeks on the job. All week long, people 
had been sharing with me stories about the many highs and lows of their careers, about 
how their illness impacts their life and relationships, about their fears as well as their 
hopes. Nothing here felt particularly revealing...or out of the ordinary. And yet, “Thank 
you. I am not able to share this story with many people.” After saying goodbye to that 
patient, I finished up with my notes and charting, rounded on two more of my units, 
and headed home for the evening. 

         Over time, and upon carrying that moment into the other visits that I had that 
week, seeing those visits through that lens, I came to realize that it was not that that first 
patient had told a story all that different from the other patients I visit with. It was just 
that this patient called to my attention that ALL those stories that I had been entrusted 
with were sacred stories. I realized in that moment that with every story I was invited 
into, as a chaplain, but also as a friend or family member, with each new thing that 
someone confided in me about -- I reach a fork. I can either be a good steward of that 

story, see the meaning in it and in our exchange, or I could treat it plainly and typically. 
And it is so easy to treat a story plainly. It is what I had been doing my first two weeks 
on the job, to be sure. 

  I suspect that all of us here today have stories that we are naturally good 
stewards of—stories that did not directly happen to us but that that we have claimed as 
our own. These are often the stories of our families of origin. We integrate what we 
know of where our ancestors grew up, the conditions that they endured, the decisions 
that they made, and the world that they were born into, into our own life stories. We 
might feel protective of them; we might relay them to others with the level of detail as if 
we actually lived through them ourselves. 

  



And we have probably all come across the phrase “stewardship” before. 
Stewardship of the environment has brought the idea of stewardship into popular 
understanding, but we also know we’re called to be stewards of our faith and, in 
general, of our resources or belongings that we know are limited. 

Often, there are 2 things that call us to become stewards of something. 

• First: When the thing being shared with us is limited, finite, or rare, and 

• Second: When we recognize a sacredness is present 

Being a steward of story, then, means we have to treat that story like a family 
story…we have to protect it: against our impulses to share it with someone else without 
permission, against the way our judgments softly erode the story’s edges, against our 
tendencies to use the story to pigeonhole or essentialize the person who told it. Against 
even our tendency to think (usually several days later) that we know exactly what that 
story was about, first word to last word, with no more help from the story-teller. And 
all of this is hard, spiritual work. 

Dr. Mary Clark Moschella, Euro-American professor of Pastoral Care at Yale 
Divinity School, writes “There is a blessed relief that comes from feeling understood, 
known, by another.”1 When was the last time that you felt this blessed relief? I invite 
you to reflect on a time when your own story has been held in tenderness by someone. 
On a time that you couldn’t believe that someone had remembered the details of your 
story long after it had been told. Or a time that someone met you with understanding 
and empathy. How did that encounter feel? What did they do or say that made it so 
memorable? 

 ** 

  I had the privilege in the spring of 2019 of attending the MidAmerica Regional 
UU Assembly in St. Louis Missouri, in order to do some recruiting for the seminary at 
BU. We had the pleasure of being joined in St. Louis by Rev Leslie Takahashi, Japanese 
American UU minister of the UU Church in Walnut Creek California and chair of the 
UUA’s Commission on Institutional Change.  

In the plenary session, Rev. Leslie offered recommendations for us as UUs to 
better live into our promise to be truly multicultural. She was talking about the surveys 
that had been conducted over the last few decades, when people had been courageously 
honest about hurt, or growing pains, or challenges with our national denomination. 

 
1 Mary Clark Moschella, “Spiritual Autobiography and Older Adults,” Pastoral Psychology 60 (2011): 96.  



“And after all this,” she said, “What about the people who told us their stories and we 
didn’t keep them in any meaningful way?”2 

  Being a steward of someone’s story does not only mean treating it with respect 
and reverence. Once it's been entrusted to our care, it's part of our story now—at least 
in some way. Part of our story in that we now know that there is someone out there 
with this particular lived experience and we can’t pretend otherwise. We have to let the 
stories of others do work on us. 

  One day, I was chatting with a group of my UU colleagues after our weekly 
chapel service at BU had ended. “Is everyone headed to community lunch,” I asked? 
Most folks said, yes, of course, let’s go. But my colleague who uses a rollator for 
mobility said that she would have to meet up with us later—that on Wednesdays, she 
had to decide between going to chapel or lunch, or else show up late to lunch. Why? We 
all asked. Well, she explained, graciously, it takes me about 15 minutes to take the 
accessible route to get from the chapel to the community room, where we gathered 
weekly for lunch. 15 minutes? I was…shocked.  

As someone with able-bodied privilege, after chapel, I could just process out the 
back side-door of Marsh chapel, walk about 20 seconds down another set of stairs to the 
passageway between the School of Theology and the Law school, head through the 
back door of the School of Theology, and take another 20 second walk to the entrance of 
the community room. The whole thing took about...2 minutes...maybe less. 

My colleague explained to us where she had to go to take the accessible route 
and it was…ridiculous. Once out the accessible exit to the chapel and looking out on the 
plaza, she has to head left, in the complete opposite direction of the school, because the 
only accessible ramp down to the next level where the accessible entrance to the School 
of Theology is is connected to the College of Arts and Sciences. She heads down a 
zigzagging ramp from there, and then has to cross the entire quad behind the chapel, 
following a paved path, before she finally arrives at the passageway between the School 
of Theology and the Law school, only to find another long zigzagging ramp to be able 
to get into the back door. Hence, having to decide between chapel and lunch, or else be 
late to “community” lunch. 

  My imperative now is to carry that story with me – to do the work of 
remembering and begin to see the world through the lens of whether it is accessible or 
not, because as my colleague always says, if we advocate together for a world with 
more ramps and accessibility enhancers, folks with able-bodied privilege would see 
more clearly that disability is not an individual medical condition so much as a social 

 
2 Leslie Takahashi, “Commission on Institutional Change,” Plenary Session from MidAmerica 2019 Regional (UU) 

Assembly, St. Louis, MO, April 6, 2019. 



construction. I don’t always do the best job stewarding that story as a person with able-
bodied privilege. But I have to hang onto it in the ways that I can. 

 ** 

We are living in a divided country, and a polarized time. And yet, I still crave the 
world that Naomi Shihab Nye imagines in her poem (“And I looked around that gate of 
late and weary ones and I thought, This is the world I want to live in. The shared 

world. Not a single person in that gate—once the crying of confusion stopped—seemed 
apprehensive about any other person. They took the cookies. I wanted to hug all those 
other women, too. This can still happen anywhere. Not everything is lost.”)3 These 
days, it is perhaps easier than ever to be apprehensive of others. Who did they vote for, 
and why? What is that community doing (or not doing) to flatten the curve of the 
pandemic? And there is often a direct correlation between our apprehensiveness or 
distrust of someone, and our willingness to listen to their story.  

And yet, it’s always been through stories that my horizon has been stretched—
that I’ve been introduced to nuance, or at least been able to empathize with the 
intractability of some problems for people who carry different histories than I do. And 
maybe after all is said and done, I still disagree strongly, but we’ve been able to share 
cookies with powdered sugar on top, and that single choice of momentary softness 
(over and above distrust and hardness) incrementally softens the terrain between us, 
paving the way for sharing more stories in the future. 

In our UU faith we actually have a model for all of this: our idea of covenant. 
Since we are not a creedal tradition, we come from the starting point that we will 
believe different things. We actually just expect that that will happen. It’s baked into the 
way that we do things. We commit ourselves to our 7 principles and vow to be open 
and compassionate toward each other, we know that conflict will occasionally arise, 
and, when it does, we figure out how to come back into right relationship with each 
other.  

Not everything is tolerated. The Commission on Institutional Change 
recommends developing protocol to “address disruptive people and microaggressions 
as a barrier to covenantal community” for instance.4 But the two starting points, 
radically, are difference and love—knowing that difference will arise, and committing 
to sort it out with love for the other when it does. 

 
3 Naomi Shihab Nye, “Gate A4,” in Honeybee: Poems & Short Prose, pages unknown. Greenwillow Books, 2008. 

Accessed on web: https://poets.org/poem/gate-4.  
4 Commission on Institutional Change, Widening the Circle of Concern (Boston: Unitarian Universalist Association, 

2020), 18. Web.  
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What a powerful model it is to take out to our other communities. And to help us 
sort through and faithfully hold onto the wide diversity of stories and people that we 
will encounter in a lifetime. 

** 

         At the church where I am a member, Arlington Street Church in the Back Bay, 
the sharing of joys and concerns part of the service is done a little differently than here 
at First Parish. We weave together the joys and concerns, all shared by one reader, as a 
soloist sings the refrain from the hymn “Sanctuary.” In our own uniquely Unitarian 
Universalist rendition, we sing to each other “with thanksgiving, I’ll be a living 
sanctuary for you,” changing the meaning of the last line from the Christian I’ll be a 
living sanctuary for you (God) to the UU I’ll be a living sanctuary for you (my beloved 
community). 

         And in doing so, we (at Arlington Street, and here at First Parish) are 
covenanting to be good stewards of the joys and concerns shared that day at worship. 
Covenanting to recognize the sacredness in the story. To then do the hard, spiritual 
work of protecting it from being changed, mis-shared, or distorted once with us. To 
then hold it in meaningful ways. To neither claim it as our own, nor allow ourselves to 
forget that it has been lived as such. 

          This is our charge, and this is our promise: to be living sanctuaries for one 
another. And in acknowledging the impossibility of the task, may we hold our covenant 
in one hand with seriousness and in one hand with lightness. 

May it be so. 

Amen. 

 


