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Reverend Claire Feingold Thoryn 

May 3, 2015 

Theme: Heroes 

Sermon: Flowers in Meadows, Roses from Concrete 

 
Call to Worship  

 

Our worship theme this month of May is Heroes.  

We all have heroes, some we were close with, and some inspire us from afar.  

And we can be heroes, too. 

 

Unitarian minister Rebecca Parker wrote these words: 

 

“Your gifts 

whatever you discover them to be— 

can be used to bless or curse the world. 

 

The mind’s power,  

The strength of the hands,  

The reaches of the heart,  

Any of these gifts can serve to… 

Bind up wounds, 

Welcome the stranger, 

Praise what is sacred,… 

Or offer love. 

 

Any of these gifts can… 

Abandon the poor,  

Obscure what is holy,  

Comply with injustice, 

Or withhold love. 

 

You must answer this question: What will you do with your gifts? 

 

Choose to bless the world. 

 

The choice to bless the world… 

will draw you into community,… 

The companionship of struggle, 
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The importance of keeping faith, 

The comfort of human friendship,… 

The chorus of life welcoming you. 

 

None of us alone can save the world. 

Together—that is another possibility waiting.” 

 

Together, let us continue in worship. 

 

 

 

Reading: “The Story of Ferdinand the Bull” by Matt Mason  

Dad would come home after too long at work 

and I’d sit on his lap to hear 

the story of Ferdinand the Bull; every night, 

me handing him the red book until I knew 

every word, couldn’t read, 

just recite along with drawings 

of a gentle bull, frustrated matadors, 

the all-important bee, and flowers— 

flowers in meadows and flowers 

thrown by the Spanish ladies. 

Its lesson, really, 

about not being what you’re born into 

but what you’re born to be, 

even if that means 

not caring about the capes they wave in your face 

or the spears they cut into your shoulders. 

And Dad, wonderful Dad, came home 

after too long at work 

and read to me 

the same story every night 

until I knew every word, couldn’t read, 

just recite. 
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Sermon: Flowers in Meadows, Roses from Concrete 

 

Ferdinand the Bull is the lesson 

about not being what you’re born into 

but what you’re born to be. 

 

How many of you know the story of Ferdinand the Bull? 

The story was first published in 1936 so I bet a lot of you know it. 

 

I’ll tell it again so that everyone knows.  

 

Ferdinand was a little bull in Spain.  

All the other little bulls liked to run and jump and butt their heads together, 

but not Ferdinand.  

He liked to sit just quietly and smell the flowers.  

Ferdinand grew up to be big and strong.  

All the other little bulls grew up too  

and they all wanted the same thing:  

to be picked to fight in the bull fights in Madrid.  

 

But not Ferdinand.  

 

Even though he was so big and strong,  

he still wanted to sit just quietly and smell flowers all day.  

 

One day some men came to choose a bull to take to Madrid. Ferdinand was 

going to ignore them and sit in his favorite place in the shade and smell the 

flowers.  

But as he sat down, he sat on a bee, which stung him, and it hurt!  

 

It hurt so bad Ferdinand jumped up and ran around puffing and snorting, 

butting and pawing the ground as if he were crazy.  

And the men saw that and thought  

he must be the fiercest bull in all of Spain— 

perfect for the bull fights in Madrid.  

 

The day of the bull fight came and all the people were ready:  

the bands were playing, flags were flying,  

and all the ladies had flowers in their hair.  

Into the ring came the bull fighters.  
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First the Banderillos with the long sharp pins to stick the bull and make him 

mad.   

Then the Picadores with long spears to the stick the bull and make him 

madder.  

And then the Matador, with the red cape and a sword, who was supposed to 

stick the bull the last of all.  
 

They were all afraid of Ferdinand,  

whom they called Ferdinand the Fierce.  

Even though they had the swords,  

They were afraid! 

 

Ferdinand ran into the ring, right into the middle of it.  

He saw all the flowers in all the ladies’ hair  

and he sat down just quietly and smelled.  

He wouldn’t fight and be fierce no matter what the fighters did.  

 

So they took him home. And the book ends,  

 

“and for all I know he is sitting there still,  

under his favorite cork tree,  

smelling the flowers just quietly.  

He is very happy.” 

 

The poet says: 

Its lesson, really, 

about not being what you’re born into 

but what you’re born to be, 

even if that means 

not caring about the capes they wave in your face 

or the spears they cut into your shoulders. 

 

It’s funny, when I first read that poem,  

I realized I had never imagined the bullfighters  

actually sticking Ferdinand with their spears and swords.  

And when you look at the pictures, the fighters are just waving their capes 

and looking crestfallen.  

 

As a child, I assumed that the fighters weren’t allowed to poke the bull if he 

didn’t rush at them first.  
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I thought the bull had to give them probable cause. 

I thought there were rules of fair play. 

 

It is a different image to think of the men actually attacking him,  

and him just sitting there,  

turning the other cheek.  

I wonder how long Ferdinand could have sat quietly,  

as spears cut into his shoulders.  

After all, it only took one bee to make him puff and snort and kick and rage.   

 

But perhaps it is even more heroic this way: 

the peaceful bull, accepting his attackers by sitting just quietly, waiting to go 

back to his peaceful home.  

 

Not everyone has peaceful homes.  

Not everyone has meadows of flowers to smell,  

or shady trees to sit under. 

It is hard to be peaceful when you grow up in a battlefield. 

 

On Thursday night I was part of an event put on by  

the Lexington Interfaith Clergy Association—LICA— 

a public conversation on race.  

More than a 150 people came to the Depot in Lexington  

to listen to speakers and share personal stories  

of how racism has affected their lives and how we can help Lexington be 

more multicultural and anti-racist.  

 

Our police chief Mark Corr was there, and he stood up and talked about how 

he knows serving here in Lexington is different than serving in a big city 

like Baltimore.  

He spoke of how he wants his force to be worthy of our trust, upholding the 

standards of decency and lawfulness,  

while also valuing diversity and difference.  

He said we could ask him anything—he couldn’t be offended—and he said 

he was willing to show up to any event  

he or his fellow officers were invited to,  

to make connections in the community,  

to show how much they care.  

 

But in Baltimore, there is a different story. 
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The events in Baltimore— 

the death of Freddie Gray,  

the peaceful protests by thousands,  

the few dozen rioters,  

the violent response of the Baltimore police— 

all of these events call us, again,  

to open our eyes to the ways  

systemic racism and poverty and oppression  

have harmed everyone in America. 

 

Ferdinand was born and raised in a meadow of flowers. 

Freddie Gray was a black man who was born  

to a mother with drug addictions living in poverty,  

in a home with peeling paint that gave him severe lead poisoning, lead 

poisoning that left him with lifelong mental deficits,  

unable to work. 

 

He didn’t wake up one day and find himself facing  

the Banderillos and Picadores and Matadors of life. 

He faced them every day.  

Every single day, their spears cut into his shoulders. 

What Freddie was born into 

changed what he was born to be. 

Our circumstances change us and shape us.  

 

Tupac Shakur, the late rapper, said 

 “You see, you wouldn’t ask why the rose that grew from concrete had 

damaged petals. 

On the contrary, we would all celebrate its tenacity. 

We would all love its will to reach the sun. 

Well.  

 

We are the roses. 

This is the concrete. 

These are my damaged petals. 

Don’t ask me why. 

Ask me how.” 

On the day Freddie Gray died, 

he was arrested without probable cause.  

That means he was actually doing nothing wrong. 
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He saw a police officer and, as I might do to after a lifetime of being 

hassled, he turned to go in the opposite direction.  

That is not illegal, but that is why he was arrested.  

He had no drugs or weapons or anything illegal on him. 

The police report said he had a switchblade on him, 

but the investigation showed it was nothing more than a small swiss army 

knife that I happen to know a bunch of people in this room also carry.   

 

He had not done anything wrong.  

But he ended up shackled by the hands and the feet  

and put on his belly in the back of a long police van,  

no seatbelt or safety measures protecting him when he could not protect 

himself. 

 

And then instead of driving the four blocks over to the police station, the 

officers drove around for 45 minutes,  

checking on him a few times  

and seeing that he was injured,  

but not helping him when he asked for help 

and not helping him when he was injured so badly  

he could no longer speak. 

He was hurt so bad that he died. 

 

I have seen people point out that Freddie Grey had been arrested many times 

before.  

Yes, he’d been arrested for possessing marijuana and for possessing things 

like cards and dice— 

gambling stuff—I didn’t even know you could get arrested for that.   

I see those newscasters and online commenters 

list his misdemeanors as though that is proof enough  

that he deserved to die, that he was always bad news.  

 

They say, he was no hero.  

 

And you know, he wasn’t; no one is a perfect hero. 

 

It is true: Freddie Grey, or Eric Garner, or Michael Brown—and there are so 

many more names I could list—they were not perfect people. 

They were complex people just like you and me. 
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But you don’t have to be a hero to deserve justice.  

You don’t even have to be a “good person” to deserve justice. 

Not only is that concept part of the foundation of democracy, 

That is part of the foundation of our faith. 

Unitarian Universalism affirms that we are all imperfect people who will 

make mistakes,  

and yet at our very core we have the ability to choose goodness, 

to seek redemption, to begin again in love. 

 

All Ferdinand wanted to do was sit in the shade,  

just quietly smelling the flowers. 

When he was stung, he rose up in anger. He was fierce. 

He jumped up and ran around and puffing and snorting,  

butting and pawing the ground as if he were crazy. 

 

I sympathize with that: 

He was in pain. 

Misdirected rage is not illegitimate rage.1 

But really, all Ferdinand wanted was peace.  

He just wanted to be left alone.  

He wanted to be what he was born to be.  

 

And we celebrate his tenacity, 

we love his will to reach the sun.  

 

If there is any hero in Baltimore right now,  

I think it is Marilyn Mosby, the state attorney, who is prosecuting the 

Baltimore officers who were involved in Freddie’s death.  

She is a 35 year old African American woman who grew up in Boston.  

Her mother, father, grandfather, and uncles were all police officers. When 

she was a girl, she lost her 17 year old cousin to gun violence.  

That experience taught her the power and importance of justice. And now 

she is the youngest chief prosecutor in a major US city. She is what makes 

the situation in Baltimore different  

from Ferguson, from New York, from Cleveland:  

she is seeking timely justice.  

 

 

                                                 
1 Charles Blow 
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On Friday she stood up and said: 
 

To the people of Baltimore and the demonstrators across America…. 

To those that are angry, hurt or have their own experiences of 

injustice… 

I urge you to channel that energy peacefully as we prosecute this case.  

I have heard your calls for ‘No justice, no peace,’  

however your peace is sincerely needed as I work to deliver justice on 

behalf of Freddie Gray. 

Last but certainly not least, to the youth of the city.  

I will seek justice on your behalf.  
 

This is a moment.  

This is your moment.  

Let’s insure we have peaceful and productive rallies  

that will develop structural and systemic changes  

for generations to come.  

You’re at the forefront of this cause  

and as young people, our time is now. 
 

We can make this world less about what you’re born into 

and more about helping everyone  

become what you’re born to be. 
 

Choose to bless the world. 

We can break up the concrete  

and help all roses reach the sun. 
 

All of us, whether we are strong as sunflowers, 

or whether our petals have been damaged  

as we fought our way towards the sun,  

we all have our part to play. 
 

None of us alone can save the world. 

Together—that is another possibility waiting. 

I know we have the tenacity to change the world. 

Don’t ask me why.  

Ask each other how.  

May it be so, and may we work to make it so.  Amen.  

 


