
“Who Needs You?” 
Rev. Claire Feingold Thoryn 

September 18, 2016 
Worship Theme – Calling 

 
Hymns: 
Opening: 121 We’ll Build a Land 
Centering: Voice Still and Small 391   
Offering: Standing on the Side of Love (choir) 
Closing: 34 Though I May Speak with Bravest Fire (echo of 
prelude) 
 
Call to worship: 
 
On this day we will explore the complicated, twisty nature of 
“calling.” Sometimes we are called in several directions at once. 
Perhaps you know the feeling of being called to care for a child, 
a parent, your work, your spouse, and the world all in the same 
day—or minute, and feeling like no choice is the right choice. 
How do we answer our calling when our calling comes from all 
corners? I call us to worship with these words from the poet 
Wendell Berry:  
 
It may be that when we no longer know what to do 
we have come to our real work, 
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and that when we no longer know which way to go 
we have come to our real journey. 
  
The mind that is not baffled is not employed. 
  
The impeded stream is the one that sings. 
 
Our chalice is the symbol of our free faith. The symbol came 
into being during World War II, when the newly created 
Unitarian Service Committee was trying to get refugees out of 
Europe. In this way, our chalice was born from our faith’s 
commitment to justice and moral courage even in the face of 
great danger. Our chalice flame will be lit this morning by Laura 
Maltby. 
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Reading: “The World Has Need of You” by Ellen Bass 
                                          everything here 
                                          seems to need us 
                                                      Rainer Maria Rilke 
I can hardly imagine it 
as I walk to the lighthouse, feeling the ancient 
prayer of my arms swinging 
in counterpoint to my feet. 
Here I am, suspended 
between the sidewalk and twilight, 
the sky dimming so fast it seems alive. 
What if you felt the invisible 
tug between you and everything? 
A boy on a bicycle rides by, 
his white shirt open, flaring 
behind him like wings. 
It’s a hard time to be human. We know too much 
and too little. Does the breeze need us? 
The cliffs? The gulls? 
If you’ve managed to do one good thing, 
the ocean doesn’t care. 
But when Newton’s apple fell toward the earth, 
the earth, ever so slightly, fell 
toward the apple. 
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Sermon:  “Who Needs You?” 
 
The world has need of you.  
What if you felt the invisible tug between you and everything? 
 
It is a hard time to be human.  
We know too much and too little. 
We are called in so many different directions, and our choices 
never seem clear.  
 
The poet is walking in twilight, that twilight where you have to 
start to squint a little—was that a boy on a bicycle, or an angel 
that just flew by? “Everything here seems to need us” she thinks, 
but what are we needed to do? How can we pull our center of 
gravity closer to justice? 
 
In Israel, at the Holocaust Museum and Memorial Yad Vashem, 
there is an list of non-Jews around the world who helped Jewish 
people to safety during World War II. As historians uncover 
heroic stories, they add names to this list of The Righteous 
Among the Nations. There are about 26,000 names on the list, 
and only five Americans.i  
Two of those Americans are Unitarians: Martha and Waitstill 
Sharp, from Wellesley Massachusetts.  
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We are learning more about their heroic story thanks to a new 
documentary that will air on PBS this coming Tuesday night, 
directed by Ken Burns and the grandson of the Sharps, Artemis 
Joukowsky. Tom Hanks is the voice of Waitstill Sharp. I really 
look forward to watching it in a few days and I hope you watch 
it too.  
 
In the late 1930s, it was a hard time to be human.  
We knew too much and too little about what was really going on 
overseas.  
Violence had been increasing in Europe as Hitler rose to power.  
 
The “Munich Agreement” of 1938 sliced Czechoslovakia  
to pieces in the name of peace,  
giving part of it to Hitler-controlled Germany.  
Thus weakened, the whole country started to fall to Nazi control.  
 
The Unitaria church of Prague sent a plea to the denominational 
leadership in Boston:  

“Don’t send money. Send Americans.” 
Nazis were infiltrating Czech communities and the only thing 
Nazis were afraid of was Americans.  
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The leadership of our denomination wanted to help the Czechs, 
and they also wanted to start a larger project—to create a 
Unitarian service committee like the Quakers.  
They decided to find a minister and his wife (ahem) to send 
over. 
The first choice couple said no.  
Second choice couple said no.  
Third choice couple said no.  
 
This goes on… 17 ministers and spouses said no.  
Then they tried the 18th minister on the list: Rev.Waitstill Sharp 
and his social worker wife Martha. 
 
Waitstill was 37. Martha was 33.  
They had two small children:  
a 6 year old son, and a 2 year old daughter.  
They had every reason to say no to the call,  
just like 17 other couples had said no before them.  
But instead, they said yes. 
 
They put their children in the care of members of their church in 
Wellesley, and they flew to Europe. 
 
First they went to England, to meet with Quakers and Unitarians 
and learn more about what was happening.  
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They were told they would have to learn spycraft to evade the 
Nazis. That’s when they realized how dangerous their mission 
was. But instead of heading home, they took a train into Prague.  
 
Their train heading into Prague was like a ghost train—just a 
handful of people on board. As they pulled into the platform 
they could see the trains leaving Prague packed with people. 
There were thousands of people, mostly men, fleeing the city. 
The platforms were full of weeping women and children.  
It was a nation in crisis. 
 
Less than one month after Martha and Waitstill arrived, the 
Nazis invaded, March 15, 1939.  
They thought again about leaving.  
Instead, they changed their mission from refugee support to 
rescue.  
They started getting people out any way they could.  
They had to evade the Gestapo while also dealing with the 
beaurocracy of rescue.  
Rescuing people, helping them leave their country, takes lots 
and lots of paper, persistence, and money. 
It still does.  
 
When Waitstill first arrived in Europe, Artemis says, he had that 
good “Sunday school mentality.”  
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He didn’t want to break any laws.  
But soon he and Martha were laundering money; bribing 
officials; trading on the black market; burning documents; 
dressing in disguises; taking people over mountain borders—
anything to get people out.  
One time they arranged for a member of the Czech parliament to 
hide in a hospital morgue, and then be smuggled out while 
playing dead in a body bag. 
 
They stayed in Czechoslovakia for about six months until 
finally, there was a warrant for their arrest.  
Arrest didn’t mean jail.  
Arrest mean concentration camp, torture, and death.  
It was time to go. 
While Waitstill and Martha were on the boat ride home,  
England declared war against Germany.  
World War II had officially begun. 
 
When Martha and Waitstill got home they were amazed—most 
Americans were terribly worried about one big issue: who 
would win the World Series.  
 
The Great Depression left an attitude of isolationism in America 
that seemed to darken everyone’s vision.  
We were walking in twilight.  
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Americans could only see in front of their noses.  
Anti-Semitism was rampant.  
“It’s not our war. They are not our neighbors.”  
America was staying out of the fight.  
 
Here’s a description of what staying out of the fight looked like. 
In spring of 1939, while the Sharps were still in Prague, the St. 
Louis sailed into our waters.  
It was a boat carrying about 900 Jewish refugees from Europe. 
Denied entry to Cuba, they pleaded with President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt to let them in.  
A State Department telegram sent aboard admonished the 
passengers to  

“await their turns on the waiting list and qualify for and 
obtain immigration visas before they may be admissible 
into the United States.” ii 

You see what I mean about beaurocratic paperwork and money.  
 
FDR, who could have let them in through executive order, never 
responded. Americans were not interested in helping immigrants 
and he wanted a third term in office.  
 
The ship turned away from the lights of Miami  
and was sent back to Europe.  
We know at least half of those passengers died in the Holocaust.  
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The Sharps were pacifists.  
They had always believed in staying out of fights.  
But they knew Hitler could not be negotiated with— 
he had to be stopped militarily.  
In 1940, a year before Pearl Harbor, Waitstill, back in his 
Wellesley pulpit, actually declared war on Germany, himself.  
 
His Unitarian siblings in faith were not happy about it.  
They were skeptical. It all seemed…inappropriate.  
People weren’t happy about how they left the children and the 
congregation.  
Then came a new command from the denominational President 
Frederick Eliot: Go back.   
 
By June 1940, so many people were dying and disappearing, 
that the Unitarian leadership was desperate to not simply to 
rescue people, but to set up an entire rescue organization that 
could carry on the work when the Sharps were not there.  
 
And so they went back.  
This time the kids were split up to two different families.  
Waitstill and Martha were gone for a long time.  
 
They saved approximately 3,500 Jewish people.  
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In Marseilles, they pioneered routes that saved hundreds more. 
The stories of that time are incredible—I do hope you watch the 
documentary on Tuesday.  
 
Here are two different sets of children who looked up to Martha 
and Waitstill.  
 
The first child is Marianne. Marianne was 12.  
She was one of three Jewish sisters—triplets—who fled with 
their parents to Marseilles with thousands of other refugees in 
hopes of gaining passage abroad.  
But France surrendered to Germany and the Nazis took over, 
interning the Jewish refugees in work camps.  
Marianne and her family had reached the end of their hope. 
Then they met Martha Sharp.  
Martha had pledged, as her personal mission, to save as many 
children as possible.  
Martha managed—with lots of paperwork and money and 
persistance—to get Marianne and her sisters exit visas and to 
convince the State Department to let them into the United States.  
As a woman of 79, Marianne looked back on those days, and 
said she knew her whole family would have died if not for 
Martha Sharp.  
She said:  

“What she did is outstanding, it will never be forgotten.”  
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The second child has a similar name—Marion. Marion Sharp. 
Marion was two when her mother and father left. Her brother 
Hastings Sharp was sent away to another home. Marion grew up 
in the care of various “aunts” and “uncles.”  
When she was three she got very sick—an infection led to 
pneumonia. She was in the hospital and almost died.  
Her recuperation took months. Her parents missed it all.  
 
Even after their parents returned, she and her brother never did 
have a close relationship with them.  
Hastings said,  
“They were incredible people, but we had to fend for ourselves.” 
 
Everything here seems to need us. 
It’s a hard time to be human.  
Do you feel the invisible 
tug between you and everything? 
 
Artemis Joukousky admits there was a real cost to the choice his 
grandparents made.  
They saved thousands of lives.  
But they broke their childrens’ hearts.  
And their own hearts broke too—they divorced in 1954, and 
rarely, if ever, spoke of the life-changing experiences they had 
shared.  
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Perhaps you are wondering if you would have saved Jews from 
the Nazis during World War II.  
Yet Artemis has pointed out that is asking the wrong question.  
The question, he says, is what are you doing now?  
How are we called to live our faith?  
What is tugging on our hearts? 
 
The answer to that question is never easy.  
In saying yes to one call we say no to others.  
Every choice is complicated and imperfect.  
And the story of the St. Louis reminds us  
that pretending we don’t have to choose  
is its own complicated and terribly imperfect choice.  
 
There are no perfect heroes.  
There are only people who make a choice, and then live into it,  
and face the consequences that come.  
The choice the Sharps faced was not just 
how much will you sacrifice,  
but rather,  
how much of your loved one’s lives will you sacrifice? 
 
There are millions of refugees out there now, fleeing the 
violence of ISIS, a regime as terrifying as Hitler’s.  
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There are people who are begging to come into the United 
States, and we say, we will only let in 10,000 a year  
and they must  

“await their turns on the waiting list and qualify for and 
obtain immigration visas before they may be admissible 
into the United States.”  
 

Artemis is waiting to open his home to five Syrian refugee 
children. But he’s been waiting a year as the paperwork groans 
on.  
 
As people die overseas, America is worried: who will win the 
World Series? 
 
I think about what I am doing now and I know  
I could not make the same choice as Waitstill and Martha.  
Granted, no one from the UUA has called and directly asked me 
to go to Syria, or Lesbos, or Germany.  
 
But if UUA president Peter Morales called and said, “Hey 
Claire. You are not my first choice. In fact, we’ve already asked 
17 people we think would be more suited to this work, but they 
all said no. I’m deep into the B-list, but I have to ask—would 
you go fight evil overseas?”  
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Well, I know that I would look at my two children, the exact 
same age as the Sharps’ children, and I would privilege their 
needs over the more dire needs of other people’s children.  
Love makes me weak in the face of injustice.  
These are choices I have made, and they are imperfect.  
 
And yet I know that even when we cannot make the extreme 
choice, we can still do something. Moral courage is something 
we can show in large and small ways.  
Maybe you are the one person in 18 who says yes to that call. 
Maybe you leave behind everything you love and join the fight. 
Or, maybe you are the community member who celebrates that 
courageous choice, instead of staying skeptical and disapproving 
on the sidelines. 
Maybe you are the person who takes in the child of a person 
answering that call. 
Maybe you are the one who waves goodbye to the person 
answering that call, and your life’s work is letting them go. 
Maybe you are the one who speaks up against Islamophobia. 
Maybe you are the one who supports international service 
committees, maybe you push papers, give money, so that the 
wheels of beaurocracy move towards justice.  
Maybe you open a home to refugees. 
Maybe you are the one who is saved, and you live a life that 
honors the gift you were given.  
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Maybe you are the one who tells the story, so the story never 
fades into the twilight. 
 
Everything here seems to need us. 
We know too much and too little. 
The invisible tug calls you towards your own imperfect choice. 
There is no right way, but there is your way.  
“The impeded stream is the one that sings.”  
May we answer the song with love and courage, however we 
can. 
Amen. 
 
 
Sing with me please, the song that is our prayer that all we do, 
however imperfect, be done with love. Please rise in body or in 
spirit for Hymn number 34, “Though I May Speak with Bravest 
Fire.” 
 
                                                
i Lots of details in this sermon found here: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2006/09/13/AR2006091302202_pf.html and from Artemis Joukousky on the 
VUU here: http://www.questformeaning.org/event/vuu-defying-nazis/ and Kristoff’s article here: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/18/opinion/sunday/would-you-hide-a-jew-from-the-nazis.html. 
http://www.uuworld.org/articles/two-who-dared-heroism-on-film 
http://www.bostonglobe.com/ideas/2016/09/08/unitarian/lyYbBOhAPfHckIX5tfZvBJ/story.html  
http://www.pbs.org/kenburns/defying-the-nazis-the-sharps-war/sharps-journey/ 
 
ii https://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10005267 


