
Call to Worship 

 

I call us to Worship this morning with words from the (UU) minister and historian Rev. Mark 

Morrison-Reed. 

 

The central task of the religious community 

Is to unveil the bonds  

That bind each to all. 

 

There is a connectedness, 

A relationship discovered amid the particulars 

Of our own lives and the lives of others. 

 

Once felt, it inspires us to act for justice. 

 

It is the church that assures us 

That we are struggling for justice on our own, 

But as members of a larger community. 

 

The religious community is essential,  

For alone our vision is too narrow 

To see all that must be seen, 

Our strength is too limited  

To do all that must be done. 

Together our vision widens  

and our strength is renewed. 

 

Amen, let us join together in our opening hymn, 361: Enter, Rejoice, and Come In  
 

 

 

 

Homily 

 

This past Friday morning, two days ago, when Claire told me I was going to take over leading 

the services this morning, I was reminded of an old story about back-to-school time, about those 

special scary September challenges that many of our young people have faced down just this last 

week.  

 

The story goes like this: It’s the first day of school, and a brand new teacher is out in the hallway, 

banging his head against a locker. “Oh, no, no, no!”  he moans, “How did you get yourself into 

this?” 

 

A veteran teacher steps in. “Are you okay?”  

 



The newbie replies: “Me? Oh yeah, I’ll be fine – just as soon as I can get this kid out of his 

locker!” 

 

Just like that new teacher, I was not really banging my head against a wall on Friday. Because I 

didn’t have to start from scratch building this service. Rev. Claire was prepared. 

 

One of the many great things about Claire as a minister is that she’s always preparing sermons – 

collecting little gems from here and there, to share with you from the pulpit. Turns out, she’d 

been thinking about today, Ingathering Sunday all summer long, so by the time she got sick last 

week, she already had most of her homily ready to go, and she just handed it all to me to deliver.  

 

(Kids: There’s an important lesson in there about not procrastinating, which I really should learn.  

. . . Ah, Maybe I’ll think about it next week, I’m a bit busy right now.)  

 

So on Friday Claire handed me three stories she wanted to share with you today, along with her 

reflections on them. These stories really get to the heart of the what we mean when we use the 

use the word “community.” 

 

The first story I bet is one you may have heard on the news this summer.  

 

On July 8 the Ursery family went to the beach, in Panama City, Florida. The two young sons, 

Stephen age 8, and Noah, 11, went swimming, and they soon found themselves a little too far 

out. Nearby Tabatha Monroe and her wife Brittany, heard their calls for help, and they swam out 

to the boys, who were strangers, who were strangers to them. But soon all four found themselves 

trapped in a powerful rip current 100 yards from shore. No matter how they struggled, they 

couldn’t get closer in. Over the next ten minutes, the Ursery boys’ parents, grandmother, and 

cousin also swam out to help, and they also got trapped. The riptide held them in its grip, they 

couldn’t swim in. It was all they could do to keep their heads above water and scream for help. 

Struggling to stay afloat, the grandmother had a heart attack, in the water. 

 

There were no lifegaurds on duty that day. Someone on the beach phoned the police; they arrived 

but they waited on the sand for a rescue boat.  

 

The commotion stirred a couple on the beach, Jessica and Derek Simmons, and they jumped up 

to help. “Does anyone have a rope?” Derek shouted No. So Derek thought, “Well, let’s make 

one.” He ran around the beach, drumming up volunteers, and people of every race and age and 

size jumped up. Within minutes, 80 people had waded into the ocean and linked themselves 

together, arm in arm, hand in hand, in a human chain 100 yards long. Jessica, an excellent 

swimmer, climbed out to the end of the chain, and then, with a surf board, she swam out a few 

more feet to grab each stranded person and bring them in, to be passed along the chain, person to 

person, all the way to shore. 

 

By the time the last person was safe and on the beach, nearly an hour had passed. Everyone had 

survived, exhausted. They traded handshakes and ‘high-fives’ and went back to their separate 

lives.  

 



In this story, Claire wants us to note that first the folks on the beach noticed that the group in the 

water was in trouble, they pulled their attention from their own concerns and they noticed. Then 

they decided to join in, even though it could be dangerous in the water. They decided to go out, 

to hold hands with strangers and to just trust them not to let go. And afterward, all 80 people just 

went back to their lives. This life-saving community formed in a moment, out of strangers, 

accomplished this amazing thing and then dissolved back into the world.  

It shows us, Claire says, that these miraculous communities are always possible, anywhere, 

everywhere, just waiting to be formed. We all, all of us, have this capacity for bravery and action 

and cooperation. 

 

. . .  

 

Fast forward to August, in Houston, TX. A couple, Greg and Andrea Smith, both doctors, had 

moved there just a couple weeks before, to do some advanced training in their fields. They were 

also expecting their first child. Contractions started on Saturday, when it was just lightly raining,  

and they had planned to drive to the hospital in the morning, but overnight, just as Andrea’s 

contractions intensified, the flood waters outside their apartment rose to three feet deep. They 

were trapped, and the 911 line didn’t work.  

 

Greg and Andrea prepared for a home birth, but they didn’t have any medical supplies. 

 

A neighbor put out a distress call on an online message board. In short order, doctors, nurses 
and EMTs who lived nearby arrived at the door with sutures, scissors and other supplies. 
 
Someone else saw the message and contacted a friend who lived near a fire station. That 
person walked out into the storm to cross the street to tell the firefighters in person and 
Greg and Andrea. Those firefighters then found a man nearby with his own dumptruck – its 
giant wheels could still roll through the water, so the firefighters jumped in and headed 
toward Greg and Andrea’s apartment. 
 
Through the window, Greg saw the huge truck coming, and he ran outside to flag it down 
and ask for help. He says, “The guys shouted back to me, ‘We’re here for you!’” And he was 
amazed.  
 
Neighbors came out of the apartment building and waded waist deep into the water. They 
formed a human chain from the building door to the back of the truck, to pass Greg and 
Andrea safely through the waters, to lift them onto the truck and see them on to the hospital.   
 
Hours later, baby Adrielle was born and rushed into the ICU. “If she were born at home, that 
wouldn’t have been the best place for her,” Greg says. “I’m so glad she is in the hospital.”  

Today, baby and mother are healthy and thriving. The name Adrielle means “she belongs to 
God.” 
 



In this story, Claire says, the couple was ready to go it alone. They didn’t ask for people to figure 

out a way to get them to the hospital. But everyone around them pitched in anyway, and they 

created a solution.  

 

Greg and Andrea just had to accept the hands held out to them, to wade through the waters, and 

get on the truck. The helpers couldn’t stop the unstoppable—they couldn’t keep Harvey from 

coming and flooding and causing destruction. But they could help someone in need even in the 

face of the destruction.  

 

Claire says, Even when a problem is insurmountable, there is always something we can do as a 

community that makes a difference. 

 

. . .  
 
Here’s our third story, which also happened in August, down in Durham, North Carolina, in 
the wake of the Charlottesville marches.  
 
On Monday, August 14, a crowd of people gathered in a Durham town square around a 
statue of a Confederate soldier. They chanted, tied ropes to the bronze figure, which was up 
high on a platform, and they pulled it down. It crumpled on impact, and the crowd cheered. 
In the days that followed, police arrested 8 people on charges of rioting and property 
damage. 
 
But hundreds more showed up at the courthouse, forming a line around the block, 
demanding to be arrested, asking to turn themselves in.  
 

"Dozens of people are here to take responsibility for the removal of that statue, " Serena 
Sebring, a demonstrator who played no part in the statue's destruction, told Durham's 

Herald-Sun newspaper. "All of us are willing to share the cost of our freedom. All of us are 
willing to take whatever responsibility, whatever consequences come along with the 
removal of that statue." 
 

In this story, instead of creating a human chain to drag someone out of a bad situation, here was 

was a long line of people ready to jump into a bad situation, in order to stand up for justice and 

morality. They were ready to put their own bodies on the line just as much as someone wading 

into riptide or flood, to hold the hands of someone who needed help.  

 

The symbols and statues of racism and white supremacy in this country are bountiful, and it will 

take many people, willing link arms together and work towards justice. The folks in Durham 

point the way for us.  

 
All of us are willing to share the cost of our freedom. 
 

Claire chose these three stories because are all about the awesome and maybe surprising power 

of human community, our potential to pitch in whenever and however necessary, to help 

strangers, and to empower the good in us all.  

 

https://twitter.com/VirginiaBridges/status/898164105604980738
https://twitter.com/VirginiaBridges/status/898164105604980738


Claire writes:  

 

“These stories about community remind me that we can’t do it all—no individual is responsible 

for all the work of the whole community. We all play our part and sometimes it is our role to be 

the one lifted to safety, carried on the strengths of others. Today it is my turn,” Claire says. “As I 

recover from pneumonia, I feel blessed that the Follen community and the whole staff, have been 

so supportive.  

 

Every year, Claire says, I remind the congregation that communities are made up of people, 

regular people, just you and me, and people of course inevitably disappoint each other. What 

matters is sticking together afterward, in accepting one another in all our imperfections and 

disappointments. I guess I’m disappointing some people now, she says -- I didn’t even show up 

to work today! Haha. 

 

So hey, Follen, Let’s stick together. Let’s be fallible, vulnerable, regular people, just like those 

people on that beach, in that flood, at that courthouse.  

 

Here we are in a community that has lasted, and will last, much longer than those in those three 

stories. Because we don’t just high five each other and go our separate ways, never to be seen 

again. We return to each other, and this place. We know each other, we accept each other, and 

we work together. And so, with the depth of our relationships, we are stronger, and what we can 

do together could be even greater. 

 

Together, Claire and I are struck with awe by this congregation, by the simple fact that regular 

people gathered together in that building next door 182 years ago. And that, ever since, hand in 

hand, one generation to the next, they – YOU – WE -- have carefully built and nurtured this 

community, this fragile yet capable, enduring and life-saving human chain, year after year after 

year. 

 

And now, you hold that chain in your hands, both literally and figuratively. (Pause) 

 

The central task of the religious community, writes Mark Morrison-Reed,  

Is to unveil the bonds  

That bind each to all. 

 

For alone our vision is too narrow 

To see all that must be seen, 

Our strength is too limited  

To do all that must be done. 

 

We humans are limited. But Together, we can do more.  

 

We see can further, to that distant shore, to a future vision of justice and peace. We can link arms 

and pull each other through, through the fear and the flood waters, to a new and higher ground.   

 



Together we are whole and capable and stronger than we know, stronger than we yet even 

imagine. And ready to move the whole world forward, one step at a time, with our love. 

 

Let us together begin a new year, linked by love, by history, by our shared commitments and our 

shared vision. Let us walk forward in faith, arm in arm, hand in hand. 

 

Rev. Claire writes: “Our human chain isn’t going anywhere—we are here to stay. I am grateful 

for the Follen Community, the human chain that lifts me up and wraps me in love, and I am 

grateful for another year together.” 

 

Amen and so may it be.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


