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September 30, 2018 

Worship Theme “Spiral” (leading into “Touchstones”) 

 

Call to Worship: 

This is our last Sunday with the worship theme of Spiral.  

Like a pebble tossed in water,  

even our smallest actions cause ripples.  

You know it has been a rough week when I’m texting Vivian 

Montgomery on Sunday morning: “we need angrier hymns.” 

 

Senator Patrick Leahy: 

“Bravery is contagious.” 

Rev. Karen Johnston: 

“If you are not feeling brave, you can have some of mine.  

If I am not feeling brave, I will borrow some of yours.  

We will add our brave together.” 

 

Let us add our brave together. 

Let’s spread the brave around. 

Let us be brave, together. Let us worship.  

 
Introit: “Standing Stone” the congregation is invited to join in 

Opening Hymn: 175 “We Celebrate the Web of Life”  

170 We’re a Gentle Angry People verses 1-3 

Personal Point: Arthur Prokosch, Welcoming Congregation Committee 

Centering Hymn: Return Again same as last week 

Reading: “Start Close In” by David Whyte 
"No one can do everything, but if everyone does something everything will get done." (Martin Luther King, 
Jr.) 
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Reading: “Start Close In” by David Whyte 

 
Start close in, 

don’t take the second step 

or the third, 

start with the first 

thing 

close in, 

the step you don’t want to take. 

 

Start with 

the ground 

you know, 

the pale ground 

beneath your feet, 

your own 

way of starting 

the conversation. 

 

Start with your own 

question, 

give up on other 

people’s questions, 

don’t let them 

smother something 

simple. 

 

To find 

another’s voice 
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follow 

your own voice, 

wait until 

that voice 

becomes a 

private ear 

listening 

to another. 

 

Start right now 

take a small step 

you can call your own 

don’t follow 

someone else’s 

heroics, be humble 

and focused, 

start close in, 

don’t mistake 

that other 

for your own. 

 

Start close in, 

don’t take the second step 

or the third, 

start with the first 

thing 

close in, 

the step you don’t want to take. 
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Sermon: Spiraling Out 

 

“If you are not feeling brave, you can have some of mine.  

If I am not feeling brave, I will borrow some of yours.  

We will add our brave together.” 

Start close in. Start with the first step.  

 

Last Saturday I wore a different robe. 

I put on a red top. A red long skirt. A red flowing cloak. A white 

hat with a brim that covered my face. I borrowed the bravery of 

five other women, all of us in the same red robes. We started 

with the ground we knew, the pale ground beneath our own feet. 

And robed in red, silently carrying signs supporting women’s 

rights, we walked the Boston Freedom Trail. 

 

Bravery is contagious. 

 

My good friend and colleague Rev. Mara Dowdall is one of 

those people I’ve always looked up too, ever since we met in 

Divinity School. She’s a brilliant thinker, a loving mom, an 

amazing preacher. She is gentle and warm and good and kind. 

She has always been an inspiration to me. 

Last winter she decided to leave parish ministry.  

Don’t worry, that is not the inspiration I’m about to share.  
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I’m inspired by what she has done wither her unpaid sabbatical 

in between leaving her church and starting a new job as a 

chaplain.  

She went to DC multiple times to protest injustice, speak out for 

women’s rights, protest the degradation of political process, and 

each time she got arrested. 

She’d never done that before,  

protested with the intent to incur arrest.  

In fact her first job after college was working on Capital Hill in 

a congressman’s office. She was the staffer answering the 

phones, answering the emails.  

Those staffers are young and idealistic humans.  

They are earnestly doing their best keeping that system in place, 

keeping the “wheels of democracy” turning.  

And now 20 years later she was one of the two dozen or so 

people on the floor of the Senate building hallway,  

chanting for women’s rights,  

getting arrested for “incommoding,”  

trying to get the wheels of oppression to grind to a halt. 

 

I was stunned watching her journey.  

I don’t know how to describe how surprised I was.  

I felt like, if Mara Dowdall, The Best Person I Know, is getting 

arrested, we are really in the end times.  

 

Mara, I asked: why now? Why you?  
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She told me: 

 

- I was moved to act now because it feels like the stakes are 

incredibly high and if we don’t do SOMETHING than 

stopping terrible things won’t be possible. Stopping them is 

not guaranteed but if we don’t step up then it’s not even 

possible. 

 

- I felt I needed to step up and take more risks - be willing 

to sacrifice something (in this case mainly time and 

inconvenience and being with my family for a short period 

of time.) 

 

- I somehow feel like if we all stretched beyond our 

comfort zone to do just a bit more it would have a powerful 

effect. 

 

I asked, were you scared? 

 

- I wasn’t scared because I knew the drill from others and 

that I likely wouldn’t be held overnight- I knew risk was 

relatively low and this would be a privileged arrest with 

capital police who do this all the time. Also WHITE LADY 

PRIVILEGE is so real. Officers [were] kind and gentle 

with me.  
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But, she said:  

- at same time it was a real thing. And especially when I 

disrupted hearing my heart was pounding and I was scared 

in a primal sense of breaking rules.  

There were moments during being processed of being 

aware I couldn’t leave…. And when they read us Miranda 

rights -  (she couldn’t finish the sentence). 

 

She said, it was incredibly powerful to share the experience with 

others. 

 

“If you are not feeling brave, you can have some of mine.  

If I am not feeling brave, I will borrow some of yours.  

We will add our brave together.” 

“Bravery is contagious.” 

 

Ben and I chipped in with a bunch of others to give her a little 

money to get to and from DC. But it felt like…what else can I 

do besides give money?  

 

David Whyte writes: 

take a small step 

you can call your own 

don’t follow 

someone else’s 

heroics, be humble 
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and focused, 

start close in. 

 

Soon after I saw on Facebook a neighbor, Jessie Steigerwald, 

posting about the Boston Red Cloaks.  

I had been following this form of protest since last spring. It’s 

based on ideas and images in the book The Handmaid’s Tale by 

Margaret Atwood.  

As a teenager I probably read The Handmaid’s Tale a half dozen 

times. Everything Atwood writes is brilliant, but if you haven’t 

read her work, start with The Handmaid’s Tale.  

The book is set in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in the “near 

future” in which a hyper-misogynistic totalitarian theocratic 

government has taken over. A twisted Biblical interpretation has 

elite couples enslaving fertile women as “Handmaids” to bear 

children. 

The Handmaids, as envisioned by Atwood, wear red cloaks. 

Their faces are covered by long brimmed white bonnets. They 

walk in pairs, never allowed to be alone. Their names have been 

taken away, they are given the name of their “Commander” the 

man they served. Offred is the main character: Of Fred.  

 

When the television show came out, I tried to watch it, but it 

was too raw and scary for me to watch.  

When I had first read the book in the 90s, it felt like impossible 

science-fiction to me. 
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But watching the show this past year, it felt all too real, all too 

possible. It felt like the headline of tomorrow.  

That may seem ridiculous to some.  

But I think many women and survivors of any gender 

understand what I’m saying.  

In 2018 when a person finds the bravery to speak her greatest 

trauma out loud,  

And when the response of male leaders in power is to say 

She is lying  

And anyway, who hasn’t done that 

And anyway, boys will be boys 

And anyway, that was so long ago 

And anyway it doesn’t matter we already said she’s a liar, 

They’re all liars, all of them… 

Yes, it feels all too real, all too possible. 

 

There’s this one part in the book and tv show The Handmaid’s 

Tale, where Offred lies down on the floor of her closet, a tiny 

place where she can be alone. And she sees, scratched on the 

floor, we can only guess by the Handmaid who came before her, 

this phrase in Latin. 

Nolite te bastardes carborundorum 

It’s not classical Latin, but roughly translated, it means,  

“Don’t let the bastards grind you down.” 

 

Don’t let the bastards grind you down. 
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We can add our brave together. 

Start close in. 

 

Women started using the images from the book and show as 

symbols of protest. The red and the white, the silence, was so 

powerful. One of the first photos I saw of a Handmaids protest, 

it was a line of red-cloaked women in the Ohio State House, 

filing in to court proceedings this past June. 

Red and white they filled the front row of the courtroom.  

The men in the courtroom were there to put forward a bill that 

would criminalize the most common abortion procedure, 

a medical procedure that is also used  

to support women’s health in other ways.  

The men continued debating the bill  

as though the women were not there. 

Maybe they really didn’t see them. 

The bill was passed. 

 

Don’t let the bastards grind you down. 

The red cloaks started showing up in more and more places. 

New Hampshire. 

Ireland.  

Argentina. 

London. 

Philadelphia. 

Washington, DC. 
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And Lexington Massachusetts.  

After I had seen Mara protest, I knew that was my next step.  

I had to start close in.  

We gathered at Jessie’s house, got dressed, and went to Boston.  

We walked the Freedom trail in silent pairs, holding signs.  

Signs about freedom and women’s rights. 

Walking together felt powerful.  

The bonnets shielded our eyes.  

At different places, our leader had us pause.  

We would stand in a row, silent, holding our signs, for long 

minutes.  

Standing together in robed silence, I felt like I was in the deepest 

meditation moment I have every experienced.  

I felt fully embodied yet totally out of body. 

Present and aware yet focused on my breath.  

 

Because of the bonnet, I heard rather than saw most of our 

interactions. 

There was audible pushback, from male voices: 

“Why are you against hangers?” 

Varied scoffing. 

Some affirmations from voices high and low,  

“You go girls, uh, ladies, uh.”  

“Keep it up.” “Yeah!”  
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When we stood on a set of stairs nears the State House on the 

Boston Common, one woman approached us, weeping. She 

asked if she could hug us. 

“Thank you,” she wept. “You don’t know how much this means 

to me.” 

 

We gave her some of our bravery. 

She gave us some of hers.  

We added our bravery together. 

 

At one point, as we stood silently on those stairs,  

a man and his son stood right near us,  

seemingly unaware or uncaring of our presence.  

Maybe they really didn’t see us.  

From what they were saying to each other I think they were 

playing Pokemon Go. 

The man said, “Did you get him?” 

The boy said, “No. Now he’s transformed and harder to catch.” 

 

That interchange that felt so on point to me,  

as if it had been about rape culture instead of Pokemon.  

“Now he’s transformed and harder to catch.” 

Nolite te bastardes carborundorum. 

 

Bravery is contagious. 
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When Andrea Constand came forward to bravely share what Bill 

Cosby had done to her, she was alone.  

She was alone for a long time. 

And then there was another. 

And another. 

And another. 

And another. 

When Bill Cosby was put in jail this week, there were 60 

women who had come forward.  

 

Start close in, 

don’t take the second step or the third, 

start with the first thing close in, 

the step you don’t want to take. 

 

Bravery is contagious. 

 

A dear friend posted on Facebook that she had loved ones 

wondering how could a story be true if someone waited years to 

tell it.  

And then in that post she told the story of her assault, and why 

she did not report right away.  

She shared how afraid she had been, shaken to her core, and 

how she had just wanted to move on.  

She shared that she finally found the bravery to report when 

thinking of how other woman were at risk, even though she 
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knew she would—and she did—endure great losses because she 

reported.  

 

An elderly relative of hers replied with a comment, saying my 

friend’s bravery had given her the courage share her story. 

 

Bravery is contagious. 

Start close in.  

Maybe it’s cuffs, maybe it’s a cloak, maybe it’s a comment. 

Find your next step. 

Handmaids have been outside Jeff Flake’s office in Arizona 

since 7 am this morning. 

You can join the Boston Red Cloaks in Lexington Town Center 

at 3 pm today in a silent vigil. 

 

I believe survivors. 

I believe you. 

Don’t let the bastards grind you down. 

“If you are not feeling brave, you can have some of mine.  

If I am not feeling brave, I will borrow some of yours.  

We will add our brave together.” 

 

May it be so. 

Amen. 

 

Closing Hymn: 121 “We’ll Build a Land” 


