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I turned out as a minister to be like almost all other preachers, in that I 
had only one or two sermons, which I preached over and over again, on 
different occasions, with different examples. One lesson in life, which, of 
course, is a common piece of wisdom, that we all know, but forget again 
and again. 

You don’t know what your one sermon is going to be when you start 
preaching, but over time, certain images, particular songs, favorite 
themes start to come into focus.  What I found myself preaching about 
again and again was the power of today, this moment in time. Today is 
the one day in all of time that is alive, and so it is the one moment in all of 
time where something, somebody, me, you can change. The past is more 
or less locked down, and the thing about the future, the one great thing 
about the future is that it has not happened yet.  

I look at my calendar, and I say, “change”, when do I have “change” 
scheduled in. Can’t be today — today is all booked up. Not a spare minute 
in here.  Today is the one day in all of time that is alive, and I am all 
booked up, from morning to night.  

I’m not really talking about time, now. It’s not that we are too busy to ex-
perience change. It’s that there is a powerful inertia, a momentum, that 
took shape and gathered strength in the past, and propels me, maybe 
you, and certainly institutions, like denominations and churches through 
today. Promises we’ve made, commitments that we are committed to, be-
liefs that we are loyal to, even though we have not examined them lately, 
traditions that we fallen into upholding. It’s like water flowing, and as time 
goes on, the current gets stronger. It also gets stronger when it is going 
downhill. 
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So the paradox is that if you want to keep yourself alive to possibilities of 
this one day, today, the only day that is alive, you have to be conscious of 
the flow of time that is sweeping you past today. You have to be aware of 
the momentum of history. And so, the more I tried to keep today alive, 
the more I had to know about history. And that led to my present project: 
trying to understand Unitarian Universalist history from World War 2 on. 
The history that happened in my lifetime — the lifetime of all but the el-
dest of us.  

This project began as a result of a conversation with the Rev. Victoria We-
instein of the church of Greater Lynn long ago, in which she observed 
that despite the UU talk of covenant, it was hard to see us as a covenant-
ed people because a covenanted people share a story together; UU’s did 
not have that story, in her opinion. 

I was intrigued by her comment. UU’s have a common identity, and often, 
an intense loyalty to “the faith.” We are quite proud of ourselves: we have 
teeshirts, and chalice jewelry, and buttons, and bumperstickers on our 
cars, proclaiming our Unitarian Universalist-ness. Why? Is there a shared 
story behind our loyalty and identity? Are we people with a story, a story 
that they have not yet articulated?  

People are “a people” because they have a story that they share. And in 
that story there are lessons and learnings, knowledge they have gained 
from their experience.  

Remember, say the Jewish people, that when we were strangers in the 
land of Egypt, that God saved us with his mighty hand. Remember, the 
lesson of that story: that when are faithful, we thrive and when we are un-
faithful to God, we suffer.  
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Remember, said the early Christians, that God raised up our teacher, and 
proved that death did not always have the last word. Remember the les-
son of that story: that God can make a way when there is no way, and that 
tears come in the night, but joy cometh in the morning. 

The people of our country point to story after story in our history: Re-
member, they say, the bloody footprints in the snow at Valley Forge; re-
member the words at Gettysburg, remember Pearl Harbor, and remem-
ber hiding under your desk during the Cuba Missile Crisis. Remember 9-
11 and the dark days of war that followed, remember “Yes, We Can” and 
a sudden flowering of hope, remember the mass shootings, remember 
the body of Michael Brown in Ferguson, and remember the Women’s 
March. Remember the lessons of that story: that freedom isn’t free and 
that the struggle is never over.  

Last Sunday, the New York Times presented a history of this country, a 
new set of stories, that centered around the impact of slavery in our histo-
ry. If we ground ourselves in a different, wider, and more accurate collec-
tion of  stories, we will be better able to understand the flowing river of 
history, and see today for what it is, and be more free to seize the mo-
ment. I picture time and history flowing like water down a ditch, like an ir-
rigation ditch. And today is a big valve, and we can turn the valve and 
sent history’s momentum in a different direction, maybe toward a differ-
ent future. 

We don’t know history, in reality; we only know stories from history. And 
those stories contain implicit and explicit truths. Truths that have revealed  
to the people that share the story through their own experience. 



Hello: Introducing My Theme 
August 25, 2019 

Rev. Tom Schade 
Follen Community Church 

Page  of 4 4

A people become a covenanted people when they agree to hold them-
selves and each other accountable to the truths that they have learned 
together.  

Unitarian Universalism describes itself as covenantal religion. It would be 
more accurate to say that Unitarian Universalism aspires to be a covenan-
tal religion. The problem is that we are still in the process of naming the 
truths that we have learned from our story. Those truth are contested. We 
are disheartened by the contradictions in our history. We are demoralized 
by the gap between our aspirations of universality and the intense partic-
ularity of our social position and culture. And because we have not yet 
named our truths, it is hard to hold ourselves accountable to them. And 
so, our covenant is weak, and we are half-hearted. 

I am not a historian. I am a story-teller. And over this period, when I am 
here filling in for Rev. Claire, I am going to tell you the story of our faith 
community since the end of World War 2 — roughly my lifetime and most 
of yours, give or take a little. Of course, many of you did not spend this 
period of your life within a UU congregation, or even knowing about 
UUism. So these will not be your story in many ways, but kind of like hear-
ing the family stories of your inlaws. Not your story, but definitely worth 
listening to. It’s kind of funny that we know so much about 19th Century 
Unitarianism and so little abut 20th.  
So I look forward to being with you for these next four months, and invite 
you all to come and listen to my stories about us, past, present, and fu-
ture. 


