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Music: 
 
Gathering 
Music – Matthew Myer Boulton 
I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to be Free – Nina Simone 
Come with Me – Joe Jencks / Lean on Me 
 
Centering 
I Need You to Survive – Hezekiah Walker 
 
Pre-Reflection 
For What It's Worth / Which Side Are You On? – Buffalo Springfield / Florence Reece 
 
After Reflection 
Blessed Unrest - Zo Tobi 
 
Closing 
*Come and Go With Me / One More Step 
 
 Words of Inspiration: 
 
Breathe Restlessness into Me by Ted Loder 

Thank you for all I forget are gifts, 
  not rights. 
Forgive me for all the grievances 
  I remember too well. 
Save me from the self-pity, 
  the self-seeking, 
 the fat-heartedness     
   which is true poverty. 
Guide me, if I’m willing 
   (drive me if I’m not) 
     into the hard ways of sacrifice 
           which are just and loving. 
Make me wide-eyed for beauty,   
  and for my neighbor’s need and goodness; 
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wide-willed for peace-making, 
  and for the confronting power 
      with the call to compassion; 
wide-hearted for love 
   and for the unloved, 
     who are the hardest to touch 
            and need it the most. 
Dull the envy in me which criticizes 
  and complains life into a thousand ugly bits. 
Keep me honest and tender enough to heal, 
  tough enough to be healed of my hypocrisies. 
Match my appetite for privilege 
 with the stomach for commitment. 
Teach me the great cost of paying attention 
   that….I may know I am always on holy ground. 
Breathe into me the restlessness and courage 
   to make something new, 
    something saving, 
          and something true 

that I may understand what it is to rejoice. 
 
Sermon – ‘Cause We’ve Already Started to Sing 
 
When I was a freshman in high school, my friends and I decided we wanted to do 
something bold and daring, something that would push us and bond us for eternity. 
We decided to try out for Annie, the musical.  
 
My friends had all grown up singing in choirs at church or at school. I grew up, loving 
singing yes - around campfires, before bed, on Sunday mornings- as a baby one of my 
favorite ways to pass the long commute between our home in St. Paul, Minnesota and 
my mom’s job an hour outside the city was to play a really fun game called “sing or 
cry” in which I, as a baby, would give my mom a choice: sing or I will cry.   
 
I sing much like my mom does - with more heart and passion than tune or practice. 
 
And so, when I auditioned for the musical, I sang a very bad version of “Zip A Dee Doo 
Dah” (wonderful feeling, wonderful day) from the racially complex Disney film “Song of 
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the South” and was given the little known role of the judge - the only non-singing role 
in all of Annie.  
 
I learned a different song on a cold night in front of the courthouse in Greene County, 
Ohio just a few miles from where I where I was the judge in Annie, a few miles from 
where I went to prom, learned to drive, preached my first sermon. I was in my 
hometown of Beavercreek, Ohio where John Crawford III was shot and killed by police 
in a Walmart - a year ago this August 5th. Crawford was holding a toy pellet gun sold in 
Walmart that he’d picked up off the shelves. He was in the pet aisle, on his phone, 
holding a toy, in an open carry state. The officers who killed him were cleared of 
wrongdoing.  
 
Which side are you on my people  
Which side are you on my people  
Justice for John Crawford is justice for us all 
 
I sang the same song in the mall on Christmas Eve across the street from that Walmart 
where Crawford was crucified by the racism that no one in this sanctuary tonight 
created but that we all are caught in.  
 
Which side are you on, my people  
Which side are you on, my people  
 
We are in a movement moment, beloveds, a year when names fall from our mouths: 
Sandra Bland, Clementa Pinkney, Freddie Gray, Walter Scott, Jessie Hernandez. We’re 
in a moment when our congregations and Unitarian Universalist communities have dug 
into the work of uprooting racism and white supremacy with urgency, vulnerability, 
resistance and love. In book groups and on banners, at our UU General Assembly and 
in the streets both far and near from our houses of worship, we proclaim that black 
lives matter. That we must breathe restlessness and courage into each other to make 
our world new, saving, true. 
 
This summer are the anniversaries - remembering old names as we add new ones – 
Many will go to Ferguson this August to remember Mike Brown and recommit to 
throwing our heart and hands into the work of a creating a world where don’t add new 
names every few days where the era Ferguson doesn’t turn into the era of Staten 
Island, Baltimore, Charleston.  
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Ted Loder ‘s words: “Guide me if I’m willing, drive me if I’m not into the hard ways of 
sacrifice which are just and loving…Match my appetite for privilege with the stomach 
for commitment.” 
 
Florence Reece died the year before I was born. In 1931, she and her husband were 
coal miners and union organizers. The mining company hired the local sheriff in Harlan 
County Kentucky, JH Blair to come to Florence’s home and kill her husband. He 
escaped and in her fury, Florence wrote:  
 
Which side are you on 
Which side are you on  
 
You go to Harlan County 
There is no neutral there 
You’ll either be a union man 
Or a thug for J.H. Blair 
 
Florence’s words for coal miners fighting for a better living and facing down 
intimidation and threats from their employer have been made new for many struggles 
by Pete Seeger, Ani DiFranco, the Dropkick Murphy’s, and now by the Black Lives 
Matter movement.  
 
They sang it at the St. Louis symphony, interrupting a performance, dropping banners 
that read “Requiem for Mike Brown 1996-2014.”  
 
Which side are you on friend? 
Which side are you on?  
Justice for Mike Brown is justice for us all. 
 
It’s been sung at Black Brunch protests where activists take over a restaurant to 
interrupt Saturday morning cocktails with names of unarmed black and brown people 
killed by police. Like any true movement song, there are dozens of versions.  
 
This is the one I learned in the cold in front of the courthouse -  
 
Ella Baker was a freedom fighter and she taught us how to fight. 



‘Cause We’ve Already Started to Sing 
Worship with the Sanctuary Boston at the UUMN Conference  
July 23rd, 2015 
Rev. Elizabeth Nguyen 
 
 

 5 

We’re gonna fight all day and night until we make it right. 
Which side are we on my people, which side are we on? 
 
We know the power of song. We know why Reece’s words endure from Harlan County 
to St. Louis. Pete Seeger said that right song at the right moment can change history. 
As UU musicians, you’ve lived this truth. 
 
You have healed with hymns at memorial services for children shot in the streets, have 
brought the chants and the drums to protests, have been the one standing there with 
tissues when choir practice broke open someone’s heart to reality of injustice or the 
possibility of healing. You know that music is inextricable from justice, that before we 
sang in the streets for Mike Brown and John Crawford, before they tried to kill Florence 
Reece’s husband, before they did kill King, before they sang at James Reeb’s funeral, 
before they sang on the bridge at Selma and at the lunch counters, Miriam picked up 
her hand drum and sang with her sisters in praise of a god that would part the waters, 
a god that could lead people to freedom. It’s the oldest thing in the world. To turn fear 
into melody. To turn oppression into power through voice.  
 
Many of us are already partners in the work of justice; we are already share in the 
leadership of whatever our racial justice front-lines look like in our communities, in our 
congregations. And - we need to do more, to be even wider-willed as makers of music 
and justice.  
 
Here in Boston activists shut down interstate 93 last year, engaging in the great legacy 
of disruptive non violent direct action. These activists who now face a harsh and 
punitive 3 months in prison, wanted to make real Dr. Martin Luther King’s words from 
that Birmingham jail - “Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis and foster 
such a tension that a community which has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to 
confront the issue. King continues, “We who engage in nonviolent direct action are not 
the creators of tension. We merely bring to the surface the hidden tension that is 
already alive. We bring it out in the open, where it can be seen and dealt with.” One of 
the folks who supported the action told me that she wished that they’d had songs to 
sing. She did not grow up with religion and had never felt like that mattered much, until 
she realized she, like Miriam wanted a song to sing.  
 
So we need you, Unitarian Universalist musicians to do the justice ministry you already 
do and to do it more. The people in the streets, in the pews need you. They need us 
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not to just have the right song for the right moment, but also to have the right 
relationship. The perfect justice song does nothing if we haven’t shown up enough to 
know who needs it or if we’re not at the town hall meeting, at the courthouse, at the 
vigil to teach it. Or if the people around us have no idea who we are and why they 
should trust us with the mic.  
 
Perhaps you wonder, like I sometimes wonder: Is this my job? Don’t I have enough to 
do? Or...I’ve already risked enough, I can’t push them more. Or I can’t push myself 
more or we don’t know enough, or we’re not ready. Or shouldn’t there be someone 
smarter or more prepared do it?  Just as no song I sing will ever be perfect, no effort 
for justice will be either.  
 
When I stood on that stage in that musical I mostly thought about all that I was risking 
by going outside of my comfort zone - shame, embarrassment, messing up, letting 
others down, letting myself down. What I never asked myself was what I would risk if 
never opened by mouth - what we risk when we stay in our comfort zones.  When we 
refuse to face down fear. When we do not go outside of what we know, we risk missing 
the work the world needs from us.  
 
Which side are we on my people, which side are we on? 
 
Every time I sing, I face down fear. And especially when I have a cold and I’m singing in 
at a conference of professional musicians. In so many ways I’m still that freshman in 
the speaking part, lonely among people who can do something I can’t.  
 
If we do not leave what is comfortable we will miss this movement moment, we will 
miss our calling to serve love, we will answer not with the freedom side but with the 
side of fear. When remain comfortable, our humanity is in peril.  
 
A week ago I had the honor of bringing together 17 UU youth and young adults of color 
for the UUA’s Multicultural Leadership School, 5 days of soul renewal, leadership 
development and spiritual practice. We went to worship with Rev. Mykal Slack and we 
sang “I need you to survive.” We meant every word. As people of color so often lonely 
in our UU communities, as people who have been stopped by police or at borders or in 
coffee hour because of the color of our skin, it was prayer to say we’re all a part of 
god’s body, to look into each others eyes and sing, I love you; I will not harm you with 
words from my mouth; I need you to survive.  
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And so I say this now, as a UU of color, as a lover of justice, as a minister who is so not 
a musician- I need you to survive. I know alone that I will falter. Come with me on this 
journey. Let us be partners in justice ministry. That we might be able to offer that right 
song in that right moment in right relationship that will change everything. We are going 
to a place where music falls and fills up everything, it might be a long time, but it’s 
gonna be alright, cause we’ve already started to sing.  
 
Amen. Blessed be.  
 
 
Charge:  
God, breathe into us restlessness and courage for we are ready! 
 
May we be instigators of blessed unrest! 
 
May we answer the question, “Which side are we on?” with our lives.  
 
May we know that on the days when we have no idea which way the arc of the moral 
universe bends, justice is possible.  
 
We’ve already started to sing! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


