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Prayer 
 
Beloveds, we give thanks this gathering of good souls - not perfect people but precious with 
a love that outshines hate and hands that do the work of justice.  
 
Good souls - loving each other and this world the best we know how.  
 
Spirit of life, god who is love, help us to be present to now, even as we anticipate summer of 
rest or of action, even as we worry about whatever transitions or challenges the spring 
brings us.  
 
We’re grateful for the space to be for a moment with god and the spirit. To let go of 
whatever busyness this day or week or month or year has held and spend a little while 
singing and praying and worshipping together. 
 
Open our hearts to each other, that this gathering may leave us grounded, with new 
wisdom, new connections and new practices for our journeys. Let us hold this time sacred - 
let no opportunity for new relationship pass us by, let no moment of awe go unnoticed, no 
generous act, whether by the planners of this gathering or our fellow leaders, go without 
thankfulness. May we be open; may we be willing.  
 
Sermon 
 
I was at the bar yesterday when they announced the Dzhokhar Tsarnaev was guilty of the 
2013 Boston marathon bombings and sentenced to the death penalty. I cried and my fellow 
bar mates cheered. In the words chanted in Ferguson and Ohio and Baltimore, from your 
TV and my radio - “The whole damn system is guilty as hell.” Words by Frederick Douglass 
are carved into the stone walls of the Moakley federal courthouse where Tsarnaev’s trial 
was held, “Where justice is denied and any one class is made to feel that society is an 
organized conspiracy to oppress, rob and degrade them, neither person nor property will 
be safe.” 
 
We sang Stevie Wonder’s words -  
Heaven help the black man if he struggles one more day, 
Heaven help the white man if he turns his back away, 
Heaven help the man who kicks the man who has to crawl, 
Heaven help us all. 
 
This December I visited my mom and dad and little brother in Beavercreek, Ohio, where I 
was raised from age 13 until I graduated from high school. Beavercreek is where I learned 
to drive in a gold minivan with a dent in the side, learned to love Buffy the Vampire Slayer 
and how pass chemistry tests. It's also the suburb where John Crawford III, a young black 
man, picked a toy gun off of shelf in Walmart, held it harmlessly in his hands and was shot 
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and killed by police; it's where those officers were cleared of any wrongdoing, where the 
struggle for humanity, justice, and healing is being lived out as it is all over the nation, 
among the landmarks of my high school years.  
 
You know about this struggle, beloveds,  you’ve been raising your voices in song and in 
prayer. Going deep into what the struggle for racial justice looks like in every city and 
suburb, in the congregations and courthouses, corner stores and classrooms. 
 
John Crawford III was shot in the pet aisle .36 seconds after cops asked him to drop his gun 
(that toy gun, sold at Walmart that was not a gun). A complete human blink takes .3 or .4 
seconds. 
 
Take a moment. Blink.  
 
Imagine that you are on the phone with a loved one as Crawford, distracted by weird dog 
toys and the newest cat food.  
 
John Crawford took one blink. And he died.  
 
In the midst of the Baltimore uprising, writer and blogger Damon Young wrote, “Freddie 
Gray is not Michael Brown. He was a human being who lived and loved and died uniquely, 
and this uniqueness must extend to how we mourn and remember and write about and 
pray for and march for him.” 
 
Young said, “So cry new tears. Write new words. Craft new prayers. Attend new marches. 
Channel new anger. Do not allow them to desensitize you to the uniqueness and 
preciousness of our lives...do not permit them to rob you of the agony of them being 
snatched away.  
 
Young continued, “And when it happens again — and it will happen again — when another 
police-involved killing of an unarmed person of color turns a city upside down, do it all 
again.” 
 
Mark and Mykal and Josh and Sam and I will now read the names of many of the unarmed 
black and brown people killed by police in 2014-2015 - human beings who lived and loved 
and died uniquely: 
 
1. Darrien Hunt; Saratoga Springs, UT - 22 years old 
 
2. Ezell Ford; Los Angeles, CA - 25 years old 
 
3. Omar Abrego; Los Angeles, CA - 37 years old 
 

http://verysmartbrothas.com/baltimore-is-not-ferguson-freddie-gray-is-not-michael-brown/
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4. Tamir E. Rice; Cleveland, OH - 12 years old 
 
5. Tanisha Anderson; Cleveland, OH - 37 years old 
 
6. Rumain Brisbon; Phoenix, AZ - 34 years old 
 
7. John Crawford III; Beavercreek, OH - 22 years old 
 
8. Keith Vidal; Southport, NC - 18 years old 
 
9. Kajieme Powell; St. Louis, MO - 25 years old 
 
10. Akai Gurley; Brooklyn, NY - 28 years old 
 
11. Eric Garner; Staten Island, NY - 43 years old 
 
12. Mike Brown; Ferguson, MO - 18 years old 
 
13. Michelle Cusseaux; Phoenix, AZ - 50 years old 
 
14. Jack Jacquez; Rocky Ford, CO - 27 years old 
 
15. Jason Harrison; Dallas, TX - 39 years old 
 
16. Yvette Smith; Bastrop County, TX - 47 years old 
 
17. Louis Rodriguez; Oklahoma City, OK - 44 years old 
 
18. Matthew Pollow; Palm Beach, FL - 28 years old 
 
19. Dontre D. Hamilton; Milwaukee, WI - 31 years old 
 
20. David Latham; Northfolk, VA - 35 years old 
 
21. Maria Godinez, Orlanda FL - 22 years old 
 
22. Jessie Hernandez, Denver, CO - 17 years old 
 
23. Tony Robinson, Jr.; Madison, WI - 19 years old 

24. Anthony Hill;  Chamblee, GA - 27 years old 

25. Naeschylus Vinzant; Aurora, CO - 37 years old 
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26. Terrance Moxley; Mansfield, OH - 29 years old 

27. Charly Keundeu Keunang (aka Africa); Los Angeles, CA - 43 years old 

28. Rekia Boyd, IL - 22 years old 

29. Walter Scott, North Charleston, South Carolina - 50 years old 

 
30. Freddie Gray, Baltimore, MD - 25 years old 
 
31. Sam Holmes, New Brighton, MN - 25 years old 
 
 
Young’s words: So cry new tears. Write new words. Craft new prayers. Attend new 
marches. Channel new anger. Do not allow them to desensitize you to the uniqueness and 
preciousness of life. And when it happens again. Do it all again.  
 
Heaven help us all. 
 
These days I mostly pray for the doubters, for those of us who find it hard to believe that 
the arc of the universe bends toward justice, who wonder why we do what we do, if the 
outcomes of our work are so incomplete, when tragedies of epic and intimate scale 
surround us. 
 
I heard Rev. Dr. Miguel de la Torre, the liberation theologian and immigration rights 
activist, speak a few months. He started by saying, “I’m hoping to chat about how hopeless 
our work is.” I sat up straight, paying attention. 
 
de la Torre talked about how hope can be used by those with privilege to excuse inaction. 
“Hope,” he said, “must first be crucified before it can be resurrected in the shards of life.” 
Embracing hopelessness can free us. If all is lost anyways, we can stop clinging to a fragile, 
impossible hope. We can stop denying what we see with our eyes and feel with our hearts 
and struggle for justice like we have nothing to lose because all is already lost. 
 
Once, at a BlackLivesMatter protest this winter in Boston, a young white man climbed on 
top of a police car. He was looking for trouble, wanting to stir up something. The cops 
looked on, assessing the scene. A group of activists, mostly people of color, extended their 
hands to the white youth, urging him to come on off of the car. Eventually, they pulled him 
off the car and he landed gently on his feet, the hands of dozens guiding him to the ground. 
It was act of compassion, of accountability, of mercy, of help, of hope. De la Torre’s words - 
“If it’s totally hopeless and nothing will change, you do what you do, not because you know 

http://www.drmigueldelatorre.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liberation_theology
https://www.aclu.org/immigrants-rights
http://www.commit2respond.org/
http://blacklivesmatter.com/
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you’re going to win, but because you have no other choice. I do what I do because it defines 
my very humanity.” 
 
Beloveds, we do not know if we are going to win. What we do know is that on this arc, these 
days and months where we have never quite been before, we will be met with things we 
did not expect.  
 
And the great test of our Unitarian Universalist faith is not whether we believe we can bend 
the arc, but how we are when the bending looks oh so differently from what we expected. 
 
When we our efforts feel frustrating and hopeless, when we expected to see outcomes. 
When we're met with swear words when we expected songs. 
When we're met with a group of white people talking about white identity when we 
expected multiracial community. 
When we're told that this is a people of color space when we expected multiracial 
community. 
When the era of Ferguson becomes the era of Staten Island becomes the era of Baltimore 
and we don’t know what is next. 
When we’ve been in this work for 6 years or 6 decades and we look around at our 
congregation our local police, our schools, our prisons and we have no idea what justice 
could look like.  
 
Our faith teaches us two truths:  
 
That we are always enough; that the great circle of love casts no one out.  
 
And that we are responsible for bending our small piece of the arc, for finding our own 
frontlines.  
 
Those racial justice frontlines might be the Walmart in Beavercreek, Ohio or the university 
where the “n word” is regularly scrawled in the bathroom or the house where banana peels 
get thrown at the car of the Haitian couple who live there or the diverse school where black 
students are tracked out of AP classes. Our frontlines may be when hear someone call a 
neighborhood sketchy and what they really mean is majority people of color. Our frontlines 
may be that HR person in our department who keeps saying well, “I want a diverse team 
but that candidate of color just wasn’t as well spoken.” Our frontlines may be about how 
many authors of color we read this month or how many black owned business we 
patronize or when we secretly or not so secretly are less excited to see your kid date a 
person of a different race. Our frontlines may be about trusting young black leadership 
even though we have been in the streets for years. We may find our frontlines in how often 
we take refuge in talking with our fellow congregants about how prejudiced our aunt or 
grandparent or family friend is instead of examining landscapes of our own hearts.  
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When we find our frontlines, we find not only our hope, the hands guiding a youth down off 
of a police car, but we also find our most effective action.  
 
When I walk from my apartment in Boston to the subway, I pass a cluster of black men 
standing outside the barbershop. We nod at each other, saying hi, having seen each other 
almost everyday for past three years. And some long ago taught something in me rises up 
and becomes tight and worried like something bad might happen even though it never has. 
And even though I know in my mind it won’t. Even though beloved black men in my life, 
family, friends, colleagues, teach me day after day that the particular anti-black biases I’ve 
absorbed are not true. My body has learned something and every day is a chance to unlearn 
it, to recreate the landscapes of my heart. Because I have no other choice. Because it defines 
my very humanity.  
 
Heaven help us all.  
 
UU writer and theologian Kenny Wiley says in his Unitarian Universalist Black Lives Matter 
theology: 
 
“Right now we are being called—by our ancestors, by our principles, by young black 
activists across the country—to promote and affirm: 
You are young and black, and your life matters just the same. 
You stole something, and your life matters just the same. 
I have been taught to fear you, and your life matters just the same. 
The police are releasing your criminal record, and your life matters just the same. 
They are calling you a thug, and your life matters just the same.” 
 
There are no exceptions. Black lives matter is universalism in practice.  
 
When I was home in December, I went to one of the vigils for John Crawford. I saw 
members of my childhood congregation, Miami Valley Unitarian Universalist Fellowship. A 
few people honked their horns supportively. Others rolled down their windows, risking a 
blast of cold air to yell- “Go home!.” I am home, I wanted to yell, I’m home for Christmas in a 
country where people are dying from racism.  
 
I read in my email a few days ago that the vigils calling for justice for John Crawford III are 
stopping. People are tired. The way forward is not clear.  
 
Heaven help us all.  
 
I’ve often thought that when we are doing Love’s work, when we are on the side of justice, 
we will know, that some deep stillness or some great awe will show itself and we will know 
that this is the work of transformation. I think that is not true and you may already know 
this, you may be wiser than me - that abolitionists, suffragettes, those who worked for 



Rev. Elizabeth Nguyen 
G.R.A.C.E. Summit 2015 
Loving the Arc 
May 16th, 2015 
 
 

marriage equality - they disagreed, they fought, they traveled that road between doubt and 
certainty. We’ve been taught to forget how hard it is. We’ve been taught that if it feels hard, 
if it’s contentious or people disagree, then maybe it’s not right.  
 
I see this happening now, to us - my beloved fellow Unitarian Universalists, I see that at 
times we forget that behind every act of righteousness, every march that is so perfect in the 
photos, is a whole world of disagreement and complication.  
 
There is really only one choice, between an imperfect movement for justice and no 
movement for justice.  We won’t always agree. We will be mean and criticize each other 
and doubt each others tactics and we will undermine each other’s leadership. 
 
Heaven help us all.  
 
We have never quite been here before. In the midst of Black Spring, after a summer of 
death, a winter of resistance and a city in uprising. With the wisdom of generations of 
freedom fighters by our sides and ancestors at our backs, the uncertain and imperfect arc is 
before us.  
 
Beloveds, we must cry new tears, write new prayers, reach out anew to partners, build new 
coalitions, educate ourselves anew, sing new songs. 
 
Let us crucify hope and resurrect it with our actions.  
 
Knowing that the arc might not bend, but we must love it and each other as if it does. 
 
 
Amen and blessed be.  
 
Charge: 
 
The arc may not bend. We must love it and each other as if it does.  
 
The imperfect and uncertain is before us.  

Let us say to each other: I am willing. Lift me up. To the light of change. 

 
 
 
 

 


