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RESP. READING #612        Fearful Joy   Rabindrinath Tagore 

 

Is it beyond thee to be glad with the gladness of this rhythm? 

To be tossed and lost and broken in the whirl of this fearful joy? 

 All things rush on, they stop not, they look not behind. 

 No power can hold them back, they rush on.  

Keeping step with that restless, rapid music,  

Seasons come dancing and pass away. 

 Colors, tunes, and perfumes pour in endless cascades 

 In the abounding joy that scatters and gives up and dies every moment.  

 

READING        The Religious Declaration            read by John Buehrens 

                 on Sexual Morality, Justice and Healing  

 

Sexuality is God’s life-giving and life-fulfilling gift. We come from diverse faith communities to 

recognize sexuality as central to our humanity and as integral to our spirituality. We are speaking 

out against the pain, brokenness, oppression and loss of meaning that many experience about 

their sexuality. Our faith traditions celebrate the goodness of creation, including our bodies and 

our sexuality. We sin when this sacred gift is abused or exploited. However, the great promise of 

our traditions is love, healing and restored relationships. 

Our [world] needs a sexual ethic focused on personal relationships and social justice rather than 

particular sexual acts. All persons have the right and responsibility to lead sexual lives that 

express love, justice, mutuality, commitment, consent and pleasure. Grounded in respect for the 

body and for the vulnerability that intimacy brings, this ethic fosters physical, emotional and 

spiritual health. It accepts no double standards and applies to all persons, without regard to sex, 

gender, color, age, bodily condition, marital status or sexual orientation. 

http://www.religiousinstitute.org/religious-declaration-on-sexual-morality-justice-and-healing/
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God hears the cries of those who suffer from the failure of religious communities to address 

sexuality. We are called today to see, hear and respond to the suffering caused by sexual abuse 

and violence against women and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) 

persons, the HIV pandemic, unsustainable population growth and over-consumption, and the 

commercial exploitation of sexuality. 

Faith communities must therefore be truth-seeking, courageous and just.  We call for: 

 Theological reflection that integrates the wisdom of excluded, often silenced peoples, and 

insights about sexuality from medicine, social science, the arts and humanities. 

 Full inclusion of women and LGBTQ persons in congregational life, including their 

ordination and marriage equality. 

 Sexuality counseling and education throughout the lifespan from trained religious leaders. 

 Support for those who challenge sexual oppression and who work for justice within their 

congregations and denominations. 

Faith communities must also advocate for sexual and spiritual wholeness in society.  We call for: 

 Lifelong, age-appropriate sexuality education in schools, seminaries and community 

settings. 

 A faith-based commitment to sexual and reproductive rights, including access to voluntary 

contraception, abortion, and HIV/STI prevention and treatment. 

 Religious leadership in movements to end sexual and social injustice. 

God rejoices when we celebrate our sexuality with holiness and integrity.  We, the undersigned, 

invite our colleagues and faith communities to join us in promoting sexual morality, justice, and 

healing. 

Updated January 2015 
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“Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there? 

Why then has the health of my poor people not been restored?” 

Jeremiah 8:22, NRSV 

 

It’s been said that only the heart that hurts has a right to joy. But what human heart does not 

hurt? Only the hardest heart, the most callous, the most self-protective.  

 

When it comes to moral reasoning, said the late psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg, all of us seem 

to start out in self-concern. The first stages of pre-conventional moral reasoning involve avoiding 

pain or punishment, or seeking rewards that come when you scratch my back and I scratch yours. 

There’s nothing wrong with this. It’s the ethic both of the sandbox and of the marketplace. It’s 

just limited. So in all cultures, a more advanced morality seems to emerge. Call it conventional.  

It lifts up stereotypes of what constitutes being a nice girl, a good boy; it asks deference to such 

norms, to authority, and to agreed-upon rules. Those who defy convention are deemed outlaws. 

Yet no society advances, Kohlberg showed, without a minority that might be called post-

conventional, using wider, deeper patterns of moral reasoning to challenge norms or laws in the 

name of a larger justice, even trying to live by truly universal principles.  

 

I remember when I first felt called to speak out about conventional thinking on human sexuality. 

I was a newly married, newly ordained minister, serving in the university town of Knoxville, TN. 

A retired woman professor called me. She was a long time Unitarian, but rarely came to church. 

Would I come to see her? Of course, I said. At her home, she explained that a long-time friend 

had died. She wanted confidentiality. No one was to know how close they’d been – for 50 years. 

Her friend had been university staff. If anyone had known about their relationship, it would have 

cost them their positions. So they lived as next door neighbors. She had not even been able to tell 

people in the church. After all, the church included department heads, deans, and administrators. 
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No one was to know, even now. No one else would be present at graveside. Just the bereaved 

professor, her young minister, and the funeral director.  

 

I left her house, and later that graveside, thinking, “This is not right. Our church is not helping. 

But religion needs to change. So several weeks later I preached a long sermon under the title, 

“The Church and Homosexuality.” This was in 1975 – forty years ago. Most members were 

supportive. But when a newly formed MCC congregation, of gay and lesbian Christians, asked to 

hold services on Sunday evenings in our church, the board was worried and divided, but said yes.  

 

Their worries turned out to be justified. One Sunday evening, after the MCC folk had packed up,  

but while our UU teens were still in the building, a pick-up truck drove by the church. Someone 

used a shotgun to blow out all the front windows; then throw formaldehyde down a stairwell. On 

Monday we didn’t even call the police. We knew that they wouldn’t be helpful or sympathetic.  

 

Meanwhile, I kept the retired professor’s secret. Only after she had died did I first speak of her. 

At a UUA General Assembly, in 1995, when I was President, and we became the first national 

religious movement to call for not only the full inclusion of GLBT people in our congregations, 

and the blessing of their unions, but also for civil marriage for same-sex couples. Shortly there-

after I was part of an interfaith group – including rabbis, Catholic moral theologians, sexuality 

educators, and church leaders of many stripes, to craft the “Religious Declaration” I read earlier. 

It has now been endorsed by nearly 5000 American religious leaders. And the founder of the 

organization set up to implement it, UU minister the Rev. Debra Hafner, has spoken at the White 

House and consulted with religious groups all across the theological spectrum.  

 

In 1999, when our UUA General Assembly was held in Salt Lake City, Utah, I participated in a 

public debate with the Roman Catholic bishop of that city, the head of Mormon life in No. Utah, 

and the Rt. Rev. Caroline Irish, then the Episcopal Bishop of Utah. I wish it had been on TV. 

Everyone was respectful of differences, but the Mormon and Catholic leaders made it clear that 

their views were based on the notion that the Biblical injunction to “be fruitful and multiply” is 

still in full force and effect, and for all of us While Caroline and I, in effect, said, “Have you 

looked around lately? Isn’t it possible that we have actually over-populated this fragile planet? 
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That God is now doing a new thing? And asking something different of us?” Caroline cited 

anthropologist Margaret Mead. Some societies have always been tolerant of sexual minorities. 

Isn’t it possible that our powerful culture should now join them? Not suppress them?  

Here and now, perhaps such an argument seems no longer needed. But as Dr. King once said, 

“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” And last summer, in KwaZulu Natal, 

South Africa, a group of religious leaders, scholars, and leaders of civil society from around that 

continent gathered to issue a declaration calling on religious leaders in the West to stand with 

them in being “highly concerned with . . .  the demonization and criminalization of sexual 

minorities . . . . [and] [t]roubled by the misuse of religion to further marginalize and exclude 

sexual minorities from society and faith communities.”  

They asked, as did the prophet Jeremiah, so long ago, “Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no 

physician there? Why has the health of my poor people not been restored?” In ancient Israel, 

Gilead was a place, like the West today, famous for its healing balm. Its name can be translated 

as “hill of testimony or witness.” Today we join in observing a Gilead Sabbath, bearing witness 

to their testimony that Africa suffers from the spiritual illness of imported homophobia. For what 

ails Africa when it comes to homophobia is not a result of any inferiority in moral development. 

Like much of the Muslim world, African culture was once much more accepting and tolerant of 

sexual diversity. It was colonialism that brought sodomy laws, caused cultural trauma and 

regression. And to this day, Western reactionaries seem to be trying to keep Africa in a state of 

not only economic, but also spiritual, dependence.  

It’s not just American evangelicals promoting homophobic legislation in places like Uganda. 

Hillary Clinton once spoke, unguardedly, about what she called “a vast, right-wing conspiracy.” 

She was not being paranoid. Let me now tell you something of my experience with shadowy 

right-wing organizations, often funded by not only the Koch brothers but by many like them.  

Take the innocuous sounding “Institute for Religion Democracy.” Founded during the 1980s, in 

the Reagan administration, IRD’s original goal was to challenge progressive churches for giving 

sanctuary to refugees from the civil wars in places like El Salvador and Guatemala. Clear 

evidence, according to IRD, of churches being “soft on communism.” But they didn’t stop there. 
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By the time I encountered them, in the ‘90s, IRD and similar groups had moved on to using 

sexuality as a wedge issue. Their goal was to silence post-conventional leaders. And to drive 

people away from mainstream and progressive churches.  

Too often it worked. IRD hired former FBI and CIA operatives. If a woman Methodist bishop, 

for example, stood on a platform with me in support, say, of reproductive rights, the next week 

the UUA press office would show me a clipping of a photo of the two of us in a right-wing 

Methodist journal, funded by other tentacles of the right wing, with an IRD photo over a caption 

such as, “Is Bishop Smith nothing but a Unitarian?” I called it “religious McCarthyism.”  

My wife Gwen, meanwhile, was an officer of the General Convention of the Episcopal Church. 

IRD agents and similar people would promise Anglican bishops right-wing oil money to stay 

conventionally homophobic. To oppose women’s ordination. And hand out free cell phones to 

tell such people how to speak and vote.  

Well, friends, we’re still here. Speaking out. Proud to stand on the side of love; for human unity, 

universally. Proud of the work of this congregation’s Guardian Group, which helps to resettle 

GLBTQ refugees who have come here in fear of their very lives back in Congo Brazzaville, or 

Uzbekistan, or wherever. 

Back in 2002, when I joined the first national steering committee of Freedom to Marry, I was the 

only non-gay ally and the only religious leader in the room. I said to my LGBTQ colleagues 

then, “I think my job is to show you that you have more allies, even religious allies, than you 

realize.” And those allies, my friends – all of us – played a critical role in the dramatic change of 

opinion about same-sex marriage that’s taken place in this country. How? Because we dared to 

ask a question both prior to and beyond convention. The one I asked back in Tennessee. “Is this 

fair?” Because we knew real lives and hearts being hurt and deprived of a right to acceptance and 

joy.  

As yet there has been distressingly little engagement, little public support or solidarity for 

African and other post-colonial LGBTQ people among people of faith in the US. Yet I believe, 

on the basis of my experience in this country, if you want culture to change, progressive religion 
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must challenge regressive religion. There are countless places in scripture where everyone is told 

to rejoice. But how can anyone rejoice if their very right to exist is being threatened or denied?  

 

So when I decided to title this sermon, “Claiming the Right to Joy,” I became curious about 

something that some of you here may understand far better than I: the claim on the word “gay,” 

joyous, by people sick of being diagnosed, demeaned by the clinic-sounding term “homosexual.” 

I found that in popular culture, at least, the first claim on the word “gay” in that sense may have 

been in film released during the Great Depression. In a screwball comedy, Bringing Up Baby, 

made in 1938, directed by Howard Hawkes and co-starring Katherine Hepburn and Cary Grant, 

the latter in one scene ends up wearing a lady’s feathery robe. When someone asks him why, 

Grant responded with the ad-libbed line, “’cause I just went gay.”  

Audiences didn’t get it. They thought he meant something like, “I just decided to be carefree.” 

LGBTQ people got it. He was claiming a right to joy. Is it beyond us to support others around 

the world doing the same? To dance into the rhythm that heals and sets other free? So may it be. 

Amen, and amen.  

 

Offertory Sentences         Alison Rittger 

 

“The great sea of life of set me in motion,” said a shaman, “set me free, moving like a weed in a 

river.  Sky and wind have moved the spirit inside me until I am carried away trembling with joy. 

May I give back as fully as I have received.”  

 

The morning offering will now be given in joy and received in gratitude.                            


