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Responsive Reading 593      Liberation is Costly    Desmond Tutu 
 

Liberation is costly. Even after the Lord had delivered the Israelites from Egypt, 

they had to travel through the desert.  

 They had to bear the responsibilities and difficulties of freedom. 

There was starvation and thirst and they kept complaining.  

 They complained because their diet was monotonous. 

Many of them preferred the days of bondage and the fleshpots of Egypt. 

 We must remember that liberation is costly. It needs unity.  

We must hold hands and refuse to be divided. We must be ready.  

 Some of us will not see the day of our liberation physically. 

But those people will have contributed to the struggle. 

 Let us be united, let us be filled with hope, let us be those who respect 

one another. 

 

Ancient Reading                 Mark 14: 12-20 

12 On the first day of Unleavened Bread, when the Passover lamb is sacrificed, his 

disciples said to him, “Where do you want us to go and make the preparations for you to 

eat the Passover?” 13 So he sent two of his disciples, saying to them, “Go into the city, and 

a man carrying a jar of water will meet you; follow him, 14 and wherever he enters, say to 

the owner of the house, ‘The Teacher asks, Where is my guest room where I may eat the 

Passover with my disciples?’ 15 He will show you a large room upstairs, furnished and 

ready. Make preparations for us there.” 16 So the disciples set out and went to the city, and 

found everything as he had told them; and they prepared the Passover meal. 17 When it 

was evening, he came with the twelve. 18 And when they had taken their places and were 

eating, Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, one of you will betray me, one who is eating with 

me.” 19 They began to be distressed and to say to him one after another, “Surely, not I?”  
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Our hymn was written by a Unitarian minister who later wrote, “When I say ‘God’ it is more 

poetry than theology.” More about him after we join in singing “The Voice of God is Calling” by 

John Haynes Holmes. The words are printed in the order of service.  Please stand as you are 

willing and able.  

 
Hymn     The Voice of God is Calling          John Haynes Holmes 

 
 The voice of God is calling  
 its summons in our day;  
 Isaiah heard in Zion,  
 and we now hear God say:  
 "Whom shall I send to succor  
 my people in their need?  
 Whom shall I send to loosen  
 the bonds of shame and greed?  
 
 "I hear my people crying  
 in slum and mine and mill;  
 no field or mart is silent,  
 no city street is still.  
 I see my people falling  
 in darkness and despair.  
 Whom shall I send to shatter  
 the fetters which they bear?"  
 
 We heed, O Lord, your summons,  
 and answer: Here are we!  
 Send us upon your errand,  
 let us your servants be.  
 Our strength is dust and ashes,  
 our years a passing hour;  
 but you can use our weakness  
 to magnify your power.  
 
 From ease and plenty save us;  
 from pride of place absolve;  
 purge us of low desire;  
 lift us to high resolve;  
 take us, and make us holy;  
 teach us your will and way.  
 Speak, and behold! we answer; 
 command, and we obey! 
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That hymn was written just over a hundred years ago, just before World War I. I heard it sung a 

week ago Saturday at First Unitarian Church of Oakland at the inauguration of my friend, the 

Rev. Rosemary Bray McNatt, as President of Starr King School for the Ministry. It’s a classic of 

what is known as “the social gospel,” and is still relevant today. Rosemary’s husband – like her, 

African American – grew up in the church that John Haynes Holmes made multi-faith and multi-

racial. In 1909, along with W.E.B. Dubois, he was one of the co-founders of the NAACP.  

 

When he wrote it, the congregation that Holmes was serving in Manhattan was known as the 

Unitarian Church of the Messiah. That was a common name for Unitarian churches back then. 

What it indicated was a willingness to follow Jesus as one of the anointed ones – but as Teacher, 

rabbi, not as God incarnate. For Holmes, that meant not only serving the poor, but renouncing 

violence. Throughout the Great War in Europe, Holmes was a pacifist. He saw it as a clash of 

imperialists, not a crusade for democracy. A few of his congregation, which included Wall Street 

bankers, betrayed and abandoned him. But most did not. When the lay leader of the whole 

Unitarian movement, former US President William Howard Taft, forced a General Assembly 

resolution in support of the war, and turning away from those who did not support it, Holmes left 

the denomination – at least for a time – and his congregation then changed its name, becoming 

“The Community Church of New York.” Holmes went on to co-found the pacifist, interfaith 

Fellowship of Reconciliation, and then to defend the rights of dissidents, to establish, along with 

fellow Unitarian Roger Baldwin, the American Civil Liberties Union, the ACLU.  

 

The other day I was again with that paragon of effective faith-based social activism in this city, 

93-year old Rita Semel – who co-founded the San Francisco Interfaith Council, honored recently 

in the pages of the Chronicle as a visionary. Which she is. We were together working on an 

interfaith effort to support affordable housing in this city for essential workers, lower-paid 

workers in social services, health care, education the arts, and public services. I thought of 

Holmes, and how his closest friendship, for half a century, was with Rabbi Steven Wise, of the 
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Free Synagogue in New York. Rita, of course, probably knew them both. The Rev. Donald 

Harrington, father of former Berkeley mayor and current California State Senator Loni Hancock, 

had succeeded John Haynes Holmes and was preaching one Sunday on the classic theme of 

messianic expectation.  

 

(There’s a great old story, by the way, of a rabbi and a priest discussing the Messiah. The rabbi 

finally says, “You say Messiah’s already come. I say we’re still waiting. So let’s agree on this:  

If either of us meets meshiach, we can each ask, ‘Tell us: Have you been here before?’”)  

 

Well, the services of the Community Church, which Holmes had grown to thousands of people, 

meeting in Town Hall in New York, were on the radio live. So when Don Harrington began 

speaking about the messiah, it got complicated when a man stood up in the back row, his clothes 

disheveled, his hair standing on end as though electrically charged, declaiming, “It’s all right! 

I’m here!” When he started coming down the aisle, Don had to think quickly about what to do. 

As the man reached the steps of the chancel, Don paused at the end of a paragraph, covered the 

radio mic with his hand and said to the self-proclaimed messiah, “Not yet!” The man looked 

startled, and stopped. Don read another paragraph, then said it again. “Not yet!” This time the 

man got it. “Not yet,” he muttered. “Ah, they’re not ready.” And went back to his seat.  

 

In rabbinic tradition, there’s a piece of wisdom I’ll paraphrase: Never assume you yourself are 

the messiah -- even if you find yourself called to lead the people in tikkun olam, the repair of the 

world in the direction of liberation, justice and peace. Assume instead that someone else in the 

room is meshiach, just waiting for a word of encouragement to reveal herself. Rita gets that.  

 

On the Shabbat before Passover, tradition says that the rabbi should preach a longer sermon than 

normal. (Don’t worry; I’m not going to do that today!). Traditionally, this ha-Gadol sermon 

focuses on the detailed rules involved in preparing for Passover -- especially those that require 

that every last bit of leaven and leavened bread be removed from the household. These material 

regulations, however, were really meant to be an outward and visible sign of the harder, spiritual 

task of removing from one’s soul the leaven of puffed up pride.  
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Frankly, this is something that this year I hope the newly re-elected Prime Minister of Israel, Bibi 

Netanyahu, can ponder for a season. By scorning Arab Israeli voters; by renouncing the hope of 

a two-state solution, he invited the rest of the world, even our country, to support a resolution 

that France has before the UN Security Council, setting a deadline for Israelis and Palestinians to 

reach a compromise based on the 1967 borders, before full international recognition of an 

independent Palestine. Mind you, I don’t pray for nor expect this soon. Certainly not before the 

international community comes to a needed agreement with Iran over its nuclear capacity, lest 

the angry and prideful invite Armageddon. No, as the psalmist says, rather let us all pray “for the 

peace for Jerusalem,” that troubled city that carries in its very name the dream of shalom, peace 

based on justice.  

 

But let’s not be prideful ourselves. Even here in this city of refuge, of liberation for some many, 

let’s look around this Passover season. Even here, it’s still Egypt, isn’t it? With people being 

economically forced from their homes; with the stranger not always receiving any welcome; with 

the homeless being scorned and driven, even from the doorways of great churches.  

 

As social scientist Michael Walzer has said, nearly ever social movement in Western history is a 

reinterpretation of the Exodus story -- asserting that there exists a better place or way, a world 

more fair, accessible from here, still full of promise and hope. Where all God’s children, even 

those who deny Her existence, are to be welcomed, using their freedom responsibly in 

covenanted community, unity in diversity. Unfortunately, there is only one way to get there: 

through the wilderness. As Bishop Tutu puts it, “Liberation is costly.” There is no other way to 

go, either spiritually or practically, except by a humbling, grumbling way, tested as we go.  

 

According to the gospels, when Rabbi Jesus came into Jerusalem, just before the Passover began, 

he was hailed by crowds as the anointed descendant of David who would save them from all 

oppression and bring about, at last, the kingdom of God. Forgetting, as the quotation to my left is 

meant to remind us, that “the kingdom of God is within you.” Or, as the preposition in that 

sentence can also be translated, “is among you.” Between us. Waiting to be realized by us, 

wherever and whenever we love the very ground of our being with all of our heart, mind, and 

strength; and then, fearing no oppressor, love our neighbors as much as we love ourselves -- until 
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finally divine love takes social form here on earth as justice and peace. I, for one, refuse to give 

up on that message. To give in to rationalism, rationalizing, or cynicism. Its voice calls me.  

 

This year the first night of Passover comes next Friday night. For Christians, Good Friday. And 

coincides with the fourth of four recent but rare occasions of lunar eclipse in our hemisphere. 

About which I’m sure certain radio and television preachers will have much to say. Probably 

associating it with the eclipse of the sun that legend says accompanied the crucifixion.  

 

In the passage I read from the Gospel according to Mark, Jesus tells his disciples to follow a man 

carrying a jar full of water. Who then helps them find an upper room they can prepare for the 

Passover feast. But when he joins them there, he predicts that not everyone he has trusted will 

stay faithful to the non-violent dream of justice that he has tried to both embody and preach. 

“Surely not I?” they all say. And yet who among us has not in some way betrayed that dream?  

 

So here at UUSF we have chosen to put off to the last night of Passover, a whole week later, on 

Friday the 10th, our observance of a communal Passover Seder. I hope you will join us then. You 

can sign up today. All you need bring is yourself, a salad, or a veggie dish, and, if you can, a 

small contribution.  Come especially if you have never been to a Seder, a remembrance of our 

shared need for liberation from oppression and commitment to supporting one another on “the 

journey to wholeness.” Even more especially if you have children, or are enough a child at heart 

to ask questions, because the Passover is open to all, not just believers, but also skeptics, those 

who are willing to argue with God and the tradition of liberation.  

 

I think of how Mary, the mother of Jesus, must have felt, after her son’s death. Last fall, Gwen 

and I saw at the ACT a performance of Testament, starring Seanna McKenna, and based on the 

novel by Irish writer Colm Toibin, the Testament of Mary. She resents what his disciples have 

said to mythologize, hallow and rationalize his death. I found it deeply moving. But it also 

reminded me, as a grandfather now, of grandchildren whose father is Jewish and who, I hope, 

will bring them to the Seder, of a story I first heard years ago when I was living in New York.  
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A grandmother and her grandchild are walking along an ocean beach in March. The child is 

dressed warmly, with a scarf and mittens and hat that Grandma herself hand-knitted for him. 

Suddenly a tsunami-like wave, like the one in the Cecil B. DeMille version of the Exodus, 

carries away, not Pharoah’s army, but the beloved child. Choked with sea-water, the grandma 

finds herself lying on the beach, with only one knitted mitten clutched in her hand. Standing, 

Miriam raises her hand to the sky and yells up at God, “This is . . . UNACCEPTABLE!”  

 

Another wave crashes on the beach. The child, spluttering but somehow still alive, is at her feet, 

still draped in a sodden, woolen scarf, and wearing the other wet mitten. Grandma Miriam, 

enormously relieved, looks him all over, and then turns to yell again at God, “This child of mine 

. . . had a HAT!”  

 

This story, said the woman rebbe who told it to me, is a parable. Give us any cause for gratitude, 

joy, even the return of spring or the resurrection of the beloved son, and we are likely to tell the 

Universe what is still missing. “KNIT A NEW ONE,” said the Heavens.  

 

Ponder that, as together, we prepare not just for Spring, which will come without our aid, but 

also for Easter, the festival that celebrates the triumph of life over death, and for Passover, the 

festival underlying it, that tells us of the need for our continued faith and hope in the triumph of 

covenantal love as embodied justice, triumphing over every form of evil or despair. So may it be. 

This Spring, and all the days our lives. Amen.  

 

 

 


