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We find by losing. We hold fast by letting go. We become something new by ceasing to be 

something old. . . Out of each old self that dies some precious essence is preserved for the new 

self that is born; and within the child-self that is part of us all, there is perhaps nothing more 

precious than the fathomless capacity to trust.                      

 
       and from the great jazz singer Ethel Waters  
 
Life is not intended to be safe. A safe life has too small a name for a creature of eternity. Life at 

its noblest and highest has a hazard about it; it ponders tomorrow but does not know it; sounds 

the depths of the ocean, but knows not the hazards of the bottom. Life at its best takes a chance 

on righteousness no matter the hazard, no matter the cost. Life, when answering to its true name, 

lifts on wings, feeling no invisible hands supporting. 

 

**** 

 

It was Ash Wednesday this week. Over in the East Bay, my friend Rosemary Bray McNatt was 

feeling stressed and harried, as all of us sometimes do. As the new President of our seminary, 

Starr King School for the Ministry, she has faced some real institutional, spiritual challenges. 

She is the first African American woman to head a West Coast seminary. But when she was 

named in May, the Starr King community suffered a distressing breach of trust. Someone who 

preferred another candidate got hold of confidential feedback on the finalists from students, 

faculty and others, then utilized others to spread it, as though there were something corrupt about 

her selection. There certainly was not. But great spiritual damage was done. Confidences had 

been broken. Trust was lost. People asked to cooperate with an investigation balked at doing so. 

Two students had their degrees temporarily withheld. Other students left. So did some faculty.  
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Now Rose was raised, as I was, Roman Catholic. In her memoir, Unafraid of the Dark, she 

describes how she grew up in the housing projects and parochial schools of Chicago, then won a 

full scholarship to Yale College. She went on to become an editor for the New York Times Book 

Review, and through a fellow African American journalist, her husband Bob, to marry into our 

Unitarian Universalist faith, and then become sr. minister of one of our New York City churches.  

 

But on Wednesday, Rose was feeling the need for a blessing. After coffee near the Oakland-

Berkeley line she noticed a Catholic church with banners colored black, red, and green flying. 

The doors were open. She saw that every single image was the Holy Family as people of color. 

“Interspersed with the iconography were Adinkra symbols from the Akan people of Ghana,” she 

later wrote: “I gasped with pleasure as I saw over the sanctuary door a giant Gye Nyame symbol, 

which I had adopted as my personal motto upon ordination; it translates as “except for God, I 

fear nothing.” The room was Afro-centric, the priest, Irish, with a brogue to match. He greeted 

her with a smile. “What’s your name?” he asked. “Rose,” she said, and he reached toward her 

forehead, and marked it with ashes, and said, “Rose, repent, and believe in the gospel of love.”  

 

She had been looking for this, she realized: a chance to be ministered to, someone who did not 

know her but who saw her as she truly is: as beloved, as a child of God. “Ash Wednesday,” 

Rosemary wrote in her blog, “is meant to be . . . a reminder of our [shared] mortality and the dust 

to which we [all] ultimately return. But . . . [the] ashes I wore were a talisman of hope [as well], 

a reminder for my sometimes weary heart that any day is a good day to  . . . turn myself around 

and give myself over to love’s good news. May all of us get that same chance,” she wrote, “to 

believe in love’s amazing power.”  

 

I don’t know about you, but I worry about the decline of trust our human world seems to be 

experiencing in many forms these days. According to polls and many social commentators, it’s 

not just a decline of trust in government, although that is bad enough here in these Disunited 

States -- now more politically polarized than at any time, I think, since before the Civil War. 

Actually, it’s a more pervasive phenomenon. It extends to nearly all institutions, religion itself, 

leadership, the media, even the professions and confidence in democracy itself. We read about it 

every day it seems. A prominent news anchor is suspended for embellishing his own experience. 
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A governor is forced to resign in a neighboring state. His successor speaks of “restoring trust.” 

Congregants hand me articles about how a dozen corporations now control 85% of our media, 

saying, “See, you can’t believe anything you read anymore.” Frankly, I don’t think that’s true, 

but I understand the sentiment. Part of me is tempted to call it one of the “cultural contradictions 

of capitalism.” That’s a phrase sociologist Daniel Bell coined 40 years ago in a book of that title. 

But in more recent years, with the Cold War ending, the rapid integration of the global economy, 

the rise of digital communications, trust seems to be eroding in ways Bell couldn’t have seen. 

We’re turned into little more than consumers – not only of goods, but of information; fans of this 

source or that party or person; with few obligations to one another as fellow community 

members, and few to cultivate those qualities of ethical character that religion always valued.    

 

The irony, of course, is that without trust, even the market economies don’t function very well. 

Trust is a form of “social capital,” needed so that human beings, their leaders, and societies can 

cooperate. Without it, it’s hard to see how we can meet the urgent challenges posed by global 

climate change, population growth, and the tactics of demagogues and new terrorist entities like 

ISIS -- whose whole strategy relies on spreading more distrust and fear.  

 

Yet I wonder if even anti-capitalism isn’t also implicated. Some of the students at Starr King 

were influenced by the Occupy movement. Left-wing anarchists who so distrust leadership and 

institutions that they sincerely believe that everyone should be in on everything. No confidential 

boundaries need be respected.  

 

But “[t]rust is like the air we breathe. When it is present, nobody notices. But when it is absent, 

everybody notices.” So says Warren Buffett, one of the few business leaders to show up on lists 

of the most trusted people in America today. The most trusted personalities now are actors – 

Tom Hanks, Sandra Bullock, Denzel Washington. And how ironic is that? We place our trust in 

people who are paid to read words written for them by someone else!  

 

Daniel Bell was criticized for waxing nostalgic about the role that religion, its leaders, rites and 

teachings, used to play in renewing trust. But Rosemary knew her need. I’m reminded of the 

story that David Chiu, now one of our state assemblyman, told here the Sunday that Rosemary 
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preached at service celebrating the beginning of my new ministry here. It seems that back after 

the 1906 earthquake, the minister of this church, Bradford Leavitt, led the San Francisco 

interfaith community in the relief efforts. And found that corruption was rife around City Hall. 

His work resulted in the indictment and conviction of the Mayor for corruption, and the forced 

resignation of all 11 members of the board of supervisors! “That’s why I’m here,” said Chiu, 

then president of the board. “You people are scary!” I loved that.  

 

This should be the role of religion: confronting breaches of trust, and restoring it when it is 

broken. Later, at the annual Thanksgiving breakfast of the San Francisco Interfaith Council, I 

was asked to give the closing prayer. Ferguson MO was at the top of the news, and I said 

something about how we move toward Dr. King’s dream of Beloved Community only “at the 

speed of trust.” African Americans in the room could be heard saying, “Uh huh! Amen! Tell it!” 

And on my way to the door, San Francisco Police Chief Greg Schur asked me for a copy of my 

prayer. “There isn’t one,” I said. “I don’t write prayers; I just pray as the spirit moves me.”  

 

It was Grandparents and Special Friends Day at my granddaughter’s school, and all day long I 

had to field calls on my cell from the Chief’s office: Could I please try to remember my prayer; 

the Chief needed it at a meeting with community leaders that evening. Finally they found a video 

of the occasion, just as I recalled what the phrase was that had provoked such a response. It’s not 

original with me, of course. Alyson Jacks brought it back from a social justice conference called 

“Walking the Walk.” It was popularized by leadership guru Stephen Covey. But it’s a good one.  

 

“At the speed of trust.” That does govern how we move forward. Even here, in this community. 

Early this month, at a UU ministers institute on excellence in ministry, I spent several days with 

Rev. Michael Piazza, co-director of the new Center for Progressive Church Renewal in Atlanta. 

But he made his reputation in Dallas by taking a small, discouraged congregation of about 130 

members and growing it into the 4000 member Cathedral of Hope, the largest primarily LGBT 

church in the world, and led it into a progressive denomination, that of our cousins in the UCC.  

 

When a community is suffering, said Piazza, when it has been dealt blows to its trust, numbers, 

vitality, and sustainability, the natural reaction is for people to seek the illusion of safety in the 
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familiar. Everyone clutches more tightly to the structures and friends that they’ve always known. 

Without even knowing they are doing it, they can send signals of distrust toward people who are 

new, toward new leaders and initiatives, even toward efforts to make the community more 

vibrant, inclusive, and thriving. He calls the first step that a new leader has to take a process of 

“unfreezing” tight muscles. “Tight hands have to open outward,” he said.  

 

I’m feeling that process working here in this community. Last Tuesday night, I closed the regular 

meeting of the Board of Trustees by asking them to join me in this gesture. On Wednesday night, 

an open and generous spirit showed up again as another leadership group formed a consensus 

about a realistic path to financial stability and a thriving future for this historic, social engaged 

congregation. You’ll hear more next Sunday at an open Town Meeting after worship.  

 

Meanwhile, I’m moved to retell a parable that I first told here this fall as a Story for All Ages. 

Perhaps you’ll recall it. Once upon a time there was a community of monks. At one time their 

community had been large, thriving, and very influential. But then the Wars of Religion came. 

With violent disputes over belief, many people lost trust in all religion. Young people no longer 

came on retreats often and few joined the community. The remaining monks got older and set in 

their ways. Abbots came and went. Then, one year, from the nearby town, a retired rabbi came, 

asking to use a hermitage on the monastery grounds. The new abbot gave his blessing, and one 

night went down to talk with his Jewish colleague. They read from the prophets and the psalms, 

prayed together, and then reflected on how the work of God is restoring trust and building true 

community. As he was about to go, the abbot asked the rabbi if he had any final insights.  

 

“You know, it’s strange, but as we were praying in silence, something beyond me said to tell you 

that it is just possible that in your community the Messiah will appear, and soon.” Well, the 

abbot found that hard to believe. But when he spoke to the community at their prayers, he told 

them what the rabbi had said. And slowly, they began to look at one another differently. Could 

sweet old Brother Alfred be the one? Could it be the Novice Master? Not the abbot. But perhaps 

that stranger who came to the gate? Or the troubled young man who had just taken his vows?  
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And as they unfroze from fear, and trusted and treated one another differently, so they saw 

newcomers differently, and the community soon began to add to its numbers, vitality, ministries, 

and faith in its future. And soon began to grow and become famous and influential once again.  

 

Let those who have ears to hear here, hear. And then open their hearts and hands. Amen.   


