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DECIDING NOT TO BELONG    
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OPENING WORDS     Know You are Not Alone and Discover the Way Our Voices Rise 
                                                                                                                              ~ Rev. Gretchen Haley1  

            For this one moment 
Know only that you are loved 
That you are safe, and whole and loved 
Know that you belong here 
Here among us, here upon this earth 
In your body 
However tired, or broken 
Your heart may be 
Whatever fear, disappointment, anger 
you carry 
For this hour know you are not alone 
Feel the presence of others 
Surrounding you, 
Breathing beside you, and with you, 
Discovering together the way our voices rise, and fall together 
In harmony, in hope 
Claim here a resilient freedom 
The choice for love, for light, to live with joy 
and gratitude and praise 

   as a form of resistance.  
This is a time of sacred belonging. Let’s enter into this time of worship and reflection, together. 

CHALICE LIGHTING                    
We light our chalice as a symbol of gratitude 
as we celebrate the abundance of our lives together. 
In this sanctuary we harvest bushels of strength for one another, 
and offer our crop with the hands of compassion and generosity. 
In the authentic and gentle manner of our connections, 
we cultivate a simple sweetness to brighten our spirits. 
May we be grateful for the ways we nourish and uplift each other, 
For it is the sharing of this hallowed time together that sustains us. 

STORY FOR ALL     The Good Egg        ~ Jory John and Pete Oswald 
(This is the story about an egg that leaves the rest of the dozen because it feels it doesn’t fit in there.)  

READING         The Last Leaf2         ~ David M. Horst  
Once, many grey autumns ago, I came upon a tree. The tree, a poplar, had dropped all of its 
leaves but for one, just one. Exactly one leaf remained near the topmost part of the tree, 

 
1 Found in the Soul Matters Worship Packet on Belonging 
2 https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/last-leaf  

https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/last-leaf
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fluttering in the breeze like a little reddish-brown flag. All of the other leaves lay about the 
ground or had blown away. 

I stopped and looked and marveled at the sight. I wondered what the odds might be that I was 
the one person who happened to arrive at that one tree at that one moment when but one leaf 
remained. What were the odds? 

I felt an instant kinship with the one leaf. I admired its stubbornness. I spoke quietly to it, 
“Hang on. Never give up. Don’t let go!” 

I gazed at the last leaf for a time, though I did not stay to witness its falling. I did not want to 
witness its falling. The leaf was not ready to let go and drop silently to the ground, and neither 
was I—though I knew we both would, in time, let go. 

I praised the last leaf on that autumn day many years ago, when I was still young. I walked on 
and slowly, imperceptibly, a sense of calm came over me. A sense of acceptance. A sense of 
peace. 

The exuberance of summer is gone. Grand plans and high hopes give way to chilly reality. We 
loved as best we could, we’ve reaped as much as we could, we’ve traveled life’s journey as far 
as we could. We count our blessings and our losses. All leaves must fall. 

The circle of the year comes round. Our hemisphere tilts away from the sun. Green turns to 
gold. Life returns to the soil. Animals retreat. The nights grow long. The natural world lies 
fallow. The season of letting go comes as it always comes. Winter begins.  (pause) 

MESSAGE              Deciding Not to Belong              ~ Rev. Julie  
There is a gross error implied in the title of my message today… Deciding Not to Belong. And so bear 
with me as I wind my way toward correcting it.   

I want to begin by attending to the song with which we began worship. I’m Going to Live the Life I Sing 
About in My Song was written by Thomas A Dorsey, and first recorded by Mahalia Jackson about a 
month before I was born in 1954. I’m not talking about the band leader, Tommy Dorsey. Thomas 
Andrew Dorsey is considered the father of Black gospel music…he lived and worked in Chicago, and 
spent his life traveling from church to church, peddling his repertory of gospel songs, which included 
Precious Lord among dozens of others.3  

This was the opening song on Mahalia Jackson’s first album on the Columbia label, and is also the 
song she sang on the stage of the Democratic National Convention in 1956, surrounded by a whole 
cadre of white men in suits.4 (Look it up…it’s a powerful picture.)  

On the face of it, it’s a song about living one’s Christian values. Walk the straight and narrow way. 
Stand up for what is right. If you go to church on Sunday, you can’t also go out drinking on Saturday. 

Wikipedia reminds me that Black gospel music has its origins in slavery when Africans were 
introduced to the Christian religion.5 This first resulted in the emergence of the spiritual…songs of 
both jubilee and sorrow. It is the combination of those spirituals with Protestant hymns which birthed 
modern black gospel music.   

And since spirituals so often sang of deliverance and passed along messages of freedom, I can’t help 

 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_A._Dorsey  
4 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XXYauoAIvfA  
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Traditional_black_gospel  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_A._Dorsey
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XXYauoAIvfA
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Traditional_black_gospel
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but believe that Black gospel music contains some of that too… a claiming for Black Christians a 
musical genre that was their own…a vehicle to express what was not accessible in mainline 
Protestant music…a way to ‘fit in’ while at the same time holding tight to their own reality and 
identity.  

And when I look at that picture of Mahalia Jackson singing in the midst of a powerful while male 
cloud of witnesses, I can imagine it as a subversive testimony for the survival of her people. Did she 
feel belonging on that stage? Or in the words of this song? What might she have felt in that moment?  

When have you ever had to do that kind of testifying?  

A question in the Belonging theme packet asks if you’ve ever sacrificed your integrity for belonging, 
which suggests that sometimes we might do all manner of bending…of our values, of identity, of 
comfort…in order to feel we belong. I suppose today’s message asks the inverse…have you ever been 
willing to sacrifice belonging for integrity? Have you ever walked away from someone, or some 
group, or some place, because to stay would mean that you would give up some vital part of 
yourself?  

In conversation about today’s service, Ben made me aware of Ursula Le Guin’s short story, “The 
Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas,” first published in 1973.6 I’d not read it before… have you? It 
tells the story of an idyllic and happy community whose well-being is dependent on keeping a child 
prisoner in feces-infested solitary confinement… a child that everyone knows about, but a situation 
they willingly ignore because they know that their lifestyle relies upon maintaining that painful 
status quo. But the story ends by telling of several individuals who fell silent for a day or two, and 
then walked straight out of the city, alone. Le Guin writes, “The place they go towards is a place even 
less imaginable to most of us than the city of happiness. I cannot describe it at all. It is possible that it 
does not exist. But they seem to know where they are going, the ones who walk away from Omelas.”  

So, have you ever walked away from Omelas? Have you ever given up the comfort of some 
blissfully-blind group energy for the sake of your integrity, of your soul?  

Well, a person can hardly wander around the internet these days researching integrity and belonging 
without stumbling into Brené Brown. “Integrity,” Brown says, “is choosing courage over comfort.” It 
is choosing what is right over what is fun, fast, or easy. It’s about choosing to practice your values 
rather than simply professing them.7 Integrity then, is about choosing to live the life you sing about in 
your song…whatever your song might be.   

And, according to Brown, true belonging is “what you carry in your heart. It’s finding the sacredness 
in being part of something...”8 

And now I must reveal the error in today’s title. I do not actually believe that we ever need to 
sacrifice our belonging. It’s note even possible. We can’t decide not to belong. We belong, no matter 
what. What we have to choose is whether or not ‘fitting in’ is worth what we lose by bending. What 
we have to choose is whether or not we will look away from what must be imprisoned in order to ‘fit 
in’. ‘Fitting in’, you see, is a very different thing than belonging. Deciding not to ‘fit in’ would have 
been a much more accurate title. 

I think that the urge to ‘fit in’ is a result of us feeling orphaned from our belonging. In her book, 

 
6 ISBN 978-0-06-091434-9 
7 https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbescoachescouncil/2018/06/21/do-you-lead-with-courage-and-integrity/#3b4571891962  
8 https://livingwellcounselling.ca/belonging-to-yourself/  

https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbescoachescouncil/2018/06/21/do-you-lead-with-courage-and-integrity/#3b4571891962
https://livingwellcounselling.ca/belonging-to-yourself/
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Belonging: Remembering Ourselves Home, Toko-pa Turner writes of the many ways we are orphaned 
from our inalienable belonging. It happens when our gifts are not understood, when the system 
demands our loyalty but ignores our uniqueness, when wars of intolerance make us refugees, and 
when our culture forces us to split off what we are told are unwanted parts of ourselves.9  

And, Turner says, this leaves us with an absence that creates a great longing in us, while at the same 
time, creating shame for our unbelonging. As our isolation and alienation increases, we feel alone in 
that unbelonging. At our last Journeys group, I think most of us were shocked to hear how many 
others feel they don’t belong. It’s epidemic.  

So it makes complete sense that we try so hard, in so many ways, to fit in. Rather than seeking out 
places where our integrity is welcome, and rather than claiming the right to belong wherever we are, 
we do everything we can to pretend we belong…to fit in…to choose not to see what is being harmed 
in making that choice.  

These times are calling on us to claim our belonging. The world needs those of us who can ground 
ourselves in our home the earth, who can find and know our unique songs, and who then sing out 
those songs with integrity.  

Brené Brown says that to live with integrity requires courage. But I don’t think it’s enough to say that. 
It leaves us hanging. We need to be competent in the work of belonging…we need skills that will 
help us remember that we are home, here, now, always.  

Turner writes of these competencies, and while time won’t allow for me to go into much depth, as 
each of them is worthy of a whole sermon, I want to at least offer you a brief summary.10  

She begins by writing of how many of us are dis-connected from our people’s history, including the 
songs, stories, and wisdom ways. These ancestral connections, she says, would offer us a position 
inside belonging, where we might feel richer and stronger by virtue of this inheritance. I think this is 
what is happening for many Indigenous people as they re-connect with their traditional ways and 
wisdom. Turner speaks of this as a journey of reconciliation backward through time, and a choice not 
to forget from where we came.  

She goes on to list commitment as the first competency. Belonging is hard work, and it takes repeated 
practice at showing up again and again. Even when the rest of the eggs in your ‘dozen’ drive you to 
distraction.11 

Then comes the competency of handmaking – a surprising way to belong, but Turner speaks of how 
creating with our hands reconnects us with our own beginnings as well as our ancestral story. As we 
weave, or knit, or carve, we connect to the materials, and to our teachers, and to our own bodies, all 
of which contribute to belonging.  

She then suggests that we allow ourselves to receive the pleasure of being at home in our own skins, 
and of feeling well there, wherever and with whomever, we find ourselves. This receiving of pleasure 
opens us up to our inherent worthiness and can fill us with gratitude. 

The next competency is in being approachable to life itself…a quality that includes such things as 
extending invitations, offering hospitality, and embodying and accepting life’s ambiguities. Being 

 
9 Turner, Toko-pa, Belonging: Remembering Ourselves Home (Her Own Room Press, British Columbia:2017) chap1 
10 Turner, chapters 12-18  
11 Refers to the children’s story…A Good Egg.  
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approachable also requires us to slow down, and make room.  

Then Turner talks about ‘storywells and songlines’, reminding us that we are all made of stories, and 
how it is important to continually edit and re-story our lives. As we write and tell and sing our own 
stories and our own songs, it allows us to behave as if…so that in their telling, we actually help bring 
into being the life and the world we imagine.  

Another competency is to tend a village, which Turner sees as a more proactive way to talk about 
community. In a village, we work for the common good, find a shared sense of values, create circles 
and rituals, and respect and learn from elders.  There, we also have to allow ourselves to be seen, and 
to let others share in our hardships.  

The final competency Turner lists is that of reciprocity with nature…to restore and reconnect with the 
natural world. As we remember how to be part of an ecosystem, we restore the value of ‘tenemos’ of 
having and holding together within all of creation. 

Living in our integrity requires courage, and the courage gets support when we practice 
competencies. I’ve long thought that this is what religious community is all about…that it’s a kind of 
laboratory for the practice of beloved community, or in Turner’s words, for the practice of village 
mentality.  

This is why I chose “We Shall Be Known12” for the meditation music. I find it to be a song about who 
we aspire to be…a singing into being of the kind of community we long for…where we are known as 
the ones who tend the fires, and who sow seeds of change. A song that says, it is time now. It is time 
to thrive, and to be alive, and to lead with love. 

It may seem that I have strayed far from our topic, but in truth, my title’s admonition to walk away 
from belonging in order to maintain your integrity is just wrong-headed. None of us should ever feel 
that in order to save ourselves we need to isolate, and be alienated…to be that last leaf on the tree 
clinging to empty principles13, or to walk away from Omelas alone, like some kind of self-righteous 
hero.  

But neither must we stay in Omelas. You see, to walk away from Omelas is to follow our 
longing…which is not a turn toward isolation, but a turn toward the light, and toward belonging…to 
respond to “the elemental gravity that attracts toward us the life and world we want for ourselves.”14  

At the beginning of her book, Turner offers a blessing of sorts for all those who realize that Omelas is 
not home, and that they must leave. I end with excerpts from that blessing as well as from the 
concluding chapter:  

May you recognize with increasing vividness that you know what you know.  
May you be willing to be unlikeable, and in the process be utterly loved.  
May you see, with the consummate clarity of nature moving through you, that your voice is not only 
necessary, but desperately needed to sing us out of this muddle.  
May you know for certain that even as you stand by yourself, you are not alone.  

May you know that there is a place within us where everything should be allowed to flower in its 
own time and way. And that the real reward of your quest is to fling your doors open and to let your 

 
12 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dX11MEtbkXI  
13 Refers to a reading earlier in the service. https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/last-leaf  
14 Turner, chapter 9  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dX11MEtbkXI
https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/last-leaf
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life become a shelter of belonging.   

So be it.  

READING            Belonging15            ~ Karen Hering 
So much of our yearning  
begins under the open sky.  

A young girl 
sits in the fields of her own longing.  
She is one more 
thin blade of grass  
connecting earth and sky, 
swaying with desire.  
To be of use, the wind 
Whispers in her ear.  
You who have done this known, the 
breeze 
moving through these fields 
can blow for a very long time.  

Now, years later,  
ripened by life and love and loss,  
she grows  
toward what calls her. 
She leans into her longing 
as a plant tilts toward the light  
that beckons it skyward,  
the light that gives strength,  
bestows beauty, 
unfurls the plant’s leaves 
like green banners, waving.  

What would the world be like  
if we all turned our faces  
toward the light in this way?  
If we let ourselves belong to our 
longings, 
opened our ears to the voice that says,  
You,  
I want you.  
I need you.  
Like this, the sun charms the shoot up 
from the soil 
and coaxes the bud to release its tight 
fist.  
Like this, the wind lifts the seed from 
the open bloom 
and the soil calls the seed home again.  

Time rounds the bend,  
Older, wiser now, she replies, 
a green supple blade 
bowing over and over again,  
offering her tasseled seeds to the wind,  
belonging to those same swaying fields 
that years ago called out 
to the young girl yearning  
under the wide open sky.  

*CLOSING WORDS           Tensile Strands       ~ Rev. Robert Walsh 
When the great plates slip and the earth shivers and the flaw is seen to lie in what you trusted 
most, look not to more solidity, to weighty slabs of concrete poured or strength of cantilevered 
beam to save the fractured order. Trust more the tensile strands of love that bend and stretch 
to hold you in the web of life that is often torn but always healing. 

Know that you are held in love, always belonging in that embrace. Know that this community is 
grateful for your presence.  
Go in peace and love. Don’t forget to vote. And Happy Thanksgiving.  

EXTINGUISHING THE FLAME 

 

 
15 Found in With or Without Candlelight, A Meditation Anthology published by Skinner House Books.  


