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ATTENTION! ATTENTION! 
THE UNITARIAN FELLOWSHIP OF PETERBOROUGH 

REV. JULIE STONEBERG  
NOVEMBER 17, 2019 

 
OPENING WORDS                       ~ inspired by Susan Frederick-Gray1 

Has there ever been a time when you wanted to give up?  
When you wanted to tell the world that your heart is broken by disappointment and 
loneliness? 
Or when, amidst messages brandishing the ‘power of we’, the work of building beloved 
community has simply felt insurmountable? 
Yep. There has been a time.  
Right alongside the “power of we” is the “struggle of we.” 

The struggle of lovingly letting go of whatever keeps us separate from one another. The 
struggle to accept, let alone celebrate, our very real differences. The struggle to set aside 
counter-cultural priorities for the sake of our lives.  
The struggle to know that it matters that you’re here.  

Has there ever been a time when you wanted to tell the world about this place?  
Where we are reminded we are beloved, just as we are.  
Where, grounded in love, we act for a just and sustainable world.  
Where we build resilience to keep on searching, keep on loving, keep on acting. 

Has there ever been a time when you wanted to shout out the good news?  
That we are not alone, that we are in it together...that we, without a doubt, exist within 
a context of shared belonging and collective responsibility.  
Here, love gives us courage and community gives us the strength to love.  
Yes. This is indeed good news. 

STORY FOR ALL     The Smallest Girl in the Smallest Grade              ~ Justin Roberts 

READING     Would You be Willing to Sacrifice for it?2                        ~ Mr. Barb Greve   

For me, the answer to this question is simply that I am willing to sacrifice for the saving, 
loving message of Unitarian Universalism. I would not be alive today if it were not for 
this message. 

I’ve known my gender identity since I was very small—probably about age 4 or 5. 
Because of being raised UU, and our insistence on lived experience as part of the holy, I 
was able to trust my own understanding of my identity. I was never taught that my 
internal truth was wrong or unholy, as so many queer and trans folk are taught today. 
That teaching, that trusting of my inner voice and experience and God’s love (however 

 
1 https://www.uuworld.org/articles/president-spring-2019  
2 https://www.uuworld.org/articles/power-we   
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you define God), the trusting of love of community, that message was truly lifesaving 
for me. 

As an adoptee, I’ve always been very aware of our faith’s impact on my life. Had I not 
been raised in a family that embraced the pluralism of Unitarian Universalism, I 
wouldn’t have had the creativity and capacity to live my life in the ways that I have. I 
had to be creative because there were few or no role models for nonbinary people when 
I was growing up. So I never take for granted the fact that I was raised by a family that 
gave me the gift of a faith with such a loving message. 

But at the end of the day, sacrifice is also about letting go of something that we hold 
dear individually, that thing that is holding back the collective we. Sacrifice is about 
what, for the love of the faith, each of us is willing to offer up and let go of. When 
people collectively come together in faith, we become more than our human limitations, 
and when we enter into a faith community, we are entering into a space that exists 
beyond us as individuals, so the sacrifice that we are called to do is a loving letting go of 
what keeps us separate from one another. 

That letting go is different for each of us depending on social location and power. 
Already most UUs with multiple marginalized identities have made great sacrifices and 
regularly continue to sacrifice in order to believe that this faith can live into its fullest 
potential. If practicing this faith has not already asked a lot of you in terms of your own 
comfort, it’s time to consider what you need to lay down on the altar that is dear to you 
but keeps you out of connection to others in our faith community. Allowing ourselves 
to be changed is what allows our communities to thrive. 

In many ways, I have sacrificed—or, I prefer to say, dedicated—my life to our faith, 
from becoming a Sunday school teacher at age 11, to revitalizing my congregation’s 
youth group as a teen, to serving on the UUA staff as a young adult, to going to 
seminary, to serving in congregations, to saying “yes” to being your co-moderator. The 
reason I keep showing up for our religion that has let me down time and again and 
broken my heart time and again is because I want that same loving, saving message that 
I have internalized to be available to everyone. 

At our best, Unitarian Universalism embodies a love that is all-encompassing and a 
pluralism that is truly embodying the “both/and” of communities. We can build the 
world that can coexist, find meaning together, and encourage one another’s spiritual 
growth. That is the saving message. But the word sacrifice comes from the Latin words 
sacra and facere, meaning “to perform sacred rites.” As you think about what is so 
important in Unitarian Universalism that you would be willing to sacrifice for it, I also 
invite you to think about this process of letting go—this practice of giving up “me” in 
service to “we”—as a sacred rite. What makes this an act of faith is trusting that making 
a sacrifice, and moving through the feelings of loss or fear or discomfort that might 
accompany it, will eventually and ultimately bring you more joy, more fulfillment, 
more love. 
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The question of what in Unitarian Universalism is worth sacrificing for gets at the heart 
of why this religion matters—not just as a place to go on Sundays, but why it matters in 
your life and the world. Thank you for opening your heart to the question and the 
answers that arise.  (pause) 

MESSAGE              Attention! Attention!                  ~ Rev. Julie  

So, this is Celebration Sunday…which begs the question, just what are we celebrating?  

Unapologetically, Celebration Sunday comes at the end of our pledge campaign, but as I 
haven’t yet heard the numbers, I can’t say we’re celebrating a big success in the area of 
financial stewardship. It’s true that by some measure, financial gifts are an indication of how 
much you value this community, but celebrating our financial stewardship in a Sunday 
service, doesn’t sit right with all of you, in part because money is so fraught with meaning, 
and because that topic tends to divide rather than connect us.  

So, if not the pledge campaign, what are we celebrating today? My message is essentially that 
question…and I leave it open for your consideration.  

Just what are we celebrating today?  

As a little girl, I loved the Cinderella movie with Leslie Ann Warren. I especially loved its 
music, and its message that impossible things are happening every day. As you know, that 
story centers around a huge community celebration at which the prince is to choose his bride, 
and the people are told of this when a court herald goes out into the streets with the fanfare 
trumpet and a huge scroll, and announces: “Hear ye, hear ye! Attention! Attention! The Prince 
is giving a ball! And you’re ALL invited!  

Well, I’d like to announce that kind celebration today. So, imagine that I am a court herald, 
wearing a tabard embroidered with a Unitarian chalice, and that I come before you, blow a 
trumpet, unroll a scroll, and announce:  

Hear ye, hear ye! This is a day to celebrate! We, the Unitarian Fellowship of 
Peterborough, mark this day as Celebration Sunday! We celebrate all life as precious. 
We celebrate the questions of our children, and the joy of those giddy with the embrace 
of community. We celebrate ourselves, because we give what we can, with countless 
acts of service that make us who we are.3  We celebrate the free expression of love and 
acceptance of each other and of all who enter in friendship. Hear ye, hear ye! Attention!  

Attention! I’m using this word today, not as a noun, as in ‘May I have your attention?’, but 
rather as an imperative. A call to listen up. An invitation to be watchful. Attention, as the 
sound of a fanfare trumpet.  

I’m often asked how I find the stories that so aptly complement and support the day’s theme 
and message. Truth is, I often find the stories first, and then find my message in the story. I 
love that I have the freedom to do this. Our six sources allow me, and you, to find inspiration 
wherever we might find it, so, while I’m comfortable using passages from sacred scriptures, I 

 
3 Some of these words are those of Leslie Takahashi: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/opening/284575.shtml  
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also find the sacred in children’s books. We can find inspiration in countless places, and this is 
something to celebrate, right? There is no ‘one and only’ sacred text.  

And one of today’s ‘scripture’ readings was the story of the smallest girl in the smallest grade. 
Allow me some exegesis…which is the process of explaining, or critically interpreting, a text. 
To exegete a text is to carefully take it apart and study it, from a variety of angles, to find 
meaning. And having done that, here’s what I noticed.  

First, the small girl, Sally McCabe, paid very careful attention to the world around her, which 
happened to be the world of her school community. The lens she was using was a lens of 
kindness and respect, so what she was noticing were the places where kindness and respect 
were absent. And she was disturbed. She was disturbed by the non-human world…where 
dogs howl, and cats fight, and kites get stuck in trees. She was also disturbed by her human 
community…where kids push other kids, and parents are bullies, and people with bulldozers 
plow under wildflower fields.  
Sally McCabe, small as she was, was paying careful attention.  

Second, that small girl, Sally McCabe, made a decision to act. Small as she was, she raised her 
hand in the air and stepped out of the lunch line, and said, “Stop hurting each other!” She was 
her own personal fanfare trumpet, not with a call to celebrate, but with an important 
announcement. She called attention to something no one else was paying attention to.  

Now, the text doesn’t say much about why she raised her hand in the air on that particular 
day. It only says that after days of paying attention, she had seen cold stares and heard mean 
words. And somehow, that smallest girl, having had enough of it, made a courageous stand, 
and said something that must have been hard to say. Sally McCabe, small as she was, took 
action.  

And third, the action taken by one small girl was noticed, as she’d never been noticed. She put 
her hand in the air and stepped out of line. And when she put her hand in the air and stepped 
out of the prescribed line, first one, and then another, and another, did the same. And after 
that moment of ‘the power of we’, although the world returned to much the same as it had 
been, Sally noticed that small acts of kindness were more present in her small world. Sally 
McCabe’s hand, small as it was, joined with other hands to make a positive change.  

Well, we are one small congregation in one small faith movement in a world that doesn’t pay 
much attention. Lots of people pay no attention to what we’re paying attention to, and mostly 
don’t notice that we are paying super extra special attention… to gender injustice, to systemic 
racism, to climate change…to name just a few things. And it’s true. We are paying super extra 
special attention.  

And whew. It is HARD work, all this paying attention. All this putting up of our hands. It’s 
relentless, and overwhelming, and sits heavy on our hearts and our spirits. I’ve heard many of 
you express your exhaustion, your anxiety, your hopelessness, your ennui, your frustration.  

You are courageous and insistent about putting up your hands. Yes, there’s always more work 
to do, and more than what we alone can accomplish, but we put up our hands for food 
security in Peterborough. We put up our hands as humble allies for the Indigenous people of 
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this area, and around the world. We put up our hands for examining and undoing our white 
privilege and the systems of racial injustice in which we participate. We put up our hands for 
climate action. We put up our hands for gender justice. That’s something to celebrate. You are 
something to celebrate. 

Still. Whew. This is difficult and sometimes soul-sucking work. What are exhausted, anxious, 
hopeless, frustrated people to do? Where do we turn? One answer, most assuredly, is 
community. One answer is this community.  

I love this line in today’s story, coming right after they all raised their hands: “...they all felt, 
for a moment, like the janitor’s keys. Fastened together with a heavy steel ring that held all the 
secrets to unlock everything.”  

One key, one lock. Two keys, two locks. All the keys, fastened together, all the secrets to 
unlock everything. It’s lovely really, to think that in my ‘ring’ of connections, others have ways 
to unlock things that I cannot and could never do alone. Together we can do, and become, so 
much more. Very comforting, very affirming. 

One person, one hand, one issue. Two people, two hands, two issues, maybe. More people, 
more hands, more possibilities…for action, for support, for growth, for the expression of love 
in the world. More courage. More resilience. More mutual support. And isn’t that something 
to celebrate!?  

And see, I think that every time, as Unitarian Universalists, we put up our hands and show up 
here…and every time, as Unitarian Universalists, we put up our hands and claim the worth 
and dignity of each being…and every time, as Unitarian Universalists, we put up our hands 
for religious freedom for everyone…and every time, as Unitarian Universalists, we put up our 
hands and listen to one another’s joys and pains…and every time, as Unitarian Universalists, 
we put up our hands and insist on racial and gender and climate justice… and every time, as 
Unitarian Universalists, we put up our hands and partner with community organizations who 
are doing important work…and every time, as Unitarian Universalists, we put up our hands 
and spread the word that each person has the right to live an authentic life…and every time, as 
Unitarian Universalists, we put up our hands and unapologetically announce the value of 
participating in this community, we have big cause for celebration.  

And wouldn’t it be grand if more people noticed that? If more people knew that we were here? 
If more people were able to experience the ‘power of we’? If more people had the opportunity 
to be part of a welcoming and joyful community such as this?  

We seem to think that announcing our good news risks alienating others. Maybe because 
Unitarian Universalism has an ethos of acceptance and “finding your own path”, we are 
averse to anything that looks like proselytizing. Yet if we believe that a loving community can 
offer a home of belonging, and support in our mutual attempts to love the hell out of the 
world, and a place to examine meaning in lives that can feel both out of control and confined 
by competing expectations…wouldn’t we want to share that? Isn’t that good news? Isn’t that 
something to celebrate?  

So now, just imagine yourself preparing to deliver good news to the people. Put on your 
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tabard, and your hat with the feather in it, and practice your trumpet embouchure.  
And when you’re ready, hold your head high, head out into the streets, take a deep breath, 
and blow that trumpet!  

Hear ye, hear ye! Come one, come all! The Unitarian Fellowship of Peterborough is 
giving out love and affirmation. Grounded in love, we welcome you on a personal 
journey to embrace life with wonder and inquiry!  We find inspiration in our 
interconnection with all-that-is, and want to share life with you. Join us in fostering 
personal transformation and acting for a just and sustainable world. Come one, come 
all!! 

And one by one, a hand went up, and then another, and another (won’t you join me?) And 
something special happened on that day, November 17, at 11:xx, when the world was changed 
by one small congregation in one small city. Impossible things are happening every day! And 
isn’t that something to celebrate!  

May it be so. Amen.  

*CLOSING WORDS                                      ~ Erik Walker Wikstrom 

If you are who you were,  
and if the person next to you is who he or she was, 
if none of us has changed 
since the day we came in here— 
we have failed. 

The purpose of this community— 
of any church, temple, zendo, mosque— 
is to help its people grow. 

We do this through encounters with the unknown—in ourselves, 
in one another, 
in "The Other"—whoever that might be for us, 
however hard that might be— 
because these encounters have many gifts to offer. 

So may you go forth from here this morning 
not who you were, 
but who you could be. 

So may we all.     

Each of us is BOTH who we are and who we could be, and together we are both who we are 
and who we could be.  
Go in peace, knowing that this community is here for us because each of us is here for each of 
us. And that is very very good news. 
So be it. Amen. 

EXTINGUISHING THE FLAME 
 


