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March's Theme is Vulnerability

In 2009, Rev. Heather
invited members and
friends of Cedar Lane
Unitarian Universalist
Church to take part in a
'Post Secret' project.
They submi�ed secrets
on postcards, to be

included in a service reflec�ng on these submissions and those submi�ed
to h�ps://postsecret.com/ This message of this par�cular secret was
meaningful at CLUUC in 2009 and is meaningful to us at WUS now in 2023.
#vulnerability

Opening the Door
to

Vulnerability
By Brenna Mayer

There is a hesita�on – not unexpected – when I ask her about working with
my class. She has a son who she gets on well with. But other people’s kids?
She isn’t so sure. In the pause, I hear all the ques�ons. What do I do if…?

https://postsecret.com/
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Will they even listen to me? Am I cool enough? Will they be annoying? Will I
be too strict? Will this be any fun for me? Will I be se�ng myself up for
constant snark?

Working with school-age kids can be
daun�ng to adults, especially if they aren’t around that popula�on on a
regular basis. Even those with kids of their own might think twice about it,
feeling like they lack the experience or tools to really work effec�vely with
kids.
 
I had these same worries and ques�ons when I embarked on my first
volunteer experience with kids as the Youth Service Coordinator at my
church. I was, frankly, terrified. I had li�le kids and had been a teenager.
That was the extent of my experience. I felt in�midated by the task and the
age-group of grades 6 to 9 plus gradua�ng seniors.

I volunteered for the job for a couple reasons. First, as the Worship
Commi�ee Chair, it was my idea to restart the Youth Service tradi�on and
nobody else raised their hand – and plenty of them sat on their hands for
added emphasis. The second reason is that, while I was mulling over
whether this was a crazy stupid idea, my husband gave my then 5-year-old
son some o�and advice, saying to him, “Well, if you don’t try, you definitely
won’t succeed.” I decided to live those words, and jumped in.

My first mee�ng with the kids was, well, embarrassing. I explained to the
seniors what we wanted them to do: pick a theme for the service and write
reflec�ons. I explained it in what I thought were very clear, definite terms. A
few of them gave me blank looks, a few more seemed to be deciding if I
might be a li�le off, and maybe one or two seemed slightly recep�ve. I tried
to fill the silence. It grew. Finally, I gave up and looked hopefully at a girl who
babysat my kids. She nodded, translated for the group, and we moved on.
Not a stellar start.

My next mee�ng was with the middle
schoolers (grades 6 to 9). Judging by my first experience, my outlook was, in
a word: despair. I told myself over and over that I would just have to get it
over with: Do it, acknowledge the fail, and move on to other opportuni�es.
In other words, I had built up a giant wall – a wall with all doors firmly
clasped shut – between me and the kids before I even stepped into the
room.

All the �me I was building this wall, I was coaching my own kids on staying
open to new experiences. Luckily, my fourth-grade son came to me with a
ques�on about “fi�ng in” in a group. He felt like he was the only one who
didn’t at school. I commiserated, admi�ng that I wasn’t terribly excited to
be working on this project at church. He looked at me in confusion. “But
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Mama,” he said, “you’re grown up. And you always tell me that everyone
just wants to be loved.” And that’s when my heart snapped back open.

Brene Brown says, “Vulnerability is the birthplace
of love, belonging, joy, courage, empathy, crea�vity. It is the source of hope,
accountability, and authen�city.” It’s also pre�y darn scary. But my son
reminded me that I’m not the only one in the room who's afraid to be
vulnerable, afraid of being rejected, cri�cized, not enough. When we
approach the world with the idea that we are – all of us – just as afraid and
vulnerable, our hearts open and let love in. That is the beau�ful place where
we can reside with our kids. That is the place where learning, crea�vity, and
radical acceptance of ourselves and one another blossom.
 
There’s no guarantee that working with kids – or adults! – won’t ever
generate an awkward moment or tension. In fact, if it doesn’t, we probably
aren’t doing it right. The key is trying (and some�mes failing, but then trying
again) to meet ourselves and our kids with love and acceptance. Rejoicing in
their joys, commisera�ng with their fears, encouraging their empathy, and
loving their endless willingness to be in community with one another.
 
That second mee�ng went much be�er than the first. I started out with a
curiosity about who these kids were that I couldn't have had from behind
my wall of fear and insecurity. I talked and also listened. The kids were
enthusias�c, excited that they got to make the decisions, eager to start
working on the project, generally recep�ve to my ques�ons, and pa�ent
with my fumbling a�empts to be funny. In short, they were beau�fully open,
accep�ng, and loving already and without even trying. They inspired me, so
much so that I quit the Worship Commi�ee at the end of my term and
embarked on remaking a curriculum for middle schoolers centered around
crea�ng worship together.

So, when the person I asked to
join our class was skep�cal, I encouraged her to just dip her toe in and see.
She has been swimming in the deep end ever since. Consider tes�ng the
waters yourself next �me someone asks you about working with kids. It
could be life-changing. It was for me.

April's Theme is
Resistance
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What comes to mind for
you with the word

“Resistance?”
By Heather Janules

The incident in Tiananmen Square in 1989 took place right when I was on
the threshold of adulthood. To be honest – then and now – my knowledge of
the incident is limited. All I know is that students sought reforms in China
and the government responded swi�ly and violently.
 
But I do remember with clarity “the man in front of the tanks.” As his
iden�ty is unknown, he is remembered as “Tank Man” or the “Unknown
Rebel,” standing in front of a column of military tanks alone, shi�ing his
posi�on from �me-to-�me to prevent them from moving forward.

I can’t imagine a more concrete symbol of resistance. His brave act
embodies the courage of ci�zens in conflict with a much more powerful
force. As his fate is unclear, for all we know this could have been one of the
last acts of his young life. But even in this worst-case scenario, there is no
denying the power of his ac�ons, the resistance he demonstrated through
the simple use of his own, singular self.
 
I went to college not long a�er Tiananmen. It wasn’t uncommon to see
posters in my fellow students’ rooms with an image of “Tank Man,” including
cap�ons like “We stand with him.”
 
Knowing myself as I do, I ques�on whether my own iden�fica�on with Tank
Man could ever be anything beyond philosophical. Volunteering for
annihila�on, no ma�er the value of the cause, is a difficult idea to agree to
in real life. We humans are animals, hard wired towards self-protec�on and
survival.
 
But, thankfully, there are other ways to prac�ce resistance. Just as we are
generally inclined towards survival, I believe most people learn over �me
what roles and behaviors do not authen�cally serve them. It is part of what
it means to grow, in character and in spirit.
 
One of Mary Oliver’s most beloved poems, “The Journey,” speaks of
someone moving away from those who demand too much:
 
“…But li�le by li�le,
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as you le� their voice behind,
the stars began to burn
through the sheets of clouds,
and there was a new voice
which you slowly
recognized as your own,
that kept you company
as you strode deeper and deeper
into the world,
determined to do
the only thing you could do –
determined to save
the only life that you could save….”
 
Earlier in the poem, Oliver uses imagery almost as powerful as tanks – a
trembling house, a wild storm. When we follow through in resis�ng those
that do not have space in their lives for our needs too, it can feel like
summoning the same courage we recognize in Tank Man.
 
But, as we approach a month centered on “resistance," I am reminded that
resistance doesn't have to be significant or drama�c to be effec�ve. When
we pay a�en�on to our day-to-day lives, we can recognize countless
opportuni�es to be the person we strive to be, to live the life we want to
live. If you are like me, you make decisions and choices that, with more
forethought or courage, you would have made differently in order to be in
be�er alignment with your values. 

So resistance can be small decisions, like politely declining a social
engagement that you know will lead to disappointment or switching banks
to one with a be�er record of service with BIPOC communi�es or choosing
to greet all the strangers you meet on your walk to work or school, even
though that is rarely done here in New England. 

Your small ac�ons don't necessarily require hos�lity.
And over �me, these small acts of resis�ng that which causes us to struggle
and wilt gives us the strength for bigger decisions and acts that might just
stop an army in its tracks. 

What will you say "no" to so your "yes" has greater meaning? Let's prac�ce
together the art of gentle yet effec�ve resistance towards who we truly are
and where we want to go.
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May's Theme is Creativity

The Power and Creativity
of

  Beethoven
By John Kramer

This ar�cle was prepared for the Mys�c Messenger in March of 2020. We
were hoping to celebrate Beethoven’s 250th birthday with a special Music
Sunday tribute. We are reprising this excellent program and celebra�ng his
253rd birthday on Sunday, April 2nd.

Beethoven is s�ll considered one of the greatest composers to have lived,
and his music is a magnificent expression of the human experience. But
Beethoven is also important to us, and for us as UUs, in other ways which
we will soon explore. 
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Beethoven was born in Bonn, Germany (then part of the Holy Roman
Empire), in 1770 (he was bap�zed on December 17th) and was taught by his
father and other notable musicians, including, for a �me, Franz Joseph
Haydn. He rose to prominence in Vienna and spent much of his life there.
Beethoven was an ar�st in the modern concep�on. He worked neither for a
church as did J.S. Bach, nor for a royal court as did Haydn, but worked mostly
on commission and had students as today’s composer does. He was also a
formidable pianist, famous for his improvisa�ons as well as his
composi�ons.

Beethoven was born during the Age of Enlightenment and much of his work
resonates with the Humanism that comes out of this �me. These same
ideals influenced early UU thinkers, especially the Unitarians and in a sense,
both Beethoven and modern day UU religion can be thought of as children
of the Enlightenment. It is also notable that Beethoven was not par�cularly
religious, although his works project a deep belief in nature and human
poten�al, echoing modern UU sen�ments.

Beethoven did not write much for the church, and even a seemingly
religious work like his Missa Solemnis is too long and requires too many
performers to be prac�cal for a church service. Nor did he compose a lot of
choral music, although his Ninth Symphony, with the choir and soloists
par�cipa�ng in the fourth movement, is one of the most famous pieces for
choir there is. But much of his choral music reflects ideas of early (and
modern) Unitarianism; emphasis on a deity rather than the trinity, the use of
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nature as an inspira�on,
and the belief in the
ability of humanity to
transcend strife and unite
for the be�erment of all.

Three pieces we are
presen�ng on April 2nd
elucidate this idea. The
Choral Fantasy, Elegischer
Gesang, and the
Hallelujah from the
Mount of Olives. We will present the Choral Fantasy in a slightly abridged
form, but will sing all of the text. When one considers this text against the
standard church mass which cons�tuted the majority of choral music of the
�me, it becomes fairly radical. 

Graceful, charming and sweet is the sound
Of our life’s harmonies,
and from a sense of beauty arise
Flowers which eternally bloom.
Peace and joy advance in perfect concord,
like the changing play of the waves.
All that was harsh and hos�le,
has turned into sublime delight.

When music’s enchantment reigns,
speaking of the sacred word,
Magnificence takes form,
The night and the tempest turns to light:
Outer peace and inner bliss
reign o’er the fortunate ones.
All art in the spring’s sun
Lets light flow from both.

Greatness, once it has pierced the heart,
Then blooms anew in all its beauty.
Once one’s being has taken flight,
A choir of spirits resounds in response.
Accept then, you beau�ful souls,
Joyously the gi�s of high art.
When love and strength are united,
Divine grace is bestowed upon man.

The Elegischer Gesang (Elegiac Song) was wri�en for his friend and patron
Baron Johann Bap�st von Pasquala� of Osterberg a�er the death of his wife.
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In place of a tradi�onal requiem text
Beethoven uses these words by Ignaz
Franz Castelli: “Life gently touched
thee, and passed as so�ly, thou spirit,
too holy to know pain! No eye could
weep for this heavenly spirit, when
homeward turning Ah, life gently
touched thee, and passed as so�ly.
Yes, and passed as so�ly.”

Beethoven’s Humanism can also be seen in his oratorio Christ on the Mount
of Olives from which we will be singing the Hallelujah. This is evidenced by
the work concluding with Jesus accep�ng his fate, placing the emphasis on
his own decision rather than on the crucifixion or resurrec�on. 

I would also like to briefly touch on the power of
Beethoven’s instrumental music, his symphonies,
string quartets, piano sonatas, and other works that
comprise the majority of his composi�onal output.
Many have wri�en about the spiritual and “ennobling
impact” of this music, and surely this power has
influenced many genera�ons of musicians.
Beethoven’s music aligned with the growing European
and American merchant and middle classes in such a
way that many learned to play it and then shared it

with their family and community. Indeed, no 19th century pianoforte would
be complete without a volume of Beethoven sonatas on it. The general
sen�ment was that by playing or even listening to his music, you would
become a be�er person, your spirit strengthened. His instrumental music
also evidences the power of music without words to charm the imagina�on
and lead one on voyages not capable by words alone. Where texts o�en
lead us into a specific corner, their absence can free us to see in infinite
direc�ons.

The music of Beethoven has had an enormous impact on all of us and it is
safe to say that today’s music would not be the same without his
genius. Even If you have never listened to his music, you have heard music
by someone who was influenced by Beethoven. But I bet you have heard his
Ode to Joy theme! This musical power also aligns with certain moral and
philosophical ideas that con�nue to influence our thinking. And, his music is
simply glorious to behold, full of emo�on, covering a broad range of human
experience and also, just a lot of fun. To quote from the Ninth Symphony his
music contains, “joy… whose magic brings together what custom has
divided. All people shall become one wherever those gentle wings hover.”
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Music in Our Future

We are very excited to bring back
Kemp Harris on Friday, March
31st, at 8 pm. Kemp is an inspiring
performer, a singer and songwriter—a
master weaver of American musical
styles. He has been a mainstay of the
Boston music scene for some �me; he
honed his in�mate style in
Cambridge’s coffeehouses. He has also
collaborated with the Alvin Ailey
American Dance Theater, the Wang
Theater and Berklee College of
Music. Kemp Harris defies
categoriza�on. 

WUS Events Calendar
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