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Can I say that all of us have struggled with changes in our lives; dealing with transitions, 

with having to let go, picking ourselves up off the floor, starting again, only to have another 

curve ball thrown at our heads, hitting the deck, standing up, dusting ourselves off…and on and 

on?  Are we kind of in on this together, or is it just me?  (Time for a reality check) 

The lyrics to the songs Bryan Gick sang for the offering and meditation: Phil Ochs’ 

“Changes” and Bob Dylan’s “The Times They Are a Changin’” address the kinds of changing 

and the challenges we face letting go that I want to talk about today: the first is personal, 

subjective and intimate; the second, public and political.  Though perhaps profoundly different, 

they also share a common issue, and that’s the narratives we work with that frame the 

phenomenon of change and letting go.  I’ll be talking about that as well; we’ll see.  Change may 

be inevitable and letting go hard, but do we always have to welcome it; must we just buck up and 

go along?  I think there are times when we can and ought to say no. 

 But before I go any further, I want to level with you.  I was asked to give this sermon 

some time ago.  I don’t think I would have chosen this topic on my own.  I feel inadequate to talk 

about it and I’ve struggled with this for the past couple of weeks.  I’m not a life coach, therapist 

or counselor.  I don’t think I have any inside track or specialist’s insights, and there are probably 

a number of people in this room who, by training, natural gifts and sympathies, could be up here 

and more useful to you, to us.  So full disclosure: I’m just who I am—one person of a certain age 

who’s lived a life—my own very particular one, not yours; and there’s no way I can presume to 

know who you really are, what you’re thinking and feeling, and what you’ve truly gone through 
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in your life—that’s a mystery: our own subjective, individual burden and glory—the particular 

infinite residing in each of us that no one else can ever truly know or understand. 

That said, for some years now, I have met one-on-one with a fair number of 

people—members of this congregation and others—in moments where you’ve shared with me, at 

times we’ve shared together, our hopes and fears, achievements and set backs, momentous 

decisions and crises, many of which have arisen because of changes in our lives, changing 

circumstances of health, work, relationships, climate change, and political issues—the blessings 

and burdens of which are so great that carrying them alone in our hearts and minds is just too 

much to bear.  And the fact is, when you’ve walked in sat down with me and opened up your 

mind and soul, I’ve been so impressed by how much wisdom you hold.  You’ve already done 

most the work and know the answer and the questions; we just need someone to listen without 

judgment, for we tend, then, to know and see what we must do. 

And that’s moving and sacred to me—the healthy human need, of which no one should 

be ashamed, to reach out and connect with another person.  Some of the first words ever spoken 

on this planet may have been: “it is not good for a person to be alone.”  (Gen 2:18)  And in the Book 

of Kohelet, written three millennia ago, it’s unknown author said: “Two are better than one, 

because they have a good reward for their toil.  For if they fall, one will lift up the other.  And 

again, if two lie together, they are warm…And though a person might prevail against one who is 

alone, two will withstand that power.  A threefold cord is not quickly broken.” (Eccles. 9-12) 

In our own hymnbook, Rev. Mark Morrison Reed, affirms that a central task of the 

religious community is to “assure us that we are not struggling alone”; it’s essential, he says, “for 

alone our vision is too narrow to see all that must be seen, and our strength too limited to do all 

that must be done.”  
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For life, and the living of it, is hard.  From the beginning, the human family’s known that 

“in the sweat of our face we shall eat our bread till we return to the ground.” When Hamlet talks 

to himself about whether to be or not to be, to live or take his life, he runs through a whole 

catalogue of what we suffer being alive: “slings and arrows of outrageous fortune…a sea of 

troubles…heartache…the pangs of despised love…the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir 

to…” what may be “the calamity of a long life” that must bear the “the whips and scorns of 

time…the oppressor wrong…the law’s delay, the insolence of office…”  That was written over 

four hundred years ago!—does it sound familiar?  In our own time, the great bluesman Johnny 

Winter put it succinctly like this: “Life ain’t easy.  It’s a long, hard, rocky road….This old world 

is a tangle…And  I can’t count the tears I cried.  You know the blues is everywhere.”

Our bodies change, we age and morph; raging hormones flicker and ebb away; keen 

sightedness dims and we need glasses to see print on the page and what we’re putting in our 

mouths; once straight backs begin to sag and hunch; we find ourselves frequenting physicians 

increasingly with complaints; we end up in hospital—friends, family and partners, too; and one 

by one they’re taken from us by aging, sickness and death.  And that’s hard.

On the street, I catch a glimpse of an old strange man in a plate glass window and then, 

with surprise realize it’s me (that ever happen to you?).  But wait a minute, I can’t be that old!  

Inside, I don’t feel that way.  And I still feel as clueless as I did when I was a kid—struggling to 

make sense of things. My hair’s fallen out; my beard’s white.  If I’m so old and experienced, am 

I not supposed to be wise by now?  I don’t feel like it.  Am I supposed to let go of that too?  

My youth…?  OK.  Let’s face it.  But I’d hoped that perhaps I’d be a bit more sage-like at 

this point in my life. But then again, looking around at my age cohort, and especially at those of 

us with a little power, as we would suppose, it appears that we’re having trouble with 
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changes—with changing times and needs—with being less acquisitive and entrenched; trouble 

seeing we need to be more generative and to let go so that younger generations can step forward 

before it’s too late. Do you see why I’ve felt the need to step away from this pulpit?  It’s time to 

let go.  Time for this congregation to start writing a new chapter of who and what we are and will 

be.  And I’m confident that it will be a thing of beauty.

And relationships?  Yes, there have been times when you’ve told me you had to let go; 

and I have seen the wisdom in it (or most of the time).  But to let go for what, and for whom?

I’m glad that my mother divorced my father back in 1968; I was fourteen then, and I 

knew it was for the best.  For me, a dark cloud lifted from 1605 Olive Drive; it was like we could 

breathe again, or for the first time, really.  Looking back, though, I’m amazed and proud of my 

mom and of other women who similarly made that difficult decision in those years.  They just 

had had enough.  But think of what they were up against!  

I’m going to talk about Iris because I know her story better; though even then, I don’t 

really know what she went through.  But I can imagine.  Divorce meant publicly acknowledging 

that her marriage was a failure, which was a big deal in our community.  It went against deeply 

entrenched public conventions of that time—both secular and religious.  It may have cast doubt 

in the minds of others about her ability all those years as a spouse.  It meant losing a second 

income and becoming the sole breadwinner for her family.  It meant breaking a covenant, a 

promise, that once married, come hell or high water, you stuck with it.  It meant that once 

effected, divorce could put in jeopardy both her status in the church community and the state of 

her eternal salvation.  That was the overarching, commanding narrative under which she and 

others of her cohort lived (and that includes the women of Quebec who led the Quiet 

Revolution)—a narrative, both sacred and secular, that said: There Is No Alternative.  And yet, 
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she, and they, did it anyway.  And just for a moment, I want to stop and acknowledge their 

struggle, strength, and courage in saying enough!  the courage to let go.

But here’s the thing, if they defied that commanding narrative, what did they place in its 

stead?  For whom and what would they be willing to take such a dramatic step?  Of course, the 

marriage had become a living hell.  The boat’s sinking, you’re hanging on, knuckles white with 

the strain.  The most terrifying part is just before you loosen your grip.  But I would put to you 

this: I never heard Iris say it was to save myself, realize myself, actualize myself.  I think she let 

go so that her hands were freed up to save the lives of those around her from going down and 

drowning with the ship.  She let go so that she could be a better colleague and a better public 

school teacher.  She let go so that she could be a better friend, and she was wise to surround 

herself with a good support system that she called her “club.”  I even think she let go in order to 

be a better member of her church congregation.  But above all, I know she defied the There Is No 

Alternative narrative in order to save her family, to save us, to save me from drowning in a home 

filled with what had been years of soul-sucking dread and unhappiness.

There’s this passage that comes mid-way in the novel Daniel Deronda first published in 

1876 and written by Mary Ann Evans—who wrote under the name of George Eliot.  (You may 

have heard of her books Middlemarch, Adam Bede and Mill on the Floss)  The young Gwendolyn Harleth 

has entered a disastrous marriage and she talks about it with Daniel Deronda.  “What can I do?” 

she asks.  “I must get up in the morning and do what everyone else does.  It is all like a dance set 

beforehand…and I’m tired and sick of it… And I must go on.  I can’t alter it… What’s the good 

of trying, unless life were worth more?”  And Daniel, because he’s a true friend, replies: 

“It is the curse of your life—forgive me—of so many lives, that all passion is spent in…the small 

drama of personal desires….What sort of earth or heaven would hold any spiritual wealth in it 

for souls pauperized by such inaction?...[It would] stamp every possible world with the flatness 
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of our own inanity [emptiness]—which is impious, without faith or fellowship. The refuge you are 

needing from personal trouble is…a life which holds an enthusiasm for something more than our 

own appetites and vanities…For us who have to struggle for our wisdom, the higher life must be 

a region in which the affections are clad with knowledge.”

 The women who, like my mom, let go of toxic marriages were neither so young, 

inexperienced, or spoiled as was Gwendolyn Harleth.  Some, perhaps many, had a friend like 

Daniel, who spoke truthfully to them, and then stood resolutely, as Daniel did, by their side as 

allies.  Their struggle for wisdom was dearly won.  They forged new identities, new ties and re-

wrote the narrative of their lives, not in the pages of a novel, but in their homes, places of work 

and worship and in politics while in the company of allies and friends. As well, they accepted the 

imperfection of their lives, and of life, and in so doing, passed along a gift, the one that says 

There is An Alternative—discover it, take responsibility for it, and make it your own.

I think that, one way or another, one life lived or another, we are not strangers to this 

story.  And that brings us here, out from our many rooms and myriad lives, to this place, to what 

Kenneth Patton described as “this house.”  “This house,” he wrote, “is for the in-gathering of 

nature and human nature.  It is a house of friendships, a haven in trouble, an open room for the 

encouragement of our struggle…guarding the dignity and worth of every person….It is a house 

for truth-seeking,” for scientist and mystic, “a house of art,”  and “a cradle for our dreams, the 

workshop of our common endeavor.”  And that work, that common endeavour?—we say when 

lighting our chalice on Sundays, “may we care for our earthly home with courage, love and 

justice.”   Returning to the words of Mark Morrison-Reed, he says “the central task of the 

religious community is to unveil the bonds that bind each to all.  There is a connectedness, a 

relationship discovered amid the particulars of our own lives and the lives of others.  Once felt, 
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it inspires us to act for justice.  Here we are assured that we are not struggling for justice on our 

own, but as members of a larger community.”

Mary Ann Evans/aka George Eliot, Kenneth Patton, Mark Morrison-Reed—our hymnal 

features readings by each.  Together, I think they sketch something like a narrative by which 

Unitarians live, or ought to.  Consider the words: struggle, endeavor and work; a life lived for 

something more than self; that we live for nature and dignity, friendship and encouragement, 

community and connectedness, art and dreams, and justice!  Justice.

Stitching these words together could create a narrative that makes sense of our 

lives—individually and collectively—here, at home, at work, in nature, and in the political and 

economic culture of our times.  They gather us in; they generate and actively nurture our “faith 

and fellowship.” But in so doing, they throw into stark relief, by contrast, a counter-commanding 

narrative, a new dogma under which we, and especially our young people, have been consigned 

to live these past forty years—the one that says we must conform—There is No Alternative, or so 

it’s said by oligarchs, by pundits and politicians—no alternative to the logic of a capitalist 

economy that treats everyone and everything as a commodity with a market price. And do I 

really need to say the consequences have been profoundly destructive for human attachments to 

and affections for relationships and institutions?

Are we truly going to say to ourselves, to millennial youth, to children and generations to 

come, that they must let go of justice and equity?  Let go of living in a habitable planet?  Let go 

of decent, safe and affordable housing?  Must they work and work and barely get by, while 

wealth pools up obscenely in conspicuous luxury and out of view in off-shore tax havens?  Must 

work be scheduled by abstract algorithms that destroy a parent’s ability to plan a week ahead?  

Are we truly going to say, to meet the incessant demand for immediacy, that it’s OK that 



8

companies (like Amazon) dispense free painkillers to workers whose hidden moments of 

freedom and respite from labour are being discovered and wiped out—who are literally being 

worked off their feet?  Are we supposed to let go of family, free time, and friendships, let go of 

deep encounters with nature, with solidarity, art and dreams—those messy human aspects of life 

that help constitute our humanity?  Are we supposed to let go of all of that?  Is there no 

alternative?

It was once inconceivable that slavery in the American South would ever end; 

inconceivable that women would get the vote; beyond belief that workers would achieve an 

eight-hour day (and where has that gone?!); inevitable that the hole in the ozone in our upper 

atmosphere could not be closed; unbelievable that de facto theocracy would crumble and fall in 

Quebec; inconceivable that First Nations would be making such a stunning comeback in 

numbers, legal respect, power and influence.  It took a critical mass of people sufficiently 

maladjusted to the status quo, women and men who refused to let go of their humanity, their 

hope for the environment, their solidarity with others, their vision of the common 

good—ancestors, parents, us (?) and a rising generation who affirm: “There is an 

alternative—there must be.”  

May we have the wisdom to discern what we need to let go of in our lives, the courage to 

share joys and sorrows with allies and friends, and may we be steadfast in holding on to values 

of compassion, equity and justice that make for a life worth living for ourselves and for the 

generations arising.    


