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To be hopeful in bad times is not just foolishly romantic. It is based on the fact that human history is a history not only of cruelty, 

but also of compassion, sacrifice, courage, kindness. What we choose to emphasize in this complex history will determine our lives. 

—Howard Zinn 

 

The Seemingly Impossible Can Be Possible 
 
Welcome 
Rev. Clare Petersberger 

 
The Covenant 
James Vila Blake                                             

 

LOVE IS THE SPIRIT OF THIS CHURCH, 

     AND SERVICE ITS LAW, 

THIS IS OUR GREAT COVENANT: 

TO DWELL TOGETHER IN PEACE, 

TO SEEK THE TRUTH IN LOVE, 

AND TO HELP ONE ANOTHER.   

 

Opening Words 
“Let Astonishment Be Possible” 

The Rev. Gretchen Haley 

 

That we might help one another—and ourselves—The Reverend Gretchen Haley reminds us to let 

astonishment be possible: 

 

Whatever you have come in 

anticipating 

Whatever you expect 

Or worry  

For our world, for the future  

For our lives—  

Let it go  

Make space in your heart 

to be surprised 

Make room in your soul 

For a new story to take shape 

Let astonishment be possible 

At this life that remains 

a miracle 

Imagine here the bursting of joy 

Relentless and resilient 

Coming in waves 

Washing over us 

with music, 

and story 
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silence, 

and still this dreaming together 

Being hope for each other 

and courage  

to believe  

in this new day 

dawning 

for us all.  

Come let us worship, together. 

 

Chalice Lighting 
“Turning to One Another”   

Margaret Wheatley 

  

We light our chalice for turning to one another 

There is no power greater than a community discovering what it cares about. 

 

  ASK:  “WHAT’S POSSIBLE?” NOT “WHAT’S WRONG?”            

             KEEP ASKING. 

  

Notice what you care about. 

  

 ASSUME THAT MANY OTHERS SHARE YOUR DREAMS. 

. 

Be brave enough to start a conversation that matters. 

 

[The poet advises us to reach out to people we don’t know, people who are different from ourselves, and let 

our curiosity be piqued by the surprises we discover. The poem concludes:  

 

Real listening always brings people closer together. 

Trust that meaningful conversations can change your world. 

Rely on human goodness. Stay together.] 

 

Prelude 
“What a Wonderful World”  

George Weiss/Robert Thiele 

Donn Teubner-Rhodes, clarinet; Tracy Hall, piano 

 

Conversation on Excerpt from The Realm of Possibility 

David Levithan 

  

I invite our students to come up for a conversation.  

 

Our question this month is “How are we a people of possibility?” Today we are going to explore something 

we call “Impossible Possibilities.” 
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What do you imagine “Impossible Possibilities” might mean?  

 

Something that seemed impossible but became possible.  

 

Folks used to think that a machine could never be invented that would allow people to fly in the air. That 

would be impossible, they said!  

 

Say that with me: “Impossible!”  

 

But the Wright brothers invented something. What was it? An airplane! Who has flown on an airplane? 

Something that seemed impossible became possible.  

 

Folks used to think that women should not vote because they were too delicate to be a part of decisions. That 

was impossible they said!  

 

Say that with me: “Impossible!”  

 

But lots of people imagined it was possible, spoke about how it was only fair, marched and organized, and 

eventually, women were granted the right to vote in the United States. How many women in this 

congregation take advantage of your right to vote? Something that seemed impossible became possible.  

 

Folks used to think that a machine could never be invented that would wash clothes without scrubbing them 

by hand. That was impossible!  

 

Say that with me: “Impossible!”  

 

But how many of you wash your clothes by hand? So what was invented? A washing machine! How many of 

your families use a washing machine? Something that seemed impossible became possible.  

 

People used to think that people of the same gender could not marry. I had many friends in college who were 

told that was impossible!  

 

Say that with me: Impossible!  

 

But this church worked for marriage equality, spoke about how it was only fair, marched, wrote letters, and 

organized, and a few years ago, it became the law of our nation. How many of you know families with two 

mommies or two daddies? Something that seemed impossible became possible.  

 

Folks used to think that a machine could never be invented that would tell you anything you wanted to know 

and would fit in your pocket. That would be impossible they said.  

 

Say it with me: Impossible!  

 

Yet many of us have such a machine today. What is it? A smartphone! Something that seemed impossible 

became possible. What impossible things can you imagine in the future that might someday become possible 

to make the world a better place?  
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The poet David Levithan wrote a poem about “The Realm of Possibility.” This is what he said: “Here’s what 

I know about the realm of possibility—it is always expanding, it is never what you think it is. Everything 

around us was once deemed impossible. From the airplane overhead to the phones in our pockets to the 

choir girl putting her arm around the metalhead. As hard as it is for us to see sometimes, we all exist within 

the realm of possibility. Most of the limits are of our own world’s devising. And yet, every day we each do so 

many things that were once impossible to us.”  

 

The ability to do, with the help of others, so many things that were once impossible to us, is something to 

sing about!  

 

Hymn 
 #1017 “We Are Building a New Way” 

 

Meditation 
“If Love There Be”                 

Rev. Robert T. Weston 

 

This day, 

setting aside all that divides me from others; 

This day, 

remembering that the world is beautiful 

to him or her who is willing that it be so 

And that into the open, eager heart 

the beauty enters in 

if love be there; 

 

[The poet continues to assert that love overcomes grief, pain, and difficulty, and that the world is indeed 

beautiful. He concludes,  

“This day 

I will make a part of the song of life.” 

 

Read the poem at 

https://books.google.com/books?id=hoCMgxR19_cC&pg=PA29&dq=This+day,++setting+aside+all+that

+divides+me+from+others;&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjPgb3pioXgAhWjnuAKHT3HCN8Q6AEIKD

AA#v=onepage&q=This%20day%2C%20%20setting%20aside%20all%20that%20divides%20me%20from

%20others%3B&f=false; accessed 01-20-2019.] 

 

Musical Interlude 
“Whoever You Are”   

Hal Walker 

TUUC Choir 

 

 
 
 
 

https://books.google.com/books?id=hoCMgxR19_cC&pg=PA29&dq=This+day,++setting+aside+all+that+divides+me+from+others;&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjPgb3pioXgAhWjnuAKHT3HCN8Q6AEIKDAA#v=onepage&q=This%20day%2C%20%20setting%20aside%20all%20that%20divides%20me%20from%20others%3B&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=hoCMgxR19_cC&pg=PA29&dq=This+day,++setting+aside+all+that+divides+me+from+others;&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjPgb3pioXgAhWjnuAKHT3HCN8Q6AEIKDAA#v=onepage&q=This%20day%2C%20%20setting%20aside%20all%20that%20divides%20me%20from%20others%3B&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=hoCMgxR19_cC&pg=PA29&dq=This+day,++setting+aside+all+that+divides+me+from+others;&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjPgb3pioXgAhWjnuAKHT3HCN8Q6AEIKDAA#v=onepage&q=This%20day%2C%20%20setting%20aside%20all%20that%20divides%20me%20from%20others%3B&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=hoCMgxR19_cC&pg=PA29&dq=This+day,++setting+aside+all+that+divides+me+from+others;&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjPgb3pioXgAhWjnuAKHT3HCN8Q6AEIKDAA#v=onepage&q=This%20day%2C%20%20setting%20aside%20all%20that%20divides%20me%20from%20others%3B&f=false
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Recognition of New Members 
Reading 

From “Bound in Covenant”                  

Rev. Victoria Safford 

Delivered by Karyn Marsh, Chair, TUUC Membership Committee 

 

The Reverend Victoria Safford writes how in our Unitarian Universalist faith tradition  

 

“We are bound by covenant, each to each and each to all, by what theologian Rebecca Parker calls “freely 

chosen and life-sustaining interdependence.” The central question for us is not, “What do we believe?” but 

more, “What do we believe in? To what larger love, to what people, principles, values, and dreams shall we be 

committed? To whom, to what, are we accountable?” In a tradition so deeply steeped in individualism, it 

becomes a spiritual practice for each of us to ask, not once and for all, but again and again . . . How do I 

decide which beautiful, clumsy, and imperfect institutions will carry and hold (in the words of one 

congregation’s bond of union) my “name, hand, and heart”? The life of the spirit is solitary, but our answers 

to these questions call us to speak, call us to live, in the plural.  

 

. . . Every Sunday in my congregation we repeat in unison the affirmation the Unitarian minister James Vila 

Blake (1842–1925) wrote for the church he served in Evanston, Illinois, in 1894, “Love is the spirit of this 

church . . .” Each week, quietly, aloud, I promise that I will “dwell in peace,” and then I don’t live peacefully 

at all: by Monday afternoon or Tuesday at the latest, I’m living fearfully again, or acting meanly or self-

servingly. I say that I will “seek the truth in love,” and then proceed to act quite otherwise, closing my ears 

and shutting down my open mind and heart, seeking instead the validation of my own narrow, safe opinion. I 

say, “Our great covenant is to help one another,” and then I forget to do it.  

 

(But) a covenant is an aspiration to go deeper in relation to ourselves, to our best intention, to our God, and 

to each other. Someone said to me not long ago, “Covenant is a promise I keep to myself, about the kind of 

person I want to be, the kind of life I mean to have, together with other people, and with all other living 

things.” When we welcome babies in our church, when we welcome new members into the community, when 

we celebrate the love of beaming couples, when we ordain new ministers, we speak not in the binding 

language of contract, but in the life-sustaining fluency of covenant, from covenir, to travel together. We will 

walk together with you, child; we will walk together with you, friend; we will walk together with each other 

toward the lives we mean to lead, toward the world we mean to have a hand in shaping, the world of 

compassion, equity, freedom, joy, and gratitude.”  

 

The Reverend Victoria Safford on being bound in covenant as members of a Unitarian Universalist 

congregation.  

 

Introduction of New Members who have joined since June 3, 2018  

Marion Mashburn 

Elizabeth Mason 

Walter Burnett 

Lou Gieszl 

Sandy Grooms 

Nancy Caswell 

Lila Wisotzki 
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Debra Brewer 

Amanda Eveler 

 

Welcome from the Board 

Dr. Neil Porter, TUUC Board President 

Sue Royer, TUUC Board President-Elect 

[Text not available] 

 

Right Hand of Fellowship and presentation of gifts 

Rev. Clare Petersberger, Monica Sweidel 

  

New Member Covenant                 

Rev. Manish Mishra-Marzetti 

(New Members Recite in Unison) 

  

We enter this faith with hope and possibility in our hearts, 

pledging to participate in and support 

the ministries of this church. 

We covenant to remain true to the spirit of love 

that flows through this church 

and guides us. 

We seek your welcome as we join you in this faith. 

  

Congregational Response 

(Congregation responds in unison) 

  

WE WELCOME YOU AS ONCE WE WERE WELCOMED 

OURSELVES. 

WE SEEK TO BE OPEN AND INCLUSIVE; 

  RESPECTING YOUR INHERENT DIGNITY, 

YOUR IDEAS AND YOUR VISION, 

     IN TIMES WHEN IT IS EASY 

AND IN TIMES WHEN IT IS DIFFICULT. 

  

WE SEEK TO BE SUPPORTIVE, 

  NOT ONLY WHEN YOU REACH OUT IN COURAGE TO US, 

BUT ALSO WHEN YOU NEED US TO REACH OUT TO YOU. 

IN RETURN WE ASK THAT YOU RECOGNIZE OUR HUMANITY: 

  

WE WILL NOT ALWAYS LIVE UP TO OUR IDEALS. 

  AND, WHEN WE FALL SHORT 

WE INVITE YOU TO STAY IN RELATIONSHIP WITH US 

  AND HELP US MORE FULLY BRING ALIVE 

  THE SPIRIT OF LOVE. 

  

 



 

     

The Seemingly Impossible Can Be Possible, January 13, 2019 Page 7 

 

WE WELCOME YOU AS AN EQUAL MEMBER 

OF THIS CONGREGATION, OF THIS FAITH, 

AND OF OUR SHARED SPIRITUAL JOURNEY. 

 

Offertory 
“Simple Gifts”  

Trad. Shaker/Aaron Copland/Irving Fine     

TUUC Choir       

 

Sermon 
The Seemingly Impossible Can Be Possible 

 

On Tuesday evening, I called my parents to ask if they’d seen an e-mail I’d sent with a happy picture. My 

mother answered, “No. Oh, no! I’ve been following the news to learn about a crisis on the southern border.”  

 

Since, in the past 18 years, illegal border crossings from Mexico into the United States have declined from 

over 220,000 a year to just 40,000 last year, I replied, “Open your iPad and click on my e-mail with a happy 

photo.” My mother did so, and in commenting on the photo, our conversation moved from feelings of 

anxiety and fear to feelings of joy and celebration.  

 

Several years ago, in our summer story-telling service, Greg Koren reminded us that we each have a story we 

tell ourselves about life and how the world works. We interpret our experiences in light of this story we tell 

ourselves. The joke in my family is that my father’s mantra was that “the top of the mountain is around the 

next switch-back” while my mother’s mantra was “We’re all doomed.” The story my father told was 

optimistic. The story my mother told was pessimistic, although, since she would often say it with a laugh, 

she’d probably maintain that it is realistic.  

 

What is true for individuals is true for communities and nations. I was reminded of this reading Hans 

Rosling’s book Factfulness. The subtitle of the book is “Ten Reasons We’re Wrong About the World and Why 

Things Are Better Than You Think.”  

 

Rosling was a medical doctor and professor of international health whose TED Talks with his famous graphs 

were seen by millions of people. And whether speaking to the gathering of power politicians at Davos or to 

students in his classes, Rosling would begin with a fact-based quiz.  

 

For example, `In all low-income countries across the world today, how many girls finish primary school?”  

 

20 percent?  

 

40 percent?  

 

60 percent?  

 

Let’s see a show of hands. 

 

In all low-income countries across the world today, how many girls finish primary school?  
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How many think 20 percent? (Let’s see a show of hands)  

 

40 percent?  

 

60 percent?  

 

The correct answer is 60 percent.  

 

Let’s try another one:  

 

In the last 20 years, the proportion of the world population living in extreme poverty has 

 

Almost doubled? 

 

Remained more or less the same?  

 

Almost halved?  

 

Who thinks that in the last 20 years the proportion of the world population living in extreme poverty has 

almost doubled?  

 

Let’s see a show of hands. 

 

Remained more or less the same? 

 

Let’s see a show of hands. 

 

Almost halved?  

 

Let’s see a show of hands.  

 

The correct answer is “almost halved.”  

 

What Rosling discovered is that, statistically, those gathered at Davos did better on the question of world 

poverty. Sixty-one percent got it right. 

 

However, on other questions with facts and statistics gathered by the United Nations, they, like many 

educated people around the world, correctly answered the questions as often as chimpanzees would if they 

were randomly picking bananas with the answers printed on them.  

 

At first, Rosling thought that the challenge was education. Surely, if we receive the facts, this will transform 

and reshape our world view, right?  

 

No. As we have seen in recent days with the “crisis at the southern border,” the stories in our brains, and 

especially the fright/flight response of our limbic systems, are hard to override. Hans Rosling asked people in 
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30 countries and territories “Do you think the world is a) getting better b) getting worse, or c) staying about 

the same?”  

 

How do you think anywhere from 55 to 90 percent of the people in 30 countries answered? The majority said 

the world is getting worse. And yet the facts do not back this up. Bad things like legal slavery, child labor, 

children dying, deaths from war, hunger, and deaths from smallpox have all decreased— the latter to zero. 

Good things like immunization, electricity coverage, affordable solar panels, girls in school, child cancer 

survival, literacy, and new music have all increased.  

 

This is not to say that there aren’t still real challenges facing us—like systemic racism, and gun violence in the 

United States, and global warming around the world. Rosling writes, “Everything is not fine. As long as there 

are plane crashes, preventable child deaths, endangered species, climate change deniers, male chauvinists, 

crazy dictators, toxic waste, journalists in prison, and girls not getting an education because of their gender . . . 

we cannot relax.”  

 

But Hans Rosling shows that our negativity instinct often leads us to deny the very real progress that 

humanity has made. We therefore perpetuate a false narrative, a rather hopeless narrative, about ourselves and 

the world. Hans Rosling would not have agreed with my father that the top of the mountain is just around 

the next switchback, nor would he have agreed with my mother that we are all doomed. He wrote, “People 

often call me an optimist because I show them the enormous progress they didn’t know about.  . . . I’m not 

an optimist.” He continued, “I’m a very serious ‘possibilist.’ That’s something I made up. It means someone 

who neither hopes without reason, nor fears without reason, someone who constantly resists the 

overdramatic worldview. As a possibilist, I see all this progress, and it fills me with conviction and hope that 

further progress is possible . . . It is having a worldview that is constructive and useful.”  

 

On this day when we welcome new members, it is good to lift up how we Unitarian Universalists are 

“possibilists.” We don’t all share the optimistic story of God saving the Hebrew people, with prophets 

throughout history, time and time again, or of God saving the Muslim people through submission to God’s 

will, or of Jesus saving Christians from sin and its consequences, or of the attainment of Nirvana, like 

Buddha, liberating us from endless suffering, or of union with Brahman through right action, right devotion, 

and right knowledge as in Hinduism, or of living in harmony with the rhythms of nature as in paganism.  

 

But we also do not all share a pessimistic world view. On the contrary, we all affirm that revelation is not 

sealed. One place where this is evident, week after week, is in our Tree of Life book. It is so heartening to 

read and hear the outpouring of love and hope from those who are grieving losses, those who are facing 

difficult diagnoses, those who are working for justice, those who need to express gratitude, and from those 

who are our future who share inspirational messages. These messages reflect that we need not think alike in 

religious matters to love alike.  

 

So on this day when we welcome new members and celebrate the possibilities for our work together for a 

better congregation, a better community, and a better world, I leave you with these words by Rebecca Solnit: 

“American history is dialectical. What is best about it is called forth by what is worst. The abolitionists and 

the underground railroad, the feminist movement and the civil rights movement, the environmental and 

human rights movements were all called into being by threats and atrocities . . . ” But, Solnit goes on to 

observe, “After September 11, 2001, people felt, along with grief and fear, a huge upwelling of idealism, of 

openness, of a readiness to question and to learn, a sense of being connected and a desire to live our lives for 
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something more, even if it wasn't familiar, safe, or easy.” Solnit concludes: “We're in a world that for all its 

ruins and poisons and legacies is utterly new. I'm hopeful, because the future is dark, meaning inscrutable, 

unknown. As long as we’re here, we might as well live by our principles.”  

 

We know the impossible is possible. Most of us have lived long enough to see progress made. Most of us 

have lived long enough to contribute to progress being made. So let us live by our principles and see what 

more impossibilities we might make possible together.  

 

Hymn 
 #347  “Gather the Spirit” 

 

Closing Words 
  

Marge Piercy reminds us: 

 
“it starts when you care 
to act, it starts when you do 
it again after they said no, 
it starts when you say We 
and know who you mean, and each 
day you mean one more.” 

 

So may it be as we go now in peace. 


