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[Religious] holidays do not simply celebrate the cycles of time. Instead, they tell stories  

about unexpected turns in human history. They express a form of faith that dares to reflect on human expectations 

being upset . . . The Jewish and Christian [stories] remind us to find the mark of God  

less in the regularities of nature than in the unexpected turns that life can take. 

—Rev. John Buehrens 

 

 
Expectations of Faith 

 
 

Welcome 
Rev. Clare Petersberger 

 
The Covenant 
First Parish of Norwell Unitarian Universalists 

 

WE PLEDGE TO WALK TOGETHER 

IN FELLOWSHIP AND LOVE, 

   TO CULTIVATE REVERENCE, 

TO PROMOTE SPIRITUAL GROWTH 

     AND ETHICAL COMMITMENT, 

TO MINISTER TO EACH OTHER’S NEEDS 

     AND TO THOSE OF HUMANITY, 

TO CELEBRATE THE SACRED MOMENTS OF LIFE’S  

     PASSAGE, 

AND TO HONOR THE HOLINESS AT THE HEART OF BEING. 

 

Opening Words 
“Welcome and Listen” 

Rev. Natalie Fenimore                                               

 

The Reverend Dr. Natalie Fenimore is the Minister for Lifespan Religious Education at the Unitarian 

Universalist Congregation at Shelter Rock in New York. In addition to being a minister, the Reverend 

Fenimore describes herself as an African-American woman, a mother of children of color, and a Unitarian 

Universalist religious educator. Our opening words are from her meditation “Welcome and Listen.”  

 

“Though you have broken your vows a thousand times—come, yet again, come.” 

 

These words of Rumi speak to the welcome that is at the heart of Unitarian Universalism. We seek to be a 

home for all who desire our company. We seek to make a welcome for all those in search of our good news.” 

 

[These words of welcome, addressed to people of all ages, to families of diverse configurations, offer a home, 

but not an escape from the world, in this community. Here, says the writer, we are invited to create a Beloved 

Community, despite the challenges of the hurt and pain that we may bring with us; despite the need to 

forgive, and to be forgiven; despite the separation we feel from one another, separation often bequeathed to 



Expectations of Faith, September 29, 2019 Page 2 

 

us by our ancestors. Here, we can see each other, hear each other, hold each other’s pain, and, “walk together 

to seek the truth in love.”] 

 
Chalice Lighting 
#637 “A Litany of Atonement” 

Rev. Robert Eller-Isaacs 

 

Tonight is the first night of Rosh Hashanah, the New Year in Judaism. Judaism teaches that the best way to 

begin again in love is to forgive oneself and others and to seek forgiveness from those one has harmed. In 

this way, one will be inscribed in the Book of Life for a good year.  

 

The Unitarian Universalist minister, the Reverend Rob Eller Isaacs, wrote the responsive reading for the 

chalice lighting in the first person—“I forgive myself and others, and begin again in love.” This was deemed 

too intimate for the hymnal, so it was changed to the “we” of first person plural.  

 

But I invite you to join me in saying, in your outside or inner voice, “I forgive myself and others, and begin 

again in love.” “I forgive myself and others, and begin again in love.”  

 

Prelude 
Avina Malkeinu     

Max Janowski 

Tracy Hall, voice and piano 

          

Story for All Ages 
Rimon for Shira:  A Rosh Hashanah Story                                             

By Galia Sabbag; Erin Taylor, illus. 

 

What does it mean to be a people of expectation—especially when your expectations are not met? The story 

of Rimon for Shira explores this question. 

 

“At school, Shira learned all about Rosh Hashanah. She learned that the word “Rosh” means “head” in 

Hebrew, and the word “Shana” means year—so Rosh Hashanah is the beginning of a New Year.”  

 

[The story continues as Shira learns about various traditions associated with Rosh Hashanah. She learns that a 

shofar, or ram’s horn, is blown at Rosh Hashanah, and that the proper greeting for the holiday is, “L’Shana 

Tovah!” She learns that there is special food eaten for the holiday, like apples and honey which suggest that 

the New Year will be sweet, a bread called “challah,” which is round like the circle of life, and fish, served 

with the head to remind people that they should lead, not just follow.  

 

But she is especially interested in “rimon,” a fruit which is to remind the Jews of the way in which their faith 

instructs them to treat each other in the New Year. And her teacher explains that the Jewish people want to 

fulfill as many of their commandments as there are seeds in a “rimon.” And after reciting a blessing, the 

teacher shared the fruit with Shira and her classmates. 

 

Shira loves this new fruit, and when she tells her parents about what she’d learned about Rosh Hashanah, she 

asks if they, too, could have “rimon” on their holiday table.  
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But though her mother agrees, they are unable to find “rimon.” There are none at the supermarket, nor at the 

produce stand. In fact, no one working there has even heard of “rimon.” Shira is so disappointed, so sad, but 

her mother suggests they look further, and at another supermarket, she is delighted to find an entire display 

of “rimon.” And her mother solves the mystery of why they’ve been unable to find the fruit earlier. “Rimon” 

is Hebrew for “pomegranate.”  

 

Shira and her mother buy a bag of “rimon” for their holiday celebration. Excited and happy, Shira exclaims 

that they’ll have as many good ways to express their faith as there are seeds in the “rimon.”] 

 

Shira’s expectations were not immediately fulfilled. But she kept looking for the sweet fruit with her 

mother—and eventually they found it. Whether or not we have a rimon or pomegranate tonight, may we, like 

Shira, be a person who expects that we will do as many good things in the coming year as there are seeds in a 

pomegranate. In so doing, may we all be inscribed for a good year! 

 

Song   
“Halleluhu” (Psalm 150)           

Miqedem 

Luke Williams, voice; Dominique Hall, oboe; Casey O’Brien and Tracy Hall, percussion; Tracy Hall, piano 

 

Prayer/Meditation 
“A Kol Nidrei”               

Rev. Mark Belletini 

 

At this time of year, part of the liturgy in Judaism is to ask release from vows between the individual and 

God—not just for the past year, but also for the coming year. Why? Because no one will be able to perfectly 

fulfill the high expectations and ideals of faith. Perfection is not expected—growth and transformation are 

expected.  

 

A Unitarian Universalist minister, the Reverend Mark Belletini took the idea of Kol Nidrei and wrote the 

following meditation. I invite you into the spirit of prayer.  

 

Mark wrote: 

“Let’s set it all down, you and me.  

The disappointments. Little and large. The frustrations.  

Let’s open our fists and drop them . . .” 

 

[The meditation continues with a list of those things that should be dropped. Useless waiting, obsessions with 

the unattainable, attention riveted to foolish things, and worry. Drop them, it suggests. And drop comparing 

ourselves to others, and competing, and harboring anger. Suspicion, self-doubt, self-hatred, self-pity: lose 

them. Let them sink like stones, and, freed of their weight, let us float on the silence. 

 

You can read this meditation at https://uugroton.org/Sermons/golightlytowardlight.html. Accessed 09-06-

2019.] 

 

 

https://uugroton.org/Sermons/golightlytowardlight.html
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Musical Interlude 
Excerpt from Kol Nidrei  

Max Bruch        

9:30 Service:  Tracy Hall, piano 

11:15 Service: Donn Teubner-Rhodes, clarinet; Tracy Hall, piano 

 

Reading 
From “The New Year” 

Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz 

  

Our reading is from an article that appeared in Parabola magazine in December of 2018 by Rabbi Adin 

Steinsaltz.  

 

Rabbi Steinsaltz wrote: “The conjunction “new” and “year” is in itself a kind of inner contradiction, for a year 

is something that repeats itself again and again, while “new” represents change, the way out of the endless 

cycle. The fundamental structure of any year is therefore a continuous repetition of the year that has passed. 

Once more we have autumn, winter, spring, and summer, once more the short days and the long, the rains 

and the dryness, the cold and the heat. For sure there are small variations between one year and another but 

the expectation is always for something truly new.” 

 

[The rabbi continues by explaining that Rosh Hashanah, the first day of the Jewish New Year, is welcomed by 

blasts of sound blown on a shofar, or ram’s horn. He points out that the horn is not a musical instrument, 

but rather, in its strident tone, meant to awaken sleepers with a call for them to examine their souls with an 

eye toward improvement. It is meant to be provocative, to urge repentance.  

 

In its two blasts, the sound of the shofar laments what was; then, in two more unmelodious tones, it warns 

about that which may lie ahead. But finally, the tones end in two blasts suggesting victory, or the possibility 

that the coming year will indeed be new, not just the repetition of what has passed. 

 

You can read the entire meditation here:  https://parabola.org/2018/12/31/the-new-year-by-rabbi-adin-

steinsaltz/. Accessed 09-06-2019.]  

 

Offertory 
9:30 Service:  O Sing Hallelujah    

A.W. Binder 

Dominique Hall, oboe; Tracy Hall, piano 

 

11:30 Service: Canzonetta            

Jacob Weinberg 

Donn Teubner-Rhodes, clarinet; Tracy Hall, piano 

    

 

 

 

 

           

https://parabola.org/2018/12/31/the-new-year-by-rabbi-adin-steinsaltz/
https://parabola.org/2018/12/31/the-new-year-by-rabbi-adin-steinsaltz/
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Sermon 
Expectations of Faith 

Rev. Clare L. Petersberger 

 

Tonight marks the beginning of the Days of Awe in Judaism. Tonight, our Jewish family, neighbors, and 

friends will go to the synagogue and hear the repeated blowing of the shofar. The shofar is blown up to 100 

times on each of the two days of Rosh Hashanah, celebrating the birth of the world and the birth of 

humanity.  

 

According to the Jewish philosopher Maimonides, the purpose of the eerie, loud noise of the shofar during 

these worship services was to wake people up—literally—because the services tend to run long, and to wake 

people up spiritually to who they truly are.  

 

Maimonides wrote: “The sound of the shofar contains a personal message: It is as if the shofar’s call is telling 

us, ‘Awaken from your slumber! Examine your actions, return to your true selves, and remember your 

Creator . . . Look inside yourselves. Improve your ways and your actions and abandon the negativity in your 

life . . .’”  

 

As a symbol of abandoning negativity and embracing the sweetness of life, as we learned in the story of Shira, 

families will return from the synagogue tonight and share a meal that includes apples dipped in honey, and 

sweet pomegranates. But Judaism expects more than attendance at worship services and a celebratory meal 

during these Days of Awe. During the Days of Awe, people are expected to reflect on their lives, to let go of 

regrets, mistakes, and failures, to individually and collectively seek and offer forgiveness if possible, to repair 

relationships, to make peace with the past, and to commit to growing as a human being in the year to come.  

 

One ritual to let go of past regrets is called tashlich. People walk from their synagogues to nearby water to 

cast bread crumbs in the water as a symbol of letting go of sorrows, mistakes, and regrets of the past year. 

The Reverend Megan Lynes, who was raised Unitarian Universalist but whose family has Jewish roots, wrote 

the following poem about the practice of tashlich:  

 

“The sky is open 

Shiny black possibility crouches  

On every limb a morning bird awaits. 

 

Kneeling at the water’s edge 

A handful of crumbs held high 

The blunt backs of carp jostle and splash 

Sadness blinks in the glare 

The hollow of regret burrows in the reeds 

Hungry fish fight to put their lips upon the bread 

of blunder, brokenness, and blame 

 

Pumpernickel falls from extended palm 

Upturned mouths gape wide 

Each crumb is a story released 

What’s done is done, their swallow declares 
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Waters rest and the query comes 

What must be lost to be free? 

 

The sky is open 

Shiny black possibility crouches 

On every limb a morning bird awaits.” 

 

I love Megan’s image of letting go of bread crumbs “so that hungry fish can put their lips upon the bread of 

blunder, brokenness, and blame.” 

 

But even more important than this ritual of walking to the water to let go of parts of our lives that no longer 

serve us in order to feed the fish and the birds is the ritual of Teshuvah, or turning, to go to another person 

to say “I am sorry for what I did.” To say, “I would like to better understand why . . .” To receive an apology.  

To repair a relationship. To begin again in love. And then, on Yom Kippur, the congregation speaks together 

words acknowledging our human limitations, failures, and transgressions: “We have been deceitful, we have 

scorned, we have rebelled, we have provoked, we have harmed, we have turned away, we have been 

obstinate.”  

 

But what I find most interesting is that the end of this service, there is no holding hands during a benediction. 

Instead, the service ends in silence. It is up to each person to decide when they are ready to stand and say the 

last prayer that begins, “Lord of the World, I stand before you and before my neighbors, pardoning, forgiving 

. . . I forgive because we are human. May no one feel guilty on my account; I am ready to take upon myself 

the commandment, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  

 

This ritual affirms that forgiveness is a process and not something that can be completed in an hour, a day, a 

week, or even a year! This communal ritual comes around every year, giving people the opportunity to grow 

in learning to forgive and be forgiven. Judaism has high expectations of its members—especially during the 

days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.  

 

This got me thinking about what expectations we Unitarian Universalists have in our faith. And the first thing 

I discovered in conversing with colleagues is that some Unitarian Universalists have an allergic reaction to the 

word “expectation.” These colleagues report that members of their congregation do not want to hear about 

“expectations of membership.” They hear “expectation” as “coercion.” And they are not going to be coerced 

into doing anything!  

 

The Jewish liturgy came to mind: “We have scorned, we have rebelled, we have been obstinate.” Our spiritual 

question this month is “What does it mean to be a people of expectation?” So how would you articulate 

expectations of our faith—not in terms of coercion but in terms of hopes and aspirations?  

 

We do not celebrate a religious new year together, but, like our Jewish family, neighbors, and friends, we are 

bound by a covenant, expressions of how we intend to be in right relationship. And our Unitarian 

Universalist congregations are bound by a covenant known as our Unitarian Universalist Principles and 

Purposes. It is in the front of your hymnal and on the wall of the foyer. These are principles by which we 

seek to live. These principles mean we are not free to believe anything.  

 



Expectations of Faith, September 29, 2019 Page 7 

 

Last February, members of our Youth Group stated that they liked being UU because we are free to believe 

anything. And I thought, “No! No! That’s not true. We have failed you if that is your take away from this 

church. I’m sorry.”  

 

And what did I mean that it’s not true that we are not free to believe anything we want? If you support the 

manifestos of the Nazis or the KKK or other groups that believe in oppressing people; or that there were 

two morally equivalent sides in Charlottesville; if you think that addressing societal injustices is someone else’s 

problem; if you think the world is flat or the moon is made out of blue cheese; or if you deny climate change 

and the insights of science, you will not be comfortable here. Our freedom of religious belief means that you 

are free to believe whatever you need to believe to live a caring and humane life. It is true that Unitarian 

Universalists do not have a religious creed or doctrines, but we expect relationships of respect and care with 

ourselves, with each other, with the stranger, with the marginalized, and with the environment. We do not 

come to worship with the expectation of hearing the shofar blown 100 times, but we do expect to be together 

in worship, “to reconnect to the life-giving source that moves within and among us,” to hear beautiful music, 

to examine our actions, return to our true selves, and improve our ways and our actions to greet newcomers 

seeking a spiritual home, and “to make one another a little bit braver and wiser before returning to the service 

of life.”  

 

While Unitarian Universalists do not make an annual pilgrimage to a body of water to drop bread crumbs for 

fish to put their lips upon the bread of (our) blunder, brokenness, and blame, we do invite one another to 

drop stones of joy and sorrow as a symbol of our expectation that we will care for and be cared for in our 

journey together. We Unitarian Universalists expect connection and deepening relationships through 

participation in small groups, religious exploration classes, singing in the choir, and service opportunities such 

as baking casseroles for Our Daily Bread, Mentoring Male Teens in the Hood, and working in the garden at 

Amazing Grace. While we do not all eat “rimon,” or pomegranates, together, we do expect that our lives 

derive meaning from service to causes larger than ourselves.  

 

We Unitarian Universalists expect that we are the ones we have been waiting for when it comes to governing 

our congregations. We do not look to a religious hierarchy. To make key congregational decisions, we hold 

listening sessions for important decisions and tally each other’s votes at congregational meetings. And we 

expect that we are the ones that we have been waiting for when it comes to making financial pledges to 

support our congregation’s transformative work.  

 

While Unitarian Universalists do not have ten annual days of awe, we know that, in Reverend Natalie 

Fenimore’s words, “We have all experienced times of pain, grief, and conflict that have separated us. We all 

need to be reconciled with something or someone. Here in our faith we can try to forgive when forgiveness is 

possible.” We will not always like each other, we will not always agree with one another, but we can expect 

always to seek to return to right relationship—to seek to love our neighbor as ourselves. We do not expect to 

celebrate the birthday of the world together, but we do expect that, given our open minds, loving hearts, 

helping hands, and covenanted souls, it is possible to begin again in love. These are some of the expectations 

of our faith as I understand them. I look forward to hearing yours as we gather the spirit at the start of a new 

church year.  

 

Hymn 
#347 “Gather the Spirit” 
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Closing Words 
Rev. Amy Zucker Morgenstern 

 

We close our exploration of what it means to be a people of expectation with a Benediction for Rosh 

Hashanah by the Reverend Amy Zucker Morgenstern. 

 

She wrote:  

 

The Book of Life is open before us. It tells stories of sadness and happiness, despair and hope, stagnation and 

change, and a peaceful stillness that transcends both. 

 

May you be written in the Book of Life. May you write your own name there, in shining ink stirred together 

from the tears of the past and the sweet flower essence of the hoped-for future. May you know who you have 

been and who you are and bless your future self with loving, brave intention. 

 

L'shanah tovah—to a good new year. 

 

GO NOW IN PEACE. 

 

 


