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In a sense we are performing a ritual much like our Jewish brothers and sisters perform at Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.  

During that season, memory’s power was recognized as the dominant force that moves a community forward to a better future; 

and that’s why on both Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the people prayed with one voice, “Zachrenu Lehayyim,” which 

means, “Remember us into life.” 

 

Let us remember Universalism into our lives, and take from it the messages of love, hope and courage that have been so powerful 

throughout its history.   

 

How will you bring Universalism into life through your actions? 

—The Revs. Raymond R. Nasemann and Elizabeth M. Strong 

 

Hand-in-Hand and Our Good Luck 
 

Welcome 
 Rev. Clare Petersberger 

 

The Covenant 
(Read in unison)                 

L. Griswold Williams 

 

LOVE IS THE DOCTRINE OF THIS CHURCH, 

THE QUEST OF TRUTH IS ITS SACRAMENT, 

AND SERVICE IS ITS PRAYER. 

  

TO DWELL TOGETHER IN PEACE, 

TO SEEK KNOWLEDGE IN FREEDOM, 

TO SERVE HUMAN NEED, 

TO THE END THAT ALL SOULS SHALL 

GROW INTO HARMONY WITH THE DIVINE— 

THUS DO WE COVENANT WITH EACH OTHER. 

 

Opening Words 
From “September 1, 1939”             

W. H. Auden 

 

This has been a difficult, painful, and exhausting week in the national news. And, as always, we have silent, 

personal struggles in the midst of everything else. The vision of all souls growing in harmony may seem 

elusive. So I appreciated being reminded that on September 1, 1939, W. H. Auden wrote a poem whose title 

was that date, September 1, 1939. It was his reflection on the event that occurred on that day, the beginning 

of the Second World War. The last lines of his poem are these: 

  

Defenseless under the night 

Our world in stupor lies; 

Yet, dotted everywhere, 

Ironic points of light 
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Flash out wherever the Just 

Exchange their messages: 

May I, composed like them 

Of Eros and of dust, 

Beleaguered by the same 

Negation and despair, 

Show an affirming flame. 

 

Chalice Lighting 
(Read responsively)      

Lora Powell-Haney 

 

We kindle our chalice this morning  

As a beacon of hope in a sometimes bleak world 

 

AND AS A REMINDER OF OUR HERITAGE: 

 

That all people are valued, 

 

SALVATION IS UNIVERSAL,  

 

Grace, unending, 

 

AND WE ARE LOVED BEYOND BELIEF. 

 

Prelude 
Bagatelle       

W.A Mozart 

Janet Kuperstein, violin; Tracy Hall, piano 

 

Time for All Ages 
John Murray and the Winds of Change 

Reader’s theater adapted by Joyce Duncan from Tapestry of Faith and the Autobiography of John Murray  

Joyce Duncan, Lora Powell-Haney, Rev. Clare Petersberger 

                                                                   

[Summary: In this tale, we hear how John Murray, an educated man of good fortune, suffered a turn of fate. 

After losing his wife and son to illness, he lost his job and his money, and then was jailed when he was unable 

to pay his debts. Several of his siblings died.  

 

Though a religious man, a Universalist, even a preacher, John Murray in his despair was not sure what he 

believed, except that, for him, life was over. At the urging of friends who recommended a new start, he sailed 

for New York in 1770, aboard a ship named the Hand-in-Hand. But his bad luck continued. His ship ran 

aground in the fog in New Jersey. John Murray was among those who volunteered to go ashore to get 

directions and supplies.     
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Once on land, John spied a farmhouse and a small chapel. The farmer who answered John’s knock, Thomas 

Potter, immediately asked John if he was the preacher sent him by God. But John Murray was more 

interested in the fish he could see on Thomas Potter’s table, which he immediately offered to buy to 

provision his ship.  

 

Thomas Potter, however, declined to sell the fish, offering them instead as a gift, along with hospitality for 

the night. As he showed John Murray the chapel, Thomas Potter explained that he had built the chapel 

himself and that he knew John Murray to be the answer to his prayers for a minister who would preach of a 

loving God, eager to accept all into heaven.  

 

John Murray demurred, saying that while he shared Potter’s view of God, he would not preach. But Thomas 

Potter would not be deterred, explaining to John Murray that just as a man would not hide the light of his 

candle beneath a basket, so could John Murray not hide the truth shown him by God.      

 

Determined not to preach again, and confident he would soon be sailing again toward New York, John 

Murray agreed to do so only if he was unable to sail by Sunday. Equally confident that the Universalist John 

Murray had been sent by God, Thomas Potter accepted.  

 

And so, with winds stilled, John Murray did preach in Thomas Potter’s chapel on Sunday, September 30, 

1770, saying, “Go out into the highways and by-ways of America, your new country. Give the people 

something of your new vision. You may possess only a small light, but uncover it, let it shine, use it in order 

to bring more light and understanding to the hearts and minds of men and women. Give them, not Hell, but 

hope and courage. Do not push them deeper into their theological despair, but preach the kindness and 

everlasting love of God.”  

 

That Sunday in New Jersey was the beginning of John Murray’s new ministry in America, where, thanks to 

the hospitality and vision of Thomas Potter, Murray helped found Universalism in America.]  

 

Song 
John Murray        

Sung to the tune of “My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean” 

 

Meditation 
From “Heartbreak,” from Consolations: The Solace, Nourishment, and Meanings of Everyday Words                                

David Whyte 

 

. . .  when John Murray set sail from England, he was heartbroken. The poet, David Whyte, reminds us that 

heartbreak is part of the human condition when he writes:  

 

“Heartbreak is un-preventable; the natural outcome of caring for people and things over which we have no 

control, of holding in our affections those who inevitably move beyond our line of sight. Even the longest, 

strongest marriage has had its heart broken many times just in the act of staying together.” 

 

[Read more of David Whyte’s essay by scrolling down this page: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/04/29/david-whyte-consolations-words/. (Accessed 10-6-2018)] 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/04/29/david-whyte-consolations-words/
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Many of our souls have been triggered and our hearts have been broken by national events this week. So let 

us join in the spirit of prayer with words adapted from The Reverend Lisa Bovee Kemper:  

 

 “Holy one we call by many names, and sometimes by no name at all, there is a space between our breaths 

where we find the still small voice within. Let us seek together that place of calm. 

 

For anyone who has experienced sexual assault or harassment, you are loved beyond measure. You are good, 

right, and beautiful. Your lives are more than the sum of the moment or moments that changed you. Whether 

the violation occurred yesterday or decades ago, may you find ears to listen, hearts to believe your story, and 

may gentle hands reach out to clasp yours in solidarity and support. 

 

For anyone who has hurt another through an act of sexual aggression, carrying this secret is probably eating 

away at you. May you find ears to hear you and hold you to account; hearts to help you find forgiveness 

through penitence, and in the spirit of truth and reconciliation perhaps even reach out in healing to those you 

have harmed. For leaders and holders of power across this country, may your eyes be clear, may your minds 

seek truth, and may reason guide your decisions. 

 

For anyone who is wrestling silently with personal demons or challenging situations that are out of your 

control, may you be held in the embrace of the most holy. May you find ways to be empowered, and may you 

find comfort in the fullness of time. 

 

May this community hold us, a calm place in the storm. 

 

May we each strive to be the hands that gently reach out, and the hands that rise in solidarity, courageous and 

strong. 

 

And when we need time alone to heal, may we discover that we are held by a love that will not let us go—for 

we truly are no stranger here.  

 

Amen.  

 

Musical Interlude 
Walden  

Carol Thomas Downing/Loretta K. Notareschi, arr. 

TUUC Choir; Patty Barry, mezzo-soprano;  

Janet Kuperstein, violin; Tracy Hall, piano 

 

Reading 
From The Larger Hope                          

Russell E. Miller 

Delivered by Lora Powell-Haney 

 

John Murray preached in Ezra Stiles’ pulpit at the request of some of the latter’s congregation, while Stiles 

was out of town. If the man who, in 1778, was to become president of Yale College had been present, he 

would undoubtedly have refused the use of his church. Murray later did meet Stiles, who received him “with 

cool civility.”  
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Stiles had become convinced that Murray was preaching universal salvation. He was shocked to be told that 

Murray had said that the Lord’s Supper could be administered anywhere and at any time. Stiles hoped that 

those who heard Murray preach would realize that his ideas were “founded in delusion and insanity.”  

 

His fame spread sufficiently to draw “crowded and attentive” congregations. Hearing Murray make a strong 

case that all were destined to be saved based on convincing scriptural arguments was a welcome and 

liberating experience. However, in Boston, he and his hearers had to dodge stones thrown through the 

windows.  

 

Once, when he was preaching in Boston, one of his opponents threw a large rock through a window, 

narrowly missing his head. Murray promptly picked up the rock and said, “This argument is solid and 

weighty, but it is neither rational nor convincing.” Laying the rock aside, he announced, “Not all the stones in 

Boston, except they stop my breath, shall shut my mouth.”  

 

On another occasion, one of his opposers, John Bacon, pastor of the Old South Church attended a service to 

challenge him. Some of Bacon’s supporters disappeared long enough to purchase eggs from a shop nearby 

and returned to pelt Murray with them. His rejoinder: “These are moving arguments, but I must own at the 

same time, I have never been so fully treated to Bacon and eggs before in all my life.”  

 

After four years of itinerant preaching, Murray settled in Gloucester Massachusetts. There was a movement 

to force him out of town, and it even passed a town meeting vote. But he refused to leave, ignoring the order. 

John Murray served a congregation in Boston for the last nine years of his life. According to his widow, 

Judith Sargent Murray, he “considered the interests of the people of his charge as his own.”  

 

He knew that we humans need courage and hope to uncover our light and let it shine.  

 

Offertory 
Every Time I Feel the Spirit        

Traditional 

H. Leudeman, arr. 

TUUC Choir and Soloists: Luke Williams, Nancy Dean, Lelane Schmitt, Judi Clague 

 
Sermon 
Hand-in-Hand and Our Good Luck 

Rev. Clare L. Petersberger 

 

Back in August, I spoke at Ascension Lutheran Church about our Unitarian Universalist history and beliefs. I 

shared the story of John Murray sailing in the ship, the Hand-in-Hand, getting stranded in Good Luck, New 

Jersey, and, because the winds did not change, preaching Universalism on September 30th in the chapel 

Thomas Potter had built.  

 

I noted that the wind not changing is often referred to as the one miracle in our religious history—since the 

wind picked up again shortly after Murray preached and off he went to New York. Those gathered at 

Ascension chuckled.  

 

At the end of August, I had planned for today’s worship service to be a fun celebration of the origins of 
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Universalism in the United States. But in recent weeks, I have heard stories of some among us who have 

experienced sexual assault. For too many women the testimony of Dr. Christine Blasey Ford brought back 

painful memories of their own traumatic experience of sexual violence at the hands of men. And to these 

women I say, we are here for you: to hear your pain, to witness in silence, and to hold you in the love that is 

the spirit of this church.  

 

And to any men, here today, who experienced sexual assault at the hands of another I say: we are here for 

here to hear your pain, to witness in silence, and to hold you in the love that is the spirit of this church.  

 

Early in the week, I found myself having to change the conversation when seated next to two chronologically 

gifted men sharing how they didn’t think a man being interviewed for one of the most important jobs in our 

country should be held accountable for what he might have done as a teenager 35 years ago. By shifting the 

conversation with a question to one of the men I did not know well, I learned about a heartbreaking 

experience in his life. This experience of heartbreak had changed his life—changed his theology. He became 

born again. This had led him to do good work in the community.  

 

I have been thinking about heartbreak and how it shapes our theology, shapes our world view. John Murray 

knew trauma and heartbreak. His father was a strict Calvinist whose fears for his son’s soul led him to beat 

John when he was a child. John Murray would later write that, as I child, “I believed that I had nothing to 

hope, but everything to fear, both from my Creator, and my father.” He continued, “And these soul-appalling 

considerations, by forcing a conclusion, that I was but making provision for alternate torture, threw a cloud 

over innocent enjoyment.”  

 

John Murray knew heartbreak as a child. John Murray’s father moved his family to Ireland. When John 

Murray was 19 years old, his father died. But this loss only increased John Murray’s depression. John Murray 

did not feel equipped to provide discipline and financial support for his eight younger siblings. With a mixture 

of a sense of failure and despair, he set sail for England. The only thing that gave him hope was his 

grandmother telling him, “You are, my dear child, under the guidance of an Omnipotent Power; God has 

designed you for himself; you are a chosen instrument to give light to your fellow men.”  

 

In England, John Murray began to preach Methodism. He met Elizabeth Neale, who came to hear him 

preach. He married her over her family’s objections to their daughter marrying a Methodist. Together, John 

and Elizabeth went to hear James Relly, a Welsh preacher, lecturing on universal salvation. John Murray was 

prepared to argue vociferously with Relly. From his own upbringing by a Calvinist father, John Murray was 

certain that he was one of the Elect—that limited group of people who would be saved and go to heaven on 

Judgment Day, while the rest of humanity would burn in eternal damnation.  

 

Most of us gathered here this morning are not having conversations about who are among the elect and who 

will get into heaven in an eternal afterlife. But many of us have been part of more recent conversations about 

privilege and power—whether due to race or class or gender, and how they protect the few from the 

consequences of their actions here on earth.  

 

What woke the senses of John Murray was the reasoning of James Relly. Using First Corinthians as his source 

of authority, Relly argued that there was no such body as “the Elect.” No one could claim to be uniformly 

good to the exclusion of others. No one could claim a privileged place. Why? Because God’s love embraces 

the whole human race.  
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This is what John Murray began to preach in England. For it, he was voted out of his Methodist society. John 

Murray’s own faith in a loving God was sorely tested when his wife and one-year-old son died; he received 

news of the deaths of four of his siblings in Ireland; and he couldn’t pay his late wife’s medical expenses.  

John Murray was one well acquainted with heartbreak.  

 

In the wake of these losses, he wrote in his autobiography that he considered suicide. Instead, he decided to 

set sail for America “determined to bury himself in the wilderness . . . to pass through life unheard, unseen, 

unknown to all, as though (he never) had been.” And so he set sail on the Hand-in-Hand; got stranded on 

Good Luck point; met Thomas Potter; the winds did not pick up; and John Murray preached on September 

30th, 1770 about universal grace.  

 

When I try to imagine what John Murray’s sermon that day must have been like, I am reminded of Father 

Henri’s Easter homily in the movie Chocolat. Some of you may remember Father Henri entering the pulpit and 

saying, “Listen, here's what I think. I think that we can't go around . . . measuring our goodness by what we 

don't do . . . and who we exclude. I think . . . we've got to measure goodness by what we embrace, what we 

create . . . and who we include.”  

 

On September 30th, John Murray preached about a God of love, whose love would extend the possibility of 

forgiveness, redemption, and salvation to everyone. He essentially told people what his grandmother had told 

him as a teenager, that they were valued and loved. And because they were loved and valued, they should go 

out and love others by healing the broken, giving voice to the voiceless, standing up against injustice, and 

tearing down all that would divide us, because we are one human family.  

 

This message did not protect John Murray from future heartache. He had rocks thrown at him, and motions 

made to drive him out of town by those who believed we humans would not choose to do the right thing 

without a system of rewards and punishments.  

 

He had joy, too. He met and married a widow, a prolific author, and a self-identified Universalist, Judith 

Sargent Murray, who supported his ministry to preach the good news of Universalism even after he had a 

stroke and was paralyzed. John Murray knew heartache and joy.  

 

So do we. This week, we have been reminded of heartache. We have been reminded of those who are afraid 

to speak of their heartbreak—not because of the fear of being hit by eggs or stones but of being hit with 

blame, ridicule, shame, disbelief ,or even indifference. We have been reminded of those who are afraid to 

speak of their heartbreak because, like John Murray, when he set sail from Ireland and England, all their 

energy is going into surviving.  

 

We are being called to be faithful to the best that is within us to, in Auden’s words, show an affirming flame. 

In your own experience of heartbreak, who has been part of the metaphorical crew of your own personal 

Hand-in-Hand ship? On your journey with heartbreak, where have been some metaphorical Good Luck 

points? And who was, or is, your Thomas Potter?  

 

John Murray exemplified overcoming despair with courage and hope, and in community. May we practice 

what he preached: sharing stories of heartbreak in order to bring more understanding to the minds and hearts 

of men and women, and loving others because of the experience of being loved—if not by God then by 

others and by the grace that has brought us thus far. Like John Murray on the ship the Hand-in-Hand, hand-
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in-hand let us find a way through darkness. Like John Murray in Thomas Potter’s chapel, on September 30th 

let us, this September 30th, continue to uncover the light within us and let it shine and thereby light the way 

for others.  

 

Hymn 
 #298 Wake, Now My Senses (Verses 1, 3, 4, and 5) 

 

Closing Words 
John Murray                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

    

Let us take leave of one another with John Murray’s commission to Universalists:  

 

Go out into the highways and byways. Give the people something of your new vision. You may possess only 

a small light but uncover it, let it shine, use it in order to bring more light and understanding to the hearts and 

minds of men and women.  

 

Give them, not hell, but hope and courage; preach the kindness and everlasting love of God.  

 

For there IS a love holding us. There IS a love holding all we love. There IS a love holding all.  

 

We rest in this love.  

 

GO NOW IN PEACE  

 


