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Let us celebrate the common rituals that make us kin:
The poignancy of welcome and farewell,
The anguish of defeat,
The tender touch of those who call us friend;
The exuberant joy of birth,
The empty space in our hearts when a loved one dies,
The ultimate loneliness that each knows,
The warm embrace of comrades who welcome us to the celebration of life;
The questions that persist and perplex and do not yield to our need for answers,
The shining moments when the sun slants across our dim meandering path and illuminates the way,
The strange and anxious excitement of moving on to new places to call home;
The fragments of frustration when our best efforts yield pitiful results,
The helplessness we feel in a world that sometimes presents only problems, The high joy when some small victory for humanity is won and we have helped it happen;
In all our moments of doubt and despair, of problem and pain, Let us remember the common lot shared by our human kin.
In all our times of truth and triumph, of faith and fortitude, Let us celebrate what we share.
We are, after all, in this together. 
**********
Today marks the second to final Sunday in November, a month in which we have been exploring our second Unitarian Universalist principle.  In this, “We…covenant to affirm and promote…justice, equity, and compassion in human relations.”  Or, as we’ve stated the case to our children, “we offer fair and kind treatment to everyone.”
As is always the case when a group of people aspire to create “something more,” “something better,” something that catches a glimmer of humanities highest aspirations and highest call, living out our UU Principles is not without difficulty, not without challenge…but then, nothing worth doing is.  And so, this year in worship, we are challenging one another to both expand our understanding and practice of our UU Principles.
This morning as we enter into a deeper encounter with our covenant to affirm and promote justice, equity and compassion in human relations - as we explore our promise to deepen within ourselves and to make manifest in our world fairness, equality and kindness - I want to offer you three points to reflect on.  (And I’m going to do this briefly today as I am a firm believer in the power of the olfactory senses to over ride all others!)  Here are the three points to consider as we contemplate how grow justice, equity and compassion in ourselves and our world.

1) We are always more productive, more successful in reaching our goals, when we 

believe what we are doing makes a difference in the lives of others.

2) To become the embodiment of justice, equity and compassion in human relations both 

as individuals and as the collective, (PUUC, UUA, pick your collective and insert here), 

we need to decide in advance to do that, and to be that.  And lastly,

3) While we’re on the topic of “deciding in advance to do something,” let’s decide 

in advance to take the chance to make a difference when we get it, and stop worrying 

about how big or small the difference we make is. 
O.K…Point 1: We are always more productive, more successful in reaching our goals, when we 
believe what we are doing makes a difference in the lives of others.  In an October 22, 2015 interview with Professor and Author Adam Grant from the Wharton School of Business, On Point radio host Krista Tippett, (who, by the way, will be the keynote speaker at next years General Assembly in Columbus, OH, so make your plans to attend now!), explored this notion further.  She was talking with Adam about a hospital experiment he launched after he and his wife had their first child.
Adam is, you see, an organizational psychologist.  And he noticed all the hand washing signs located throughout the hospital where his wife was giving birth, and what he noticed in particular was that the signs directed employees to wash their hands in order to keep themselves well.  He got the hospital to engage in a little experiment in which they changed one word on the signs.  They changed the word “you” to “patients”, and then they had teams of environmental staff weigh soap and gel dispensers.  What they found was that, where the signs were changed to indicate that proper hand washing kept patients well, the staff were more likely to wash their hands effectively.
We are always more productive, more successful in reaching our goals, when we believe what we are doing makes a difference in the lives of others.  Offering kindness to others is not something we do to be better people, although we may become better people in the process.  We don’t commit ourselves to manifesting justice, equity and compassion in ourselves and our world to make ourselves feel better about who we are, though that may happen.  We covenant to affirm and promote this principle because we know it makes a difference in the lives of others, and when we begin to do more of that on a regular basis we begin to create transformation in this beautiful but oh so broke world. 
Point 2:  To become the embodiment of justice, equity and compassion in human relations both 
as individuals and collectively, we need to decide in advance to do that, and to be that.  
Sasha Dichter is the Director of Business Development for the Acumen Fund, an impact development investment fund that matches investors with opportunities to directly impact the lives of others.  They do amazing work around the globe, like facilitating the building of micro-electrical generators that run on rice husks.  These generators not only brought electrical power to remote communities the national corporate grids could not reach, but they made it possible for people to stop killing themselves with the fumes from kerosene…and they did all this for pennies on the dollar for what the kerosene was costing folks.
Sasha Dichter is the Director of Business Development for the fund that does this work.  BIG job!  Requires one to have BIG vision.  But Sasha came to see in himself something that he believed was getting in the way of his work.  He was a “no” man.  It came to him on a train ride home one evening after work when a man asked him for money and he said no.  He realized afterward that he had made a mistake and so he began what he later called the Generosity Experiment.  For one month he would say, “Yes” to everyone who asked him for money.
Friends and colleagues immediately challenged Sasha, asking him if he thought this was really the smartest way to give.  He replied that it wasn’t about the smartest way to give, it was about breaking the habit of “no”.  He said he felt he was hiding behind what was smart and that it was keeping him from getting to “yes”, and so for one month he said “yes” to all requests for giving.
About a year or two after the experiment was over, he was again on a train and again approached by a man he could see was clearly not physically well.  The man had in his hand a fistful of prescriptions to fill and no means to fill them.  Adam gave the man $20.  He admits that $20 might not seem like a lot of money, but in that setting it was significant - and if it hadn’t been for the month long Generosity Experiment, he would probably have ignored that man.  
To become the embodiment of justice, equity and compassion in human relations both 
as individuals and collectively, we need to decide in advance to do that.  Practice doesn’t make perfect.  Only perfect practice can do that.
Lastly, Point #3,  While we’re on the topic of “deciding in advance to do something,” let’s decide in advance to take the chance to make a difference when we get it, and stop worrying about how big or small the difference we make is. I will wrap this up with a quick story told by volunteer firefighter Mark Bezos on a TED Talk called, “A Life Lesson from a Volunteer Firefighter”.  (If you’ve never heard of TED Talks, ask your grandkids about them…and have fun!)
Mark vocation employs him with a charity organization in NYC called RobinHood.  But his avocation calls him to serve as a Captain with a suburban fire department in one of the surrounding suburbs. In his TED Talk he tells a wonderful story from his early years on the department.  Like most of us in the fire service, Mark lived to make a difference in the lives of others.  Right, you may be thinking, we all do that. Well, to some extent that may be true, but fulfilling that call on a volunteer fire department or ambulance service means you put a lot of your life, and the life of your family members, on hold.  Holiday dinners, birthday parties, anniversaries, and graduations may ALL go by the wayside if the pager goes off.  So, people like Mark don’t just dream of making a difference in the lives of others…they LIVE for this stuff.
One rainy night the tone goes off, Mark races to the scene and arrives at the house fire alongside another volunteer.  They both race to the Captains side, hoping to be the one to get the big assignment.  Standing next to the Captain is the woman whose home is burning.  This is the worst night of her life.
The Captain turns to the other firefighter, not Mark, and directs him into the burning home to retrieve the woman’s dog.  Mark’s spirit crumbles.  “Oh man,” he thinks, “for the rest of my life I could have been that guy who ran into a burning building and rescued a living animal - someone’s beloved pet.”  
Then the Captain turns to Mark.  “Bezos,” he barks, “I want you to get into that house, past the fire to the second floor, and get this woman a pair of shoes.”
“A pair of shoes?” Mark groans?  
He makes his way into the home, past the fire and the real firefighters doing the work of putting it out, past Darth Vader who is running out of the home with the rescued dog in his arms, and he finds the bedroom on the second floor where he retrieves a pair of shoes for the woman and brings them to her by the Captains vehicle.
A few days later a letter arrives at the fire station.  It’s from the woman whose home burned and the letter is to thank all those who worked so valiantly to put the fire out.  The one act of kindness in particular she calls out in the letter?  “Someone even brought me a pair of shoes.”
About this event Mark says;
In my vocation with RobinHood and my avocation as a volunteer firefighter I am witness to acts of generosity and kindness on a monumental scale.  But I am also witness to acts of grace and courage on an individual basis.  And you know what I’ve learned?  They all matter.
As I look around…at people who have, or who are, achieving success, I offer this reminder:  Don’t wait.  Don’t wait to make your first million to make a difference in someone’s life.  If you have something to give, give it. Not every day offers us a chance to save a life — but every day offers us a chance to impact one.  Go ahead and save the shoes!
This morning, and in the sys to come, as we enter into a deeper encounter with our third principle in which we covenant to affirm and promote justice, equity and compassion in human relations - let us remember these three points:

1) We are always more productive when we believe what we are doing makes a 


difference in the lives of others.  Wash your hands to help keep others well.  Serve your 

church in some small way, with any gift of time, because the church made whole is better 
able to serve the whole than we can as individuals.

2) To become the embodiment of justice, equity and compassion in human relations

we need to decide in advance to do that, and to be that.  How about engaging in your own 
Generosity experiment for this season in which hope might burn so brightly?And lastly,

3) Let’s decide in advance to take the chance to make a difference when we get it, and 

stop worrying 
about how big or small the difference we make is. Let us “save the shoes.”
Ashay.  Amen.  And Blessed Be.
Won’t you enter into a moment of reflection with me?
Spirit of Life-
As we seek ways in which we can be purveyors of compassion and kindness, justice and equity, we pray, we hope, we commit to deep recesses of our souls,
the vision to see all we do as a gift to others,
the generosity to get  beyond “no” and to “yes”, 
and the humility to make whatever difference we can. 
In this season of giving and Thanksgiving, may we each deepen our desire and our capacity
to be the gift.
Amen. 
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