Sermon 3/8/26

Summary:

“Becoming Water: Courage, Radical Love and Ancestral Practice for Fire Times”

How can we face our fears, do what'’s right, be loving, be resilient and stay sane amidst internal
and external turmoil? We'll consider how to grow our courage, foster radical love within
ourselves, and look to our ancestors to support our spiritual intuition and build our resilience.

Chalice Lighting
From the Oglala Sioux Spiritual Leader Black Elk, who lived 1863-1950
"What is Life? It is the flash of a firefly in the night. It is the breath of a buffalo in the wintertime.
It is the little shadow which runs across the grass and loses itself in the sunset. The True Peace.
The first peace, which is the most important, is that which comes within the souls of people
when they realize their relationship, their oneness, with the universe and all its powers, and
when they realize that at the center of the universe dwells Wakan-Taka (the Great Spirit)

and that this center is really everywhere, it is within each of us.
This is the real peace, and the others are but reflections of this. The second peace is that which
is made between two individuals, and the third is that which is made between two nations. But
above all you should understand that there can never be peace between nations until there is

known that true peace, which, as | have often said, is within the souls of men."
[Don't Read: Source xavier.edu, Black Elk, Oglala Sioux and Spiritual Leader (1863 - 1950)]

Reflection let me be water by John Roedel

Here's t/he truth: I've spent most of my life trying to be made of stone, trying to be unshakable,
pretending | didn’t break a hundred times a day.

But when I'm cornered—between the rock and the hard place ~~ what | really want is to flow.

Flow.
Flow.
Flow.
Flow.
Flow.

Let me be water:
the quiet that wears mountains down,
the tide that keeps returning,
the river that carves granite.

Let me be water:
the rippling mirror that reveals
the heavens to itself.


http://xavier.edu/

Sermon

Happy International Women’s Day! | am grateful to be here to celebrate this day that holds
space for the multi-faceted experience and history of women. Even as the United Nations
declared, in their last annual report, their worst recorded year for violence against women
resulting from global conflict and climate insecurity and chaos, women remain at the forefront of
bringing peace and stability to communities; innovating for science, technology, medicine and
the creative arts; developing solutions to societies most urgent challenges; and bringing
comfort, rest and renewal practices to our communities. Today, as | talk about courage, love
and ancestral practice, | will be holding the spirit of the many people, especially women of the
global majority (also known as minorities in the US) and UU women, who came before me and
put me here today.

My name is Natalia, or Natty, Averett and my pronouns are they, she and he. When | talk this
morning, it will be with neurospicy seasoning - maybe fast, maybe slow, maybe with some
pauses that don’t make sense to you, pauses | like to call “Obama sprinkles.” To the degree that
you can roll with, please do. | don’t care if you fidget, doodle, do whatever moves you. If | say
something that resonates, feel free to make it your own. If | say something that rubs you the
wrong way, feel free to sit with it and explore the why behind your feeling, then let it go if you
can. If you want direct sources for what | say, please do an internet search on the topic before
asking me for memorized mental footnotes. All of what | say can be easily searched, and much
of it is available through the NIH library and its UK equivalent. Quotes from, and references to,
Native American orators can be found through the Xavier University website. Now that the
disclaimers are done, let’s dive in.

Kindness is interesting because it is very different than niceness but often treated the same.
Niceness avoids conflict, largely to bengfit the nice person. Kindness prioritizes the best interest
of the group even at the risk of the kind person's comfort. That is why it takes so much courage
to be kind. Most situations that call for courage, call for kindness. The more courageous, the
more kind.

When humanity encountered challenges of drought and wildfire, the Orishas asked the Goddess
of Water, Olokun (oh-loh-koon) for help. Olokun’s reply? No more water, more fire, then they will
learn to become water. Olokun, like the other gods, is an essence or energy, more so than a
form. While the gods are often associated as primarily feminine or masculine, Olokun, one of
the most powerful Orishas, is androgynous, primarily feminine and sometimes masculine, often
visually represented in a fluid way.

In fire times like these, when courage and kindness are needed in quantity and quality beyond
my baseline, Becoming Water is a spiritual journey with 3 primary companions: courage, radical
love and ancestral practice.

Courage is a function of willingness and fortitude to act over a level of fear.
What causes fear? First and foremost time, reaction time.



The first lines to the song No Sign of Weakness by Nigerian rapper Burna Boy, aka the African
Giant, states:

“Weakness does not need permission to take over your life

It only needs space

And every time you choose comfort over challenge

Every time you choose avoidance over action

You are giving weakness exactly what it needs to stay in control”

The longer a fear goes unchallenged the greater the fear increases.

Research published to the NIH website states that anxiety creates feelings of loneliness and
fear, and that loneliness fuels fear and anxiety. Loneliness is, at its core, a primal fear of dying
after being exiled from the pack. Fear, loneliness and anxiety are a doom loop. The antidote,
according to research, is connection. Research shows we perceive tasks to be easier and less
scary when we envision the presence of a friend with us as we do the task. Connection eases
the anxiety and loneliness that create fear.

Joy also eases anxiety and fear. That is why joy and celebration are acts of resistance. That is
why art, creativity, dancing, singing, have played such a big role in resistance, from the maps
braided into hair and songs sung by the river, leading runaway slaves to freedom in the US, to
the Singing Revolution in Estonia that eventually helped dissolve the Soviet Union, to the
barrage of antifascist trolling memes and block party protests of the current US anti-MAGA,
antifascism, prodemocracy, pro-Constitution movement.

A core component of our courage quotient, after fear, is our willingness to act. How willing we
are to act increases as our fear decreases but it also increases as we become more committed
to our actions. Values are our beliefs about what is right action, ethics are how we act based on
our beliefs, and morals are our most important values as shown in our actions. Note that morals
are not aspirations, they are the reasonable interpretation of our priorities as shown by our
behaviors and boundaries. What you do or don't do tells me what you will or won't do, and that
tells me what you believe and how you prioritize those beliefs. So if you don't know what your
most important beliefs and boundaries are, you don't know what you will or won't do in the face
of fear. Generally, what you won't defend for yourself, you won't sacrifice to defend for others.
Build your courage by defining your own personal and unique boundaries around sacrifice and
fearlessness. Have boundaries and actions that demonstrate your values.

Now that we've covered courage, and the connection, joy, and morals that drive it, let's talk
about love. Particularly, let's talk about radical love. First, toss out resentment and hatred to
make space for love. One of my favorite witty mugs says, slightly adapted by me to edit out
profanity, “Namaste. Let that mess go.”

Danielle Rogers says “unforgiveness [which | interpret as resentment] is like taking a poison and
expecting the other person to die.” In the Ultimate Healing Summit hosted by the organization
Wisdom for Life, Danielle and others explained that forgiveness is about letting go, and that
forgiveness starts with ourselves, the same way love starts with ourselves.



Many of the ways that people engage, and the fears they have, are carryover effects of trauma
experienced by their ancestors. What is commonly called intergenerational trauma is added to
their own directly experienced trauma. Radical love is anchored in seeing the whole of the
person and all the experiences that shaped them, including the experiences of their ancestors
that may impact their own current experience of life.

It can be hard to love someone when their foot is on my neck, and it takes a lot of fortitude for
me to stomach the transphobic, ciscentric, Eurocentric or white supremacist, racist, xenophobic,
misogyny that has always been prevalent in the US and is now intensified by MAGAism.

In the Power of Love Summit 2024, Valarie Kaur (pronounced “Core”), civil rights lawyer and
activist, suggests assigning familial terms to strangers as an anti-fascist, anti-racist act, and
recommends saying in your mind “brother, sister, cousin, grandma, grandpa, sibling, kin, kinfolk”
when engaging with strangers. If that doesn’t work for you, try to think “you are a part of me | do
not yet know.”

Personally, | try to follow the rule “never give a lecture to someone who needs a hug” and to
remember that communication, by its true definition, is an exchange of information that creates
understanding. It also helps if | only engage when there is a positive change that is important to
me and likely to result from engagement.

Kour says “Love is what we do for one another. It's a choice we make again and again. And
when we feel like we’ve reached our limit, wonder is what returns us to the labor. Love depends
on wonder and labor. When you wonder about people who are not like you, people who are
your opponents, and when you wonder about yourself, love becomes revolutionary.
Revolutionary love is the choice to enter into labor for others, for our opponents and for
ourselves.”

Kour continues, “You may not be able to look someone in the eye and practice revolutionary
love when their foot is on your neck. You may not forgive someone when with-holding
forgiveness is your only remaining act of agency. But if you can practice radical love, do so.
Push when others can’t. Be brave with your life, whatever that looks like for you. Own where
you are and your sphere of influence. Practice your humanity there. You don’t have to be
perfect, you just have to be present.”

To keep hope and love alive within me, | remember, as the marriage equality movement has
shown, and to quote Omar El Akkad's writing about Gaza, “One Day Everyone Will Have
Always Been Against This.” How many of you remember that Obama's initial official stance as a
presidential candidate was that gays shouldn't marry but civil unions were okay? Thought so.
One day everyone will have always been against this.

Radical love is the backbone of resilience and resistance, and radical love starts with self-love.
The core of self love is self care. The Black Panther Party promoted the idea that self-love is
resistance and that rest is resistance. Angela Davis said “a revolutionary woman can't have no



reactionary man.” They understood the role that emotional stability and calm plays in resistance,
and the role that self-care plays in promoting resilience. Science says the amygdalas of sleep
deprived adults are 60% more reactive to negative stimuli compared to when well rested. This
part of the brain regulates emotion and is very sensitive to how we care for ourselves. Sleep
deprivation creates hyper-reactivity.

Poverty induces PTSD in no small part because of the persistent emotional distress caused by
the lack of consistent and sufficient access to life sustaining and affirming physical protection,
safety, medical care, food, water, clothing and shelter; and by distress aggravated by
diminished social connection due to limited free time, disposable income and transportation. If
you are suffering from poverty or any other traumatic stress experience, you have no obligation
to put resistance ahead of rest. Your existence is resistance.

Regardless of economic circumstance, we could almost all do better to show ourselves more
radical self-love through better basic self-care. Before we go to bed tonight, many of us can
drink a bit more water than planned, eat a bit more fruits or vegetables than planned. We can
create connection by complimenting one person, by letting one person know we're thinking of
them. We can give ourselves 5 minutes of contemplation, or tell ourselves one thing we'll forgive
ourselves for and one thing we're proud of ourselves for.

Sometimes engaging in acts of resistance are a form of rest because the action brings peace to
our conscience. Always, resistance must include true personal restoration. A truly revolutionary
person can't be reactionary, and a well rested person is less reactionary.

A key component of self care for our ancestors was spiritual practice, and it often took the form
of practice that existed outside formal periods of lecture or sermon, and outside of physical
buildings. Very often it took the form of communing with nature or with our past.

It was a common belief among Black people brought to the Americas that our ancestors
returned to the earth under bodies of water when they died and we could go to bodies of water
at any time to call on our ancestors for help and guidance. In Haiti, when slaves successfully
revolted to reestablish the country in the name used by the indigenous people, and with
freedom for everyone, slaves reported invoking and seeing the spirits of ancestors fighting
alongside them.

Many early transcendentalist UUs considered nature divine and modern UU religious
naturalists, UU Buddhists, UU pagans continue to emphasize spiritual practice that centers
nature and the guidance of our spiritual ancestors. The Maori paint themselves in ash made
from the soil where their ancestors lay and they sing and dance to invoke their ancestors within
themselves. Ancient Nordic traditions have people create and wear elaborate masks that invoke
their ancestors. Many of us regularly wear clothing and accessories that remind us of loved
ones and heroes.We commune with nature, hike, enjoy labyrinths and walking or sensory
meditations, to help us rest and reset.



At this time of year, we can honor the changing of the seasons the way our ancestors did and
use it as a time to pause, to reflect, to gather with loved ones, and to express our appreciation
for the divine in nature and the awesomeness of the large living organism that is our planet.
See the divine in yourself and the blessing that you are to the ecosystem of this very large living
rock, this complex network of interconnected beings. As UUs say, honor the interdependent
web of which we are all apart, phrasing adapted from the words of Chief Seattle, of the

Duwamish, host tribe of Seattle [pronounced like “Do”+”Amish”].

As part of honoring the divine in you, embrace pleasure. When | tell people that of my top 3
values, pleasure is my number one value, people are shocked. They are surprised that
someone who they see as reliable and accomplished values enjoyment. They admit that they
rarely think about pleasure as a value. This is shame and a tool of hyper-capitalism and
fascism. A culture that induces shame over rest and enjoyment is one that is designed for
oppression. Resist that.

When you wake, take your time, “hurkle durkle” to borrow the Scottish phrase). | am a proud
hurkle durkler. | do be hurklin’ and | do be durklin’ and my days are better for it. Move slowly as
you do routine tasks. Laugh, dance, listen to an entire album, enjoy a sensory meditation while
eating delicious food. Whenever you can, do whatever you can to decolonize your routine daily
activities.

Our earliest ancestors didn't believe we were made for suffering sprinkled with small bouts of
enjoyment. They didn't think of humans as born sinners that needed to be saved from
themselves. They didn't think we were broken beings that needed to make resolutions to
change ourselves as a way to greet a new year. They didn't think we needed to achieve
something for humanity in order to deserve to exist.

Our earlier ancestors believed we were born into an existence in and of itself divine and worthy.
Namaste is a common and ancient greeting. Translated from Sanskrit, it means “the light in me
bows to the light in you.” It is often accompanied by a slight bow of the head and the gesture of
palms pressed together, fingers pointed up to the sky, and thumbs against the center of the
chest near the heart.

In Dharmic religious traditions, like Buddhism and Hinduism, dharma is a complex concept that |
understand in simple terms as the singular description of a multifaceted and interconnected
existence, a collection of deeds, entities and energy that upholds the entire order of the
universe. Every one of us holds a piece.

Ashe is the Yoruban word referring to the natural force that creates or formulates changes in the
environment. As Namaste is a common salutation in Hindu meditation, Ashe is a salutation born
from the Yoruban tradition and the Ife (ee-fay) religion that is home to the Orishas. The
salutation honors each of us as a force of nature.



Rumi is a famous poet who was a refugee of the reign of Chinggis Hahn (chingus-san), the
Mongolian leader better known by the Persian record of Genghis Khan (geng-guhs kahn). A
favorite poet among UUs, Rumi, who reminds us that “ours is no caravan of despair’ and that
you are welcome “whoever you are,” also wrote, “Stop acting so small. You are the universe in
ecstatic motion.”

When you greet yourself each day, when you greet each other, honor the faith your ancestors
had in you and in all of humanity.

And with that | will close with a work by one of my favorite poets.
This is Ations by Shel Silverstein
If we meet and | say, "Hi,"
That's a salutation.
If you ask me how | feel,
That's a consideration.
If we stop and talk a while,
That's a conversation.
If we understand each other,
That's a communication.
If we argue, scream and fight,
That's an altercation.
If later we apologize,
That's reconciliation.
If we help each other home,
That's a cooperation.
And all these actions added up
Make Civilization.
(And if | say this is a wonderful poem,
Is that exaggeration?)

Thank you for being. Thank you for being a force of nature. May you, | and all beings be filled
with loving kindness. May we be well. May we be peaceful and at ease. May we be happy. Om
Shanti. Ashe. Namaste.

Closing/Benediction
A reading attributed to Crowfoot, a Blackfoot warrior and orator who lived 1830 - 1890 and also
attributed as a Pueblo Blessing says
"Hold on to what is good, even if it's a handful of earth. Hold on to what you believe, even if it's a
tree that stands by itself. Hold on to what you must do, even if it's a long way from here. Hold on
to your life, even if it's easier to let go. Hold on to my hand, even if someday I'll be gone away
from you."

[Don't read: source xavier.edu,

Crowfoot, Blackfoot warrior and orator 1830 - 1890]



