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More than twenty years ago, in the very first class I took in seminary, each 

student was asked to choose a word that was important for us, and to follow 

and reflect on that word as it appeared in texts and in discussions throughout 

the class.  My word was “responsibility.”  For me, responsibility was a 

virtue, a guiding principle for my living.   

Webster defines responsibility as “The state or fact of being answerable or 

accountable, as for something within one’s power and control, or 

management.”  I have aspired to be – always – a responsible person: honest, 

capable, reliable, trustworthy.  Responsibility has been a touchstone of my 

character, my life, and my ministry. 

And then… 

And then in the depths of this winter, as I wrestled with questions about 

what lies ahead for me, for my ministry, and for this congregation, a new 

word began to surface: faithfulness. 

Faithfulness. 

The dictionary definition (you know I looked it up!) points, of course, to 

“faith,” and includes the ideas of “belief and trust in and loyalty to God; 

belief in the traditional doctrines of a religion.” https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/faith].  Not a surprising word for a minister. 

And…a surprising word for me.  Because, reading further into the dictionary 

definition, faithfulness extends to “firm belief in something for which there 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/faith
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/faith
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is no proof.”  Taking something on faith means accepting it “without 

question.” [https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/faith]. 

Before I was a minister, I was a scientist; and the scientist, the rationalist, the 

Unitarian Universalist in me pushed back against traditional doctrines and 

belief without proof and accepting pretty much anything without question. 

And…as a scientist, and certainly as a minister, I know in a place deeper 

than words and truer than logic the profound and compelling truths of 

mystery; of wonder at the complexity of life; of awe in response to the 

intricacies of the physical world, the natural world, the interdependent web 

of all existence of which we – human beings – are a part.  Only one part.  As 

a scientist, and certainly as a minister, I know the limitations of human 

understanding and control, the dangers of overestimating our wisdom and 

our power, the value and the gift of humility and curiosity and openness. 

As a caring, conscientious human being, I know how I have struggled with 

the weight of responsibility – of being answerable or accountable, as for 

something within one’s power and control, or management.  I know in my 

nerves and in my sleepless nights the existential paradox: that we have 

agency – the ability to make choices, to take action, to influence events and 

outcomes and the direction of history – and yet there is so, so much in this 

life that is not within our power or our control.  I know in my bones the fear 

that all my responsibility is just so much whistling in the wind, trying to 

convince myself and the world that if I try hard enough, I can anticipate and 

manage the unpredictable, the unexpected, the unwanted. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/faith
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In the depths of this winter, faithfulness came to me as a possibility, as an 

invitation.  To me, from me, responsibility always demands more – more 

attention, alertness, understanding, ingenuity, responsiveness.  In contrast, 

for me, faithfulness invites (not demands) presence, patience, listening, 

acceptance; an attunement to what is, more than a commitment to what I can 

make happen. 

And more.  Responsibility turns me outward, focuses me on promises and 

commitments I make to others, at least as much as to myself.  Responsibility 

holds me accountable, answerable – to expectations that others have of me, 

and to expectations I have set for myself.  Responsibility attunes me to 

external standards, demands, needs and wants; it pulls me out of myself and 

into a give and take relationship – a transactional relationship – with others. 

Faithfulness touches me in a different way, in a different part of my being.  

Faithfulness turns me inward, to examine first of all what is right and good 

and true to my deepest understanding of myself and of the world.  Faith 

draws me inward – to follow and reflect on what is ultimately, 

fundamentally, non-negotiably true for me.  Faithfulness asks me to bring to 

the world my true self, my whole self, my weaknesses as well as my 

strengths; my fears as well as my courage; the doubts and fears and 

loneliness and weariness that I have learned through a lifetime to downplay 

and power through. 

Faith comes from the Latin root fidere – to trust – and, for me, faith carries 

the connotation of trust in something larger than just my own ability to 
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deliver on my commitments to follow through on what I take – what I take 

on – to be within my power and control. 

Richard Rohr is a Franciscan priest, founder of the Center for Action and 

Contemplation which publishes a daily blog for contemplation and spiritual 

transformation.  This week, Father Richard wrote, “Basic religious faith is a 

vote for some coherence, purpose, benevolence, and direction in the 

universe.  Unfortunately, the notion of faith that emerged in the West was 

much more a rational assent to the truth of certain mental beliefs rather than 

a calm and hopeful trust that God is inherent in all things, and that this 

whole thing is going somewhere good. [https://cac.org/faith-and-doubt-are-not-

opposites-2021-02-03/]. 

In the depths of this winter, what rose up in my soul was a calm and hopeful 

trust in all those descriptors for God: coherence, purpose, benevolence, 

direction in the universe. 

Responsibility has always urged me to do more, be more, try harder.  

Faithfulness begins to open the way for a growing, budding sense that my 

true self is enough, is good enough, to bring to the world.  Faithfulness 

reminds me that I am a part – but only one part – of that interdependent web 

of all existence, and that my role is to do my part – and only my part.  

Faithfulness calls me to pay attention to the wholeness – the holiness – of 

that web; neither to assume nor to hold myself to more than my share of the 

responsibility.  And faithfulness calls me to honor and to embrace the 

wholeness and the holiness of my own life; calls me to ever-deepening 

https://cac.org/faith-and-doubt-are-not-opposites-2021-02-03/
https://cac.org/faith-and-doubt-are-not-opposites-2021-02-03/
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honesty with myself, honesty about myself; to fearless and curious and 

loving self-examination and self-acceptance.  Faithfulness calls me to 

acknowledge and to befriend my humanity and my human limitations, and to 

trust that beyond the edges of what I can do, there are others ready, waiting 

to pick up that golden thread and join it to theirs; to weave it through the 

fabric of their hearts, of our lives, of the unfolding universe. 

Faithfulness can then inform my sense of responsibility in a new and deeper 

and truer way, allowing me to enter into relationships of answerability and 

accountability with wholeness, with honesty, with clarity and integrity.  

Allowing me to be fully present to you, to myself, to life, to love. 

I offer you these reflections on faithfulness that rises up in my life, that you 

may carry away from them what shines for you.  We offer you this 

Transylvanian Unitarian blessing, that it may carry you into meditation.  The 

music is by American Unitarian Universalist musician Elizabeth Norton, 

played here by Meganne Smith on piano and flute.  The words of the 

blessing that inspired the music are these: 

Where there is faith, there is love; 

Where there is love, there is peace; 

Where there is peace, there is blessing; 

Where there is blessing, there is God. 

Where there is God, there, there is no need. 

 

Amen, and blessed be. 
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Let it begin now.  This is music of Kim Oler, played by harpist Susan Sharp, 

accompanied by pictures of planet Earth.  May it touch your heart and your 

spirit.  May it call forth memory and hope.  For the Earth Forever 

Turning… 

Meditation: For the Earth Forever Turning 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d5QAInOvnYc 

Tom shares screen 

 

May it be so. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d5QAInOvnYc

