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Sue Browning 

Minister, Unitarian Universalist Fellowship at Easton 

March 2, 2014  

Reading:  

 

Stepping Into the Circle  

by Christina Baldwin from Calling the Circle   

 

It has always been scary 

To step into the circle of firelight, 

To show up in the company of strangers,  

to ask for entrance or offer it. Our hearts race --- 

Will we have the courage to see each other? 

Will we have the courage to see the world? 

The risks we take in the twenty first century 

Are based on the risks human beings took 

Thousands of years ago.  

We are not different from our ancestors 

They are still here, coded insides us 

They are, I believe,  

Cheering us on.  

 

Bringing Forth Our Gifts 

Recently I stopped for gas in New Jersey and went into small convenience store at the station for 

a soda (ok, and a for a candy bar too). Another woman was getting coffee out of the single coffee 

pot in the back of the store. I noticed her fixing it just the way she wanted. She went to pay at the 

counter. While I shopped I overheard the cashier tell her, “there’s a $10 minimum to use your 

credit card.” Off she went scurrying to buy more stuff at this less-than-appealing convenience 

store, her coffee still by the cash register.   

As I paid for my items, I spontaneously said to the cashier, “I’ll get the coffee too.” The cashier, 

a bit surprised, added it to my bill. Heading out, I told the woman, “I paid for it.”  She was 

shocked. “I’ve had the worst day. I can’t believe you did that. No one has ever done something 

like that for me. Thank you.”  

For a $1.69, a spontaneous moment of joy for us both. A small gift - a grace filled moment with 

a stranger – the giving and receiving seamlessly connected.    

When in your life do you give and feel joy?  

The autobiography ’29 Gifts’ tells of the transforming possibilities of gift giving and the 

possibilities of gift receiving. The author, Cami Walker, is a young adult in her 30s who had 

been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis shortly after she was married. She is overwhelmed 
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physically and emotionally. Several years into her struggle, she is offered advice from a friend, 

an African medicine woman named Mbali. Mbali’s invitation to Cami “Give away 29 gifts in 29 

days.”  

Mbali’s had specific directions: Give authentically and be mindful, with at least one gift being 

something you feel is scarce in your life. Do not give out of guilt, or resentfully, or begrudgingly. 

Attitude matters. And if Cami were to miss a day of authentic giving, she was to start over.  

As Cami gave some gifts - a phone call, spare change, and a Kleenex, she found she was 

changed. Her disease was there, but her sense of connection began to shift from an inward focus 

to an outward focus. Her new practices of daily giving led to practices of gratitude. In closely 

paying attention in new ways, her physical stamina improved. Her pain lessened.   

In one example, Cami’s aunt flies to California to clean Cami’s house. Reflecting on this 

experience, Cami describes the scene as her aunt leaves, “As I watch Aunt Janelle drive off, I 

realize she hasn’t just given me a gift of a clean house. Accepting her help is a gift…It is such a 

relief to feel my fists unclench and open to others.” 

Cami shifted her perspective – from scarcity and fear, to a base of abundance and generosity 

through gift giving.  

We live in tension, worried about having enough. While at times there are good reasons – not all 

resources are abundant, and there are limitations, in the routines of gift giving and expressing 

gratitude new possibilities unfold. Cami didn’t give away all of her worldly possessions (she 

actually was in debt), but she did stretch – often stretching relationally- into the uncertain. And 

she did give away something scarce. And her gift giving turned her life around.   

In our reading this morning ‘Stepping into the Circle’ we have a sense of the ongoing work of 

forming community, of the fluid cycle of giving and receiving. The words again… 

            It has always been scary 

To step into the circle of firelight, 

To show up in the company of strangers,  

to ask for entrance or offer it. Our hearts race --- 

Will we have the courage to see each other? 

Will we have the courage to see the world? 

 

It takes courage – a least a bit, to stretch and give – to open the circle.  

Back in the gas station in NJ, my gift was not so much the paying for coffee, but the experience 

of paying attention and noticing the woman’s distress as she started grabbing unplanned 

purchases. My gift might not have been received well. I could have generated a sneer – now all 

the ‘stuff’ gathered needing to be put back by this hurried woman. I could have just ignored what 

wasn’t my issue, not my business.     
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Oddly, at least at times, it seems easier – or at least simpler - to give coffee to a stranger out-of-

state, than to offer a gift within a community to which I belong.  The giving and receiving 

dynamic where I’m in relationship seems a bit riskier. Giving in familiar communities seems a 

bit laden with wanting to get it right – to avoid awkwardness. To keep future expectations in 

check.  

Earlier this week I was in Boston at a conference for new UU minsters. I had expected the 

program might have focused on sharing out early stories of ministry – our first six or eight 

months of learning to preach and work with Boards. Tips on the profession – on writing sermons, 

or at least how to write them more quickly. There was some of the practical, but not much.  

Instead the focus was on was on listening for our own voice. Many versions of these questions, 

‘What helps you give your genuine self in your ministry? ‘What keeps you open to receive?’ 

and, ‘What at times holds you back?’   

As I reflected on why I hold back, I didn’t name big fears. I kept coming back to a fear of 

awkwardness – of uncomfortableness.       

I was brought back to an off-site seminary course one summer, up at Ferry Beach in Maine. It’s a 

camp-like UU experience. The class was about learning – and teaching – and learning – finding 

teachable moments. During the week there were a few uncomfortable “oh really” moments. 

When I had to write and present my own poetry; when we critiqued on another; when we were 

videotaped as we led. No big bruises – a few butterflies as my turn would approach, but pretty 

expected.     

But my big moment of learning that week, happened after classes, after dinner one night. 

Hanging out with a dozen colleagues on benches there were a few hula hoops nearby. A few 

were demonstrating. I’d never been able to hula hoop, and trying it in front of these new friends 

was totally avoidable.  

But I was there to learn about risk – and the struggles of learners. I recall thinking – what’s the 

worst that can happen? I’ll look stupid. And I sat. That point where we risk failure, often looms 

large – even when the possible consequences are not too dire. 

What the heck – I decide to try (quietly). I did, twice. It didn’t twirl. I was about to sit down 

(validated in the impossibility) when the professor, Mark, heads toward me. Really, now I’m a 

fifty-something student and the seminary professor has decided to work with me on the hula 

hoop. A middle school moment.  

He invited me (truly invitation) to try again – give it away more force. He demo’d. Pretty 

actionable. Failure point #3 – now with everyone watching. His invitation again – go forward 

and backward, not side to side. Braced for Failure Point #4, I tried. I did it. It twirled.  

Paying attention, Mark had offered help – his gift as gentle teacher. Awkwardly, I received.    
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Oddly, this is a story when I felt courageous. Courage stories are at their heart about facing fear.  

What fears are in your life? There is the fear of failing; fear of getting involved; the fear of 

rejection; a fear of ‘not enough’?   

Courage is often action in the face of fear. Courage is about walking toward the fear. In some 

cases walking toward looking silly. Much of the book 29 Gifts is about Cami’s decisions on 

when to step in and give, and what to share, and her growth during the month, especially when 

the giving felt risky.   

As a minister, I want to share my gifts with this community. Ideally I imagine sharing gifts of 

compassion and wisdom. There is also the gift of taking risks, of getting closer to edges, in hopes 

of finding connection and insight. My willingness to feel awkward…to stretch to points where 

I’m not sure, I know is a gift of my ministry. I need to pick up the hula hoop and try, time and 

again.  

And your gift to me is listening and responding with open hearts, unsure whether, say, a story on 

hula hoop awkwardness might take us somewhere together, or not.  

Enough on the minister – where to do members have a chance to share their gifts in religious 

community – here at UUFE?  Does it matter as members and friends if you take affirmative steps 

to stretch and share your gifts in community?  

As most of you know ministry is new – relatively new - to me. Until recently I was an active lay 

member in a UU congregation in the DC area. One Sunday about four years ago I was asked to 

speak there on the meaning of membership. Like Nancy, I chaired the Membership Committee.  

At that point I’d been an active in the congregation for about fifteen years. My initial instinct on 

what to say, was to paint a picture that of how as a member I received way more than I gave. But 

as I tried to write my testimony around this theme, I found it was a message that wouldn’t gel. 

My membership in a congregation just wasn’t transactional. It was not about giving or receiving 

‘more’, or ‘less’, or about measuring in a cost/benefit framework.  

I knew I felt held by my congregation, and would try and hold and encourage others in this deep 

partnership based on mutual caring. My gifts as a warm, hospitable person were a part of the 

fabric on the community. Others offered their gifts of music, governance and, and, and…     

I also remember drafting ‘We are like a family.’ I wrote and deleted, and wrote and deleted the 

phrase. Delete. My congregation was a collective that differed from family. I had chosen to 

belong. And that sense of being held by others was their collective gift to me. Held out to me not 

because I had earned or merited being held, or was born into the group, but it was a love shared 

with me because I was there. Grace. 
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In my testimony that morning, I shared that my membership helped assure our religious 

community exists for weekly worship, rites of passage, religious education, social justice work 

and much more, and that over time my UU identity became a part of my public identity.        

And I shared a recent moment when I “got” my membership in a new way. It was on recent cold, 

gray Friday afternoon in November. I was downstairs preparing a classroom for a workshop the 

following day, and I was drawn to music upstairs. I decided to take time…to take a breath … and 

walk upstairs to hear who was rehearsing. Instead of a rehearsal, I found myself standing at the 

doors to the sanctuary, off to the side a bit, privileged to witness a part of memorial service for 

an elder in the church I didn’t know. I had been drawn upstairs by the soloist singing the Ave 

Maria, and hung in the back as the minister led her friends and family in the 23
rd

 Psalm.  

I had a glimpse of how my gifts in 15 years of belonging to that congregation had made that 

specific moment possible for many I didn’t know; for Geisla’s friends and family.  

Many gifts, many moments of grace, led me to be standing here giving and receiving as your 

minister. Many moments of grace have guided this community for over 50 years.     

Each Sunday as our children head to their classes we sing,  

 

”From you I receive, to you I give, together we share and from this we live.”  

 

While each child may remember only a bit of RE curricula, and a few Thoughts for All Ages 

moments, I have faith that they will recall these words naming sharing as the essence of life.  

 

May we have the courage to bring forth our gifts to one another, and may we do so in the spirit 

of love and compassion.   

  

May It Be So 


