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Reading 

The Messiah is One of You  

 

Once upon a time there was an abbot of a monastery who was very good friends with a rabbi of a 

local synagogue. It was Europe and times were hard… 

The abbot found his community dwindling and the faith life of his fellow monks shallow and 

lifeless. Life in the monastery was dying. He went to his friend and wept. His friend, the rabbi, 

comforted him and told him, “There is something you need to know my brother We have long 

known in the Jewish community that the Messiah is one of you.”  

“What,” exclaimed the abbot, “the Messiah is one of us? How can that be?”  

But the rabbi insisted that it was so and the abbot went back to his monastery wondering and 

praying, comforted and excited.  

Once back in the monastery, walking down the halls and in the courtyard he would pass by a 

monk and wonder if he was the one. Sitting in chapel, praying, he would hear a voice and look 

intently at a face and wonder if he was the one, and he began to treat all of his brothers with 

respect, with kindness and awe, with a reverence. Soon it became quite noticeable.  

One of the other brothers came to him and asked him what had happened to him. After some 

coaxing, he told him what the rabbi had said. Soon the other monk was looking at his brothers 

differently and wondering. The word spread through the monastery quickly: the Messiah is one 

of us. Soon the whole monastery was full of life, worship, kindness, and grace. The prayer life 

was rich and passionate, devoted, and the psalms and liturgy and services were alive and vibrant. 

Soon the surrounding villagers were coming to services and listening and watching intently and 

there were many who wished to join the community.  

After their novitiate, when they took their vows, they were told the mystery, the truth was that 

their life was based upon, the source of their strength and life together: The Messiah is one of us. 

The monastery grew and expanded into house after house, and all of the monks grew in wisdom, 

age and grace before the others and the eyes of God. And they say still if you stumble across this 

place where there is life and hope and kindness and graciousness that the secret is the same. The 

Messiah is one of us.  

(Source: Megan McKenna, from Spiritual Literacy, ed. Frederic and Mary Ann Brussat(p492)) 

 

Grace as a Source of Confidence 

Our daughter had only had her license for only about a month when she went to visit a friend. 

Her friend lived in a neighborhood with crowded street parking. She successfully parallel parked. 

When leaving as she started to pull out of the spot, a driver in a hurry tried to go around her 

rather than wait. As he swerved, he hit the front corner of the car hard, taking off the front 
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bumper and doing additional damage. Next this driver, a man likely in his forties, got out of his 

car and started yelling at our 16 year old daughter.  

As her panic and tears arose, a young woman, maybe thirty, stepped in. She’d seen the whole 

thing. No one was hurt, at least not physically. With her arm around my daughter, she put the 

guy in his place. She waited with our daughter until the police came, and made sure the record 

was clear – our daughter had signaled and was doing what she was supposed to. This young 

woman stood by while our daughter called my husband, and she waited with her until my 

husband arrived.  

It turns out this woman missed her own class, a detail she’d not mentioned during the ordeal.  

For our daughter, a lesson in grace. The young woman did her share as Messiah that spring day.   

Hopefully, we have each experienced a moment like this. A time when least expected and most 

needed, we were touched, maybe even rescued in some way.  

I know I’d like to live in a world where these moments of grace abound. I want support when 

hardships and challenges are foisted upon me. I like to imagine myself offering my arm or 

shoulder as an act of grace to another.  

Likely experiences we’ve had, but maybe not as frequently as we’d have wished. It was harder to 

come up with examples that I’d hoped.  

Life would be easier if these unexpected gifts were more dependable, or at least more abundant. 

If I could just count on there being Messiahs sprinkled densely all around, offering these 

unplanned moments of grace, I think I could go through life with a bit less angst. I’d be more 

confident. If only. But unexpected gifts, well they aren’t guaranteed!  

For many ‘Grace’ is a religious term that comes with many connotations. Grace may be 

understood as a benefit coming from a faith in God. With faith comes the bounty of love from 

God. This grace is not earned; it’s just there. At some extremes, grace presumes humans in the 

equation of life are powerless.  

We hear, “But for the grace of God” and possibly associate grace with gratitude - a time a break  

went our way. Again, we are reminded of how little we humans control. Reality: Often parts of 

life are out of our control. We don’t like that.  

Maybe you find comfort in this sense of grace - as a force to lean into in times of challenge or 

trouble. Maybe this sense of divine grace, of a God of rescue, doesn’t quite resonate for you.  

What might grace mean to you?  
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In an article in UU World (Fall 2011), ‘Grace to the Rescue,’ UU Minister Myriam Renaud notes 

liberal theologian Henry Wieman depended little on God, but held on to grace. A process 

theologian, Henry Wieman, finds power in what he calls “the creative interchange.” He lifts up 

the process of individuals or institutions communicating in ways that foster new meanings in 

ways that the world’s goodness expands and communities are strengthened. This active creative 

process of expanding goodness in the world he calls grace.  

This participatory grace emerges in relationship and through relationship, through our deepest 

connections.   

Consider the monks at the monastery. The experience of being a monk in their community 

changed in every way when each imagined the other as Messiah; when each saw anyone could 

be the saving force.  

Grace creates goodwill.  

Goodwill was created in the world when a young adult cared for my scared daughter.  

Goodwill was created in our earlier telling of the story of fishes and loaves. Jesus began the 

sharing with a limited fish and bread, and quickly those in the crowd trusted enough to share 

what they had brought. Folks would not have gone to a big rally without bringing at least the 

ancient day equivalent of at least a few granola bars. The miracle was in the sharing of what they 

had been holding onto tightly and feeding all.  

Goodwill emerged when the abbots in the monastery shifted from using their energy on doubt 

and worry (which do soak up energy!) to using their energy to hope and respect – a participatory 

grace.  

You have to wonder, is there a limit to such bounty?   

If grace means a giving of time, or energy or money or wisdom in the name of love to another, is 

grace a limited or readily abundant and accessible? Or scarce, to be held back and shared only 

with caution, or to be protected and shared only when we know what we’ll get in return?  

Participatory grace rises from begins with an open stance, and is shut off by a protective stance.  

At the monastery. no new worldly goods or new people came in. What stirred the pot was a new 

thought; a new idea: ‘The Messiah is one of us.’ That was it.  

Grace involves trust in others. Individually or collectively is challenging. It’s counter cultural 

and counter intuitive. The tension around grace is not new. Our Unitarian ancestors and 

Universalist ancestors each had a different take on grace. [Unitarians came together in 1961 with 
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much in common, and yet with some differences in the histories.] Reverend William Schulz’s 

article, ‘Toward a Unitarian Universalist Appreciation of the Gracious’ summarizes these two 

historic understandings of grace. (Source: Finding Time and Other Delicacies, William Schulz)  

Our Unitarian ancestors didn’t want to count on God’s grace to bail individuals out. Depending 

on unearned gifts was an enigma to the high value Unitarians placed on individuals improving 

self and community. This individualistic mindset of self-sufficiency and determination made 

grace a suspicious concept. The value they found in Jesus as a role model - a benchmark for 

perfection. Grace was not in the equation.   

Unitarians were among the more formally educated and privileged in their communities. A 

theology based on an ‘onward and upward’ and a trust in each human’s own ingenuity fit the 

times and their outlook. There was skepticism on placing trust beyond one’s own means – in 

God’s grace or in others meeting needs.   

The Universalists on the other hand trusted in continual and ever-present grace. Universalists 

trusted in a benevolent God, a ‘God of love’ who bestowed grace on all. This model of universal 

salvation meant that the giftedness of life was not limited to Christians, or any subset, and as 

such there was no need to accept a savior to gain God’s favor. This bounty – the grace – of the 

world was to be had by all. In this worldview, grace was abundant, but not uncommon, so in 

some ways not amazing. Not something to lift in gratitude as a miracle.  

For Universalists the participatory aspect of this grace came in the form of accountability. God 

needed Universalists as partners to bring unexpected gifts of justice – of fairness – of necessities 

to all, which led Universalists to champion issues of justice – education, labor, equality. The 

Universalists point us toward grace in abundance, but not unassisted abundance when it comes to 

helping one another.  

In the 20
th

 century, Unitarian James Luther Adams, said, “Touched by grace, we are to restore 

grace.” He understood humans as often broken and in need of rescue – not self-sufficient or 

isolated creatures. When we are blessed by care, we need to pay it forward.  

A character that comes to mind who receives and gives grace in this fluid way is Forrest Gump. 

Loved completely by his mother, he is open to receive, and as he is touched again and again by 

what seems to be luck he stays open. And he always follows up with care and commitment to the 

next person he touches.  

I know I’ve received grace. I wondered, have I been the Messiah, the savior, for another? Well, 

maybe Messiah is a bit over the top, but I did come up with a time when I did bestow grace.  
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Years ago I was a 6
th

 grade Religious Education teacher at our church. Most in our class had 

been together for years. One morning I was greeting families in the foyer when a mother and 

daughter who hadn’t come before entered. I knew both in passing from our local elementary 

school. And greeted Sarah, the 6
th

 grader, with some energy and familiarity (and hopefully not 

too much – 6
th

 graders are tricky). I invited her into our class. The class went through their 

routine of welcoming a visitor.   

Class happened that morning. Sarah came back the next week, and the next. Right through high 

school, Sarah came back and back again for seven years. Eventually involved choir and youth 

group, she found belonging. She helped as a Peace Camp counsellor and more.   

What I learned later, way later, was that Sarah and her mom credited my first hello as critical. 

Sarah hadn’t wanted to come to church that day. Sarah had been having challenges with her 

transition to middle school, where she was convinced she didn’t fit in.   

I was the face of grace Sarah needed that morning. Her classmates were the faces of grace she 

needed that morning.  

You each came to this community this morning hoping for something. To feel inspired, to feel 

transformed or changed, or to feel better...  

Some days we are the Messiah offering grace to the other. Other days we are in need of grace 

and our role is to step into the shoes of Messiah.  

We are called to share love and spread goodness, remembering that goodness is a not finite 

resource, but is ever expanding. We are fulfilled when we bet on the abundant. We are fulfilled 

when we trust there will be more than enough energy and creative ideas when we join our best 

selves in community.  

It takes this belief in unexpected sharing of gifts to build of beloved community – to build 

heaven on earth. It is in a twisting together of our Unitarian roots of optimism in our future 

grounded in humanity, and our Universalist message that we are all worthy of love, that we find 

the special grace needed to carry us on the journey.  

May we be open to give. May we be open to share. May we be open to receive.  

May It Be So 


