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February 9, 2020 

Rev. Nathan Detering 

“Call On Our People” 

 

“Here is the world; beautiful and terrible things will happen. 

Keep our hearts tender. 

Keep our eyes soft. 

Keep our words true. 

Because this is what we are about: 

We know there is no answer but to love one another. 

We bear witness against unnecessary destruction. 

We gather in community to practice being the person 

We say we want to be. 

We cannot do everything,  

But we can do something, and that something is not nothing. 

So forget your perfect offering. 

There is a crack in everything 

That is how the light gets in. 

 

‘You have to swab your cheek,” says Karyn from the kitchen. 

“That’s it?  That’s all?” 

“Yes; read the directions!” 

But I don’t like to read directions, or ask for them, preferring to just 

Forge ahead and then ask my family members to cover for my laziness. 

Do I have any company on this? 

Well, it’s got a cue-tip thingy, and oh look the directions are pictures 

So I guess I can follow those. 
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Yes, swab cheek – I assume they mean on the inside?!? 

 

“Do I swab on the inside of the cheek?”  I yell to into kitchen. 

“OMG, I’m never going to get you a Christmas gift again!   

Yes, on the inside!  How did you graduate from graduate school?” 

“That was seminary, not science!”   

 

Ok, so swab the cheek on the inside and when done put it into the  

Sealed plastic tube, then put it into the addressed envelope, no postage 

Necessary if mailed in the U.S., 

And then, it says, wait a couple weeks for an email notifying me….of what? 

About what will I get notified? 

My ancestry!  My genetics!  Yes. 

And thankfully only that, and not the extra-feature test that lets you know 

Your genetic tendencies towards certain diseases and conditions 

For which there is no cure… 

Because if you don’t already struggle with anxiety, as I do,  

The test creators are more than ready to help you with that. 

 

Two weeks letter the email lands in my folder: 

Your 23andMe results area ready!  Click here to open the door 

To who and whose you are…which felt more like a religious statement  

Than a genetic one. 

Click.   

Nathan, explore the genetic traits behind your appearance and traits. 

Ok! 
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Ability to match musical pitch: Nathan, you are less likely to match musical 

pitch. 

Likelihood to have a unibrow: Nathan, likely to have at least a little 

unibrow. 

Likelihood to have hair-loss: Nathan, likely. 

I get this far and I’m thinking: if I what I wanted was insults I could have 

just asked my teenagers! 

 

And it went on and on, indicating my tendencies to smell asparagus,  

Have super long fingers, prefer vanilla over chocolate ice-cream, 

And whether or not I am a morning person…. 

I mean, who knew this stuff was genetic??  

I thought I was just me being me - unique, special, one of a kind!   

And instead it seems I belong to community of people who share 

Some of the DNA I do. 

And that’s the tension, isn’t it?   

We want to belong, we don’t want to be alone, 

We don’t want to be conspicuous… 

And we also want to feel singular and special and noteworthy. 

Which is why here in church we remind each other that we are both:  

special and loved, worthy and welcome – no more and no less, than anyone 

else.  

All of us need to be reminded of that, don’t we, from time to time? 

 

Nathan, next click here for the composition of your ancestry. 

Warning: before proceeding please know the results may impact 

who you believe your relatives to be. 
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Um, click? 

Nathan, you are 100% human.  Good! 

Nathan, you are 99.5% European.  German, Dutch, 

German.   

Which explains why when I was in Berlin all the 40-something 

White guys made me think I was looking in a mirror. 

It also fits the family stories of immigration from  

Germany we were told at my grandmother’s house: 

the Catholic Germans who left home 

And settled up and all over the Midwest seeking new opportunity 

And facing no small among of persecution for their religion by 

The white Protestants, but who also moved into land that 

Had been home before them to the indigenous tribes of the Illini, 

The Missouria, the Chickasaw, the Osage. 

 

But what’s that green sliver?  What’s that?  

Nathan, you are 4% Ashkenazi (ASH-KA-NASEE) Jew.  

What?  Really? 

Ashkenazi the Hebrew word for German and referring to the people 

Who emigrated to Europe from the Middle East in the middle ages, 

And then eventually emigrated to North America seeking religious freedom. 

 

Moments later I’ve got my mom on the phone, 

And in somewhat of a prosecutorial tone as I ask her: did you know this?  

But she is as surprised as I am, and now we’re left with a whole bunch of 

questions:  who in our branching family tree was Jewish? 

Where did they live?  Did they have to hide their Jewish-ness like so many 
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Did in St. Louis in the 18th and 19th century? 

Anyone in our tree live in Germany during WWII?   

Did anyone die in the Holocaust? 

Did anyone in our family know this connection…and hide it? 

Was there shame? Is there some anti-Semitism in our family? 

 

I mean, it’s only 4%, but it’s a 4% that is mattering to me…. 

Because suddenly these stories and identities and histories I thought 

belonged to other people are now not so other, are they? 

Suddenly who ‘my’ people are has gotten more rich, and more complicated. 

Suddenly the circle of people and stories and experiences has gotten 

Wider…. 

and whenever we our circle gets wider, our understanding, 

our curiosity, our values, and assumptions, our vision…get stretched. 

 

Which is maybe why this work of welcoming new perspectives, inviting 

diversity, inviting complexity, inviting new people into our life feels 

so…what? 

Good, yes, but also risky, hard, complicated… 

Because it’s nice to stay with what we know, who we know, what we 

believe. 

It feels nice to keep the circle small. 

Karyn, can I get an exchange for this gift?? 

 

I mean, it’s tempting isn’t?   

And it’s especially tempting when 

It feels like the world is on fire. 
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What the heck, Iowa?!? 

What the heck, State of the Union? 

What the heck, Medal of Freedom honoree? 

And closer in, too – some of you on fire with all kinds 

Of worry and weight for yourself and for things going on in your families. 

Friends, the world feels so hard right now – outside in the big circle 

Of the world, outside in the smaller circle of our country,  

And for some of us, 

Inside the smaller circles of our partners, our kids, our parents, ourselves. 

It’s tempting, isn’t it, to just want to hide?  Hunker down.  Keep things close 

in. 

Keep the circle small. 

 

So now I have to ask myself and the rest of us to do something 

We’d probably rather not do. 

I’ve got to ask us to resist the temptation toward the smallness. 

I’ve got to ask us to reach out at the same time we feel ourselves 

Reaching down and reaching in. 

I’ve got to ask us to call on the DNA of each other to share the qualities 

We need for the long haul. 

I’ve got to ask us to widen our circles and call on each other.   

I’ve got to ask us to call on our people. 

 

Here is what this might sound like: 

People of UUAC: you are, we are, 100% human! 

As humans we all  

live, love, mistake, forgive, rage, and repair. 
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We are worthy and welcome, loved and special….no less and no more, 

Than anyone else. 

Here in this room and beyond this room we are a percentage of all these: 

Idealistic.  Realist.  Democrat.  Libertarian. 

Agnostic.  Anxious.  Joyful.  Employed.  Older in years than our attitude 

Reveal.  Younger in years than our attitude reveal.   

Republican.  Christian.  Jew.  Ashkanazi Jew. 

White.  Atheist.  Tree-hugger.  Brown.   

Suburban.  Divorced.  Divorcing.  Earnest.  Extrovert.   

Shy.  Hate coffee hour.  Love coffee hour.  Love God.  Muslim. 

Parent.  Activist looking to be more active.   

Privileged because of our race.  Underemployed.  Unemployed.  

Centered.  Resilient.  Worried.  Confident.   

Spiritual but not religious.  Religious but not spiritual. 

Female.  Male.  Partnered.  Single. 

Gender not this or that.  Wondering.  Sad.  Resolute.  Focused. 

Distracted. 

What else? 

And you know what else we are?  Together. 

 

And when we are together, these traits: 

Ability to match musical pitch: depends if choir is here and if I’m close to 

mic. 

Likelihood to get comforted when we afflicted, and afflicted when maybe 

too comfortable: likely. 

Ability to sit in stillness in a room with 150 others and not feel the urge to 

check your phone: likely. 
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Likelihood to discover that we belong to a system that favors us depending 

on what we look like, what our gender is, who we love, and where we live, 

And feel pretty uncomfortable about that: yes. 

Likely to feel presence of God, Spirit, transcendence as a verb between us 

and not as a noun above us: likely, as long as we remember that religion 

Is more like more poetry and less like science books. 

Likelihood to get drawn out of yourself so you can get a bigger vision:  I 

pray so. 

Likelihood to hear how community offers love that won’t let you off the 

hook or let you go without being there to catch you: Yes. 

What else? 

 

Friends, we are large.  We are multitudes.  We have work to do. 

Do not despair.  There is too much work to be done. 

So let me invite us to rise in body or spirit. 

Look around.  And now let me ask us to hold or touch the person nearest 

You.  Look around.   

Let us draw the circle wider.  Let us call on each other. 

Sing here: Draw the Circle Wide 

 

And let us pray: 

Spirit of life and love, 

Help us to hold each other close. 

Help us to do the hard work of expanding our circles.  Help us get out of 

ourselves. 

Help us call on each other and lean in and lean out to each. 

And so we sing… 
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“Draw the circle wide” 

 

 

 


