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I have been thinking about the first election I was eligible to vote in. It was another turbulent
time in our national history. The Vietnam War had been dragging on forever. I was 20. I had
not been able to vote when I was 18 or 19. It was only after the 26th amendment to the United
States Constitution was ratified that I was able to vote. This amendment “Prohibits the denial of
the right of US citizens, eighteen years of age or older, to vote on account of age”. Prohibits
the denial of the right of US citizens to vote on account of age… It was a big deal. The
Constitution of the United States was amended to allow me and those like me to vote. In that
first election, I remember voting in the Deansboro, NY Town Hall with my mom, my sister who
was 19 and my brother who had just turned 18 and was now draftable. The old voting booths
were up on the stage of the big musty hall where town dances were held. And on that day I felt
that I was now a part of our national Democratic process in all its messiness. I was so honored to
be voting.
The following year, was a presidential election, my first. Richard Nixon was running for
reelection against George McGovern. I was living in London after graduating from college. I
was 21 and watching our country and the Vietnam war from a distance. My friend Karen and I
both got absentee ballots. Our home addresses were in different counties in Upstate New York
and our ballots looked totally different. They were huge: map size and it was really hard to
figure out how to vote especially on the local issues. But we voted. Our British friends had lots
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of questions about our process of electing government officials which we more or less answered:
how come your ballots look different, what are electoral votes, why does the campaigning go on
for so long? We were made aware that our system was not what everyone, everywhere was used
to. But to us, voting was really important, even from afar.
Over the years I have voted in local Senior Centers, schools, and former schools and now the
Hardy Elementary School in my neighborhood. I think it is that early experience of not being
able to vote during a turbulent time in our nation’s history that has influenced me to be a faithful
voter. I have a personal story about when I couldn’t vote and what a privilege and responsibility
it is to be able to vote
The stories we tell ourselves are important. They impact how we live our lives.
I think back to some of the stories that have been told by Reverend Lee here in North Parish
worship in the past few weeks. Earlier this year she retold the story of Jonah. This story from
the Hebrew Bible came alive with waves of fabric, a fanciful large fish, a growing and wilting
vine embodied by middle school youth and a heated debate between Jonah and God about the
nature and demands of forgiveness. The story was brought to life and I was invited to wrestle
with the complexity of the issue in a way that I hadn’t with the Biblical text.
Thinking back to Reverend Lee’s sermon a couple of weeks ago, I am reminded that our North
Parish history is not necessarily frozen in time. She fleshed out the history with a story of a
black slave, Candace, being sold by one of our past ministers to a congregant, of stories of the
Pennacook tribe that lived in this place before Europeans arrived. It makes our North Parish
history more complex and much richer. It asks us moral questions that we need to grapple with.
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The moral issues become raised to consciousness in our community today. We are a complex
congregation with a complex legacy.
Not all our history is centuries old. There are also the more recent personal stories. When the
group formerly known as the “Lunch Bunch” and now known as the “Brown Bag Lunch” group
met on the second Tuesday of October, I asked them to tell me stories of this church. I can
always count on that group to have a lively conversation and they did not disappoint me. They
regaled me with stories from the North Parish past that were hilarious and poignant. They told
stories of a congregant with a larger than life personality…who never told a story succinctly but
always entertained, who terrified anyone who was trying to run a timely meeting or keep a
worship service to an hour, but who reached out with such care and humanity to comfort fellow
congregants and also inspired generations of youth. I so wanted to meet her.
And then I heard stories about carpets. Apparently there were several conflicts about carpet
colors in the parlor or how much carpet to have here in the sanctuary that had to be deftly and
politically dealt with. It made me realize that the floors, and walls, and the rugs of North Parish
have so many stories that echo in this building. What are the stories that you will tell about the
Haunted House, the Red Bow Fair, about Jericho Road or committees you have worked on that
form part of your vital connection with this community? Who was the person who first
welcomed you? Who are the people who have reached out to help, who have noticed when you
were ill or not around or just looking off, who made a difference in making you feel cared for
and connected to our community?
How a story is told can make all the difference in whether we pay attention, whether it is relevant
to our lives, whether we open our hearts to the message. I had heard of the Sharps’ story in a UU
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History course but the recent film about them brought the important work they did, the lives they
saved, and the hard choices they had to make come to life.
Another example on our national stage is the life of Alexander Hamilton. Up until a few years
ago, he was vaguely remembered by most of us from high school history class as a founder of
our country. Maybe there were vague recollections that he wrote something called the
“Federalist Papers” and was in favor of a strong central government. But how we think of him
has been changed by the hit Broadway musical “Hamilton”.
I recently saw a PBS special on the show called “Hamilton’s America”. Ron Chernow’s
biography of Alexander Hamilton inspired writer Lin-Manuel Miranda to retell the story of the
beginning of our nation as a musical. The documentary describes that with his music “rap is the
sound of the revolution and hip hop is the backbeat”. Miranda uses flavors of rap, R and B, and
jazz to show the linguistic complexity of our forefathers. I must admit to my baby boomer ears,
the complexity is often lost. But the point is that the complexity is translated into a form that a
new generation can relate to. That the stories we have been told since childhood are retold in a
way that is more complex and nuanced that we have been taught to expect. There are no perfect
heroes in the story. They were all flawed characters: George Washington and Thomas Jefferson
were slave owners, Alexander Hamilton was a womanizer who paid blackmail to the husband of
his mistress, Aaron Burr was the villain who shot Hamilton. But… they also pulled off the
amazing feat of birthing a new nation and a new form of governance called democracy. They
were making it up as they went along, flying by the seat of their collective pants. This musical
retelling also brings alive the women who were part of our revolution. They were actors in the
story. Elisa Hamilton kept her husband’s legacy alive in the 50 years she lived after he was
killed at the age of 47 in a dual with Aaron Burr.
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Forty seven. Here are some abbreviated facts of those 47 years that I gleaned from the PBS
website1: He was an illegitimate orphan born in the Caribbean. He was sent by benefactors who
saw his potential to school in New York City when he was 16. He arrived in New York as an
immigrant in 1773. By the age of 19 he had received a Captain’s commission in the Continental
Army. George Washington recognized Hamilton’s leadership qualities and he joined
Washington’s staff during the war. He met, fell in love with and married Elisabeth Schuyler in
1780. She was the daughter of a powerful New York landholder and military officer. After the
war, Hamilton fiercely advocated for a centralized government for the new nation. He did not
help to draft the Constitution but was very influential in helping it get ratified. Along with John
Jay and James Madison he wrote “The Federalist” papers which were a series of essays
defending the constitution. After George Washington was elected president in 1789, he chose
Alexander Hamilton as the nation's first Treasury secretary. As the Treasury secretary Hamilton
created a monetary policy that assumed state debts by the federal government, and a mechanism
for collecting taxes. He created what became the Federal Reserve Commission. He saved the
country from financial ruin. He consolidated financial power in a way that we are still dealing
with today. He did all this in his short 47 years. He was opinionated, wordy, passionate and
flirtatious.
It took the retelling of Alexander Hamilton’s story in the form of a musical to help bring the
story alive for me, to make it important and current and relevant. It portrays the influence and
power of Lafayette and Hamilton, two immigrants whose talents helped make our country viable.
It reminds us that when the founding fathers talked about all men being created equal, they were

1

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/duel/peopleevents/pande06.html
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talking about white men only: not women and not slaves. We are still dealing with these issues
today, aren’t we?
The story, told in the musical, is complicated and complicated is good. I must admit that rap and
hip hop are not music forms that usually come easy to me, yet I am left with the music in my
head, and questions about how to hold the good and ill that our heroes do. They solve some big
problems, they leave others to fester.
We are complicated too. We are complicated as a religious community that has been around for
371 years. We have much to be proud of. But we also have parts of our story we need to own
and make amends for.
We are complicated as individuals too. What is the story you tell about yourself? Is it a simple
or a complex one? Is it unconscious, or are you aware of what you tell yourself about who you
are and what is important to you? I found an interesting exercise in this month’s Soul Matters
packet of Small Group Ministry resources. The topic this month is about stories. More
specifically, “What does it mean to be a community of stories?” The assignment was to
“Describe your personal religious journey/story in six words!” Here are some examples that they
give:
“Born Jewish. Discovered bacon… still Jewish.”
“No more Sunday school. Sleeping in.”
“I’ve fallen and finally got up.
“Fairytales. Thought. Deliberation. Reason. Awakening. Atheist”
“Prayed every night; no one answered.”
“I pray. She answers. Each time.”
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“Brainwashed, manipulated, guilted, awoke, objected, rejected.”
“Realized Reality; Expressed Reality, Connected Others”2
Now, if you are like me, it takes a bit of time to process this task. I read the exercise over a
month ago, spent about 5 minutes struggling with it,
and moved on. Then this phrase came to me as I was walking among flaming trees on a
beautiful Autumnal afternoon: I am finally heeding my call. I counted the words, there were
six.
I encourage you to take a stab at it. You can actually pack a lot into six words. In my little
phrase, I am finally heeding my call, the word “finally” accentuates the fact that for a long time I
didn’t pay attention to the call but I knew about it. I ignored it, or let other things distract me.
What would your phrase be? What is the story of your religious journey in six words? Think
about it. If you have done this exercise in the past, do you remember your story? Has it
changed? I would love to hear from you.
The stories we tell about our country, about our congregation, about our families, about our
personal histories, about our faith journeys are important. They may not be conscious, they may
not have been reflected upon for years and they may be one dimensional. Or they may be retold
in a new context, made new and relevant. The stories you tell about yourself impact how you
live, and how you are living out your values. How will you tell your story?
Please join me in a moment of silence. [Pause]
Blessed be and Amen.
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Soul Matters November 2016: What Does it Mean to be a Community of Story?
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Our closing hymn is When Our Heart Is in a Holy Place #1008 in the Teal Hymnal. Please rise
as you are able in body or spirit.
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