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“Bearers of the Flame”            February 12, 2012 

Rev. Nancy O. Arnold      UU Fellowship of Huntington 

 

Reading      “Ministry is all that we do – together” by Gordon B. McKeeman 

Ministry is all that we do – together. 

Ministry is that quality of being in community that affirms human dignity – beckons forth 

hidden possibilities, invites us into deeper, more constant, reverent relationships, and carries 

forward our heritage of hope and liberation. 

Ministry is what we do together as we celebrate 

    triumphs of our human spirit 

 Miracles of birth and life 

  Wonders of devotion and sacrifice. 

 

 Ministry is what we do together – with one another –  

  in terror and torment – in grief, in misery 

  and pain, 

     enabling us in the presence of death to 

     say yes to life. 

 

We who minister speak and live the best we know 

 with full knowledge 

  that it is never quite enough 

And yet are reassured 

 by lostness found, 

     fragments reunited, wounds healed 

         and joy shared. 

Ministry is what we all do – together. 

 

 

“Bearers of the Flame”            February 12, 2012 
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 One of the reasons I wanted to work with this Fellowship is its history of strong lay 

leadership – what some would call “shared ministry.”    

Shared Ministry affirms that life calls all people to ministry.  As members of faith 

communities, we are invited to serve together in a spirit of mutuality as partners.  

Working cooperatively, we strive – with respect – to discover, develop, utilize, and 

support the gifts of each person…  As responsible stewards, we participate in 

ongoing creative and restorative activity in our communities and in the world.   

(adapted from Sharing the Ministry:  A Practical Guide to Transforming Volunteers 

into Ministers by Jean Morris Trumbauer.  Augsburg Fortress, 1995.) 

 

Ministry is about service, relationship, and sharing our gifts with one another. It makes 

complete sense that ministry is “what we all do –together.”   
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 When my colleague Gordon McKeeman addressed the General Assembly some years 

ago, he said that “it is the business of ministry to bear witness to the timeless at its intersection 

with particular moments of time, and to summon others to awareness of them…  The minister 

is the voice, the mind, the body of the holy, ordained to be a voice of the inclusive, the 

comprehensive, the whole creation…  [the business of ministry is] to summon… folk to that 

errand – that holy journey, that journey to holiness.”   

 That journey to holiness – to wholeness – is quite simply, the call to be who we are.  To 

be who we are means listening to the heart of the soul.  The call to serve and to share our gifts 

is the ministry we perform by being fully present as we are in this community of faith. 

 Ministry is not something one does alone.  Ministry is a shared relationship – a 

partnership – that cultivates the gifts each of us has to offer. 

I think Marc Gellman describes the partnership of ministry very well in his book from 

Does God Have a Big Toe?   

A partner is someone you work with on a big thing that neither of you can do alone.  

If you have a partner, it means that you can never give up, because your partner is 

depending on you. On the days you think I am not doing enough, even on those 

days we are still partners and we must not stop trying to finish the world.  That’s 

the deal. 

 

The word ministry comes from the root word, “to be a servant; to serve; to attend; to 

convey a gift.”  I believe that we are all called to serve and to convey the gifts of our lives to one 

another.  That means we are all ministers.  Or perhaps, as Marc Gellman might say, “we are 

partners in ministry.”  And that’s important.  Because, as a colleague of mine pointed out, 

“Ministry is too important to be left to the professionals alone.” 

 

   For me, ministry is a partnership that requires an honest sharing of expectations with 

oneself and with the congregation.  As someone who was an active lay leader at the Unitarian 

Universalist Society of Amherst in Massachusetts, I know what I want from a minister.  I want 

someone who appreciates and respects me and the gifts I contribute to a congregation.  I want 

someone who will be present for me in the difficult times, and celebrate with me my joys.   

 As a minister, I want the congregation to know that despite the word Reverend before 

my name, I am still very much a human being with imperfections and lots of room for 

improvement. 

 Growing up in the Catholic tradition, it is very easy for me to have high expectations for 

myself.  Our Unitarian Universalist heritage encourages this thinking by revering men like 

Emerson and Thoreau who believed in the perfectibility of human beings.  This could easily 

become a trap for us as individuals and in our ministry.  Despite years of practice, I am not a 

savior.  I suspect that none of you are either.  But it’s not for lack of trying, I’m sure. 

 Any healthy relationship begins with trust.  This Fellowship should be a “safe place” for 

you.  It should be a haven of comfort and honesty, a place of people with whom we can trust 

being ourselves.  Like the partnership Marc Gellman describes, we need to trust that even when 

we think one of us isn’t doing enough, we are still partners.   
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 The congregation needs to trust that I want to work with it, not over it.  I want us to be 

doing the work of ministry in the best ways we know how.  When you think I’m falling short 

(and I don’t mean to encourage jokes about my height) – please tell me.  What I want from our 

ministry together is an atmosphere in which we can be honest about our disagreements while 

working together to encourage and nurture the spiritual life of the Fellowship. 

  

 I like to think that when we light the chalice each Sunday, we cease to be a collection of 

individuals.   When that flame is kindled, we become a community of faith in which we make of 

ourselves a light, just as the Buddha instructed.  When we light that chalice, I am reminded of  

Abraham Heschel’s assertion that “what is necessary is not to have a symbol, but to be a 

symbol.”  We are not simply witnesses to the flame being kindled.  We, ourselves, become  

bearers of that flame of truth, freedom, and fellowship.  We become the flaming chalice. 

 

The flaming chalice unites us in worship and symbolizes the spirit of our work.  Author 

Riane Eisler [Chalice and the Blade and the Partnership way] chose the chalice as a symbol of 

“the partnership way” of being in community.   Others suggest that the chalice symbolizes 

sharing, generosity, sustenance and love. (“The Flaming Chalice” pamphlet by Daniel D. 

Hotchkiss)  To me, the chalice is a universal symbol of wholeness, a container that holds all that 

is, and all that might be.  In a sense, we might view this Fellowship as a chalice – a place that 

holds committed people in whose presence the world moves toward love.   And when the 

flame is ignited in that chalice, things happen!   

I have to warn you that in my previous ministries, the candle budget had to be 

expanded.  If there’s an occasion – or not – it is acknowledged by lighting candles.  Hanukkah, 

Solstice, Christmas, Kwanzaa, Divali, Remembering the Ancestors – those are just a few of the 

occasions for lighting candles.  I have been accused of being “too Catholic” because I include 

candles during the service.   I’ve had to explain that Pagans have it hands down over Catholics.  

The Catholic Church probably started using candles to entice Pagans to join them back in the 

early days of the church.   

The flame is used in other religious ceremonies, such as unity candles in weddings, and 

as the eternal flame of ongoing life.   Each year on the anniversary of my parents’ births and 

deaths I light a yarzheit candle which is a Jewish tradition.  And here, in addition to lighting the 

chalice, some of you light candles for joys and concerns before the service.  Both give visual 

representation to significant events in our lives – all connected to being part of this Fellowship.      

You may wonder how a group of rugged individualists, such as Unitarian Universalists, 

came to adopt any symbol that is widely used.  In World War II, the Unitarian Service 

Committee aided people in their escape from Hitler.  The service committee needed a symbolic 

way to communicate to the refugees that it was safe to trust its agents.  The Service Committee 

also needed to appear official to governments and police on documents, without being too 

obvious about its purpose.  Thus, the flaming chalice has its roots in courage and service – faith 

in action.  The simple symbol, designed by Hans Deutsch, later became a symbol of Unitarian 

Universalism as well.  It was described as “a chalice with a flame… The holy oil burning in it is a 

symbol of helpfulness and sacrifice.”  (Rev. Charles Joy, cited in Flaming Chalice pamphlet by 

Dan Hotchkiss)  The flaming chalice has come to represent the “light of truth, the warmth of 

community… [and] the fire of commitment.”  
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The story of Hans Deutsch reminds us that the symbol of a flaming chalice stood in 

the beginning for a life of service.  When Deutsch designed the flaming chalice, he 

had never seen a Unitarian or Universalist church or heard a sermon.  What he had 

seen was faith in action – people who were willing to risk all for others in a time of 

urgent need. (Daniel Hotchkiss, Flaming Chalice pamphlet) 

  

I believe the flaming chalice still stands for a life of service – a ministry in which we are 

called to our best selves.  I already know that the members here share their gifts abundantly 

with the Fellowship.  When our Administrator Barbara Weingarten printed out a list of 

committees and their members, it was 10 pages long – ten 11” x 17” pages long.   One of the 

office volunteers then quipped:  “that’s our Fellowship.  We have 280 members, and 279 

committees.”  Well, at least you can find a place to belong here. 

 I also know that some people are doing too much – wearing too many hats.  Some of 

you are tired and ready to be doing something different – or nothing at all.  You are wise to pay 

attention to signs of fatigue and unrest.  These can lead to burnout which comes from 

“prolonged stress, overextension, and hurriedness.  The nervous system gets stretched until it 

loses its resiliency and renewal capacity.”  (from Understanding Church Burnout and What to 

Do About It, published in Church Administration, 7/96)  Some of you may be there already – but 

I hope not.     

 I have been in this place a couple of times in my life.  The first was after working 70-80 

hour weeks for four years running a 7-Eleven Store with my former husband.  It took several 

years for me to recoup enough to find my way into something different.  Meanwhile, I went 

back to school, worked in campus ministry part-time, and volunteered full time at the Amherst 

church I attended.  In the end, I realized that the most rewarding work I did was in the church.  

At the urging of my minister, I returned to school – again – and became a minister.   

 But ministry, too, can be a path to burn out.  I believe that was where I was headed 

when I left the Akron church.  Even when you’re doing work that you love, it may be a stressor 

in your life if you don’t take enough time away from it for self-care.  I had to learn that I really 

am not all that important.  The church managed just fine when I took needed time away.  I also 

recognized that some of the things in which I was invested were simply not important to the 

majority of the congregation.  I had to let go and regroup. 

 I know that we have plenty to do during this interim time.  We’ll have to identify what is 

most important to the life of the Fellowship.  And we may have to let go of some things that are 

institutionalized, but no longer meaningful for today’s members.   

That’s why it’s so important that we identify our gifts, and contribute what we can.    

“Ministry is too important – and too expansive – to be left to the professionals alone.”   

Wherever there is a meeting that summons us to our better selves, 

wherever our lostness is found, 

our fragments are reunited, 

our wounds begin healing, 

our spines stiffen, 

and our muscles grow strong for the task, 

there is ministry.   (source unknown) 
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When we make of ourselves a light to serve the greater good, we are bearers of the 

sacred flame.   What will you do with your gifts?   

I hope you choose to share your gifts as partners in this ministry.  The choice is yours.  

The opportunities for service abound.   

 

None of us alone can save the world. 

Together – that is another possibility 

waiting. 

[Rebecca Parker] 

 

May this ministry be what we all do together – as partners in faith.  And may we bless the world 

with our Love.   

 

 

 


