
Today is Valentine’s Day. 

I bet a lot of you have mixed feelings about this.   

 

There’s a lot of pressure attached to this holiday-  

pressure to be in a romantic relationship ,  

pressure to buy things,  

pressure to shove aside grief or stress or depression 

 or whatever is weighing your heart down  

and to fit into society’s expectations of what your love life should be.  

 

I may be happily married and a total romantic, but I’m cranky about the holiday myself, I won’t lie 

 

I miss what Jack described from his childhood- a Valentine’s day that’s about inclusion and joy and 

sweetness.  

 I wonder what a new conception of valentine’s day could be like. 

So I was super excited when Julia asked me if I wanted to preach today.   

Because I believe pretty strongly that we should reclaim this love holiday.  

We, us in this room and beyond this room, can make this holiday about more than hallmark cards and 

overpriced flowers.   

 

A love holiday should be something that matters.   

  

This is a frightening time. 

Hate is becoming normalized, accepted, expected.   

I imagine you’ve seen this in the news. 

Some of the candidates for president of the united states attended a rally in Utah where a preacher 

called for the execution of gay people.   

They were filmed grinning and waving and shaking the preacher’s hand. 

Peaceful protestors are getting “roughed up” and forcibly expelled from political rallies. 

Horrible, horrible things are being said, and met with cheers and applause 



As someone who spent a good chunk of her college career studying genocide and state terror, I find 

these events deeply disturbing.   

 

What do we do in the face of such hatred?   

What can we do- when those who are different and those who speak up for equality, peace, and justice-  

begin to be targeted? 

We are not the first to ask such questions, we who are in this room today, and we will not be the last. 

 

Like many have before me, when I am worried about something I look to my roots, and to the lessons I 

learned in childhood.   

  

I was born and raised in a small traditionally Christian and conservative city in the foothills of the 

Appalachian Mountains, a town called Knoxville.   

I was raised a Unitarian Universalist. 

My home congregation is Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church, or TVUUC for short.  

It was the first big church plant in the South of the American Unitarian Association, and it had always 

been at the center of controversy.   

Started by professors and artists and writers and always full of activists, the congregation has been a 

force for desegregation from its beginning.   

It’s stood up for women’s rights, marriage equality, immigrant rights, the environment, and more.   

  

Each Sunday at that congregation we recited: 

Love is the spirit of this church, 
and service its law;  
to dwell together in peace,  
to seek the truth in love,  
and to help one another,  
this is our great covenant. 
 
That covenant spoke to my heart, and for my little sister and I that church was a safe space.   

We have fantastic parents, but there was only so much they could shield us from 

  

Knoxville considered itself the buckle on the bible belt, and proudly declared it had more Christian 

churches per person than any other city in the country.   



The kids I went to went to elementary school with might not have known what the word hippie meant, 

but they knew their parents considered it an insult.   

I got called a heathen, too, more times than I could count, and was told plenty often that I was going to 

hell, and that my religion didn’t count.   

They even made fun of me for being a vegetarian.   

And though I didn’t come out of the closet until college, I was shunned, actually and actively shunned, 

for going to prom with another girl, just as a friend.   

 

But inside that church my sister and I were accepted and loved.   

We knew we were accepted, and loved, and celebrated for who we were.   

And that made a difference, I can tell you. 

 

  

I left behind that little city nestled in the foothills when I turned eighteen.   

I hadn’t ever really felt like I belonged, so leaving wasn’t as tough as it might have been. 

I missed my family and my congregation, and some of my friends, but I was eager to go.   

 

My memories of my home congregation, and that covenant we spoke each week, traveled with me, of 

course.   

Just like we hope the mission and memories of this congregation travel with our young adults when they 

depart.   

 

  

I left for college in 2004. 

In the summer of 2008 I was working for a girl scout camp in rural Pennsylvania. 

On July 27, 2008 I was called to the office for a phone call from my father. 

I found out there had been a shooting.   

A shooting at my church.   

 

Now, like I said, that congregation had always been at the center of controversy.   



Rocks had been thrown through our windows at the height of the civil rights movement.  

Unitarian teachers had found themselves fired at the height of the evolution controversy.  

Our youth had been heckled in the park for holding hands. 

 

This was different. 

 

  

A man.  

 A man who blamed gays and liberals for his unemployment.   

A white man who listened to the words of hate and misinformation he heard on the tv and the radio.  

 A man whose ex- wife had been a member of the Tennessee Valley Congregation.   

That man hid a sawed off shotgun in a guitar case and walked into my church ready to do harm.   

  

First he tried to get into the room where kids were getting dressed for their roles in the musical they 

were putting on that day.   

He was turned away. 

So he walked into the sanctuary.   

The sanctuary where our kids were taking part in a performance of “little orphan annie junior”. 

He walked in to that sacred place, and pulled out his shotgun, and he opened fire.   

 

One of the ushers, a board member of the congregation, named Greg McKendry stepped in front of the 

gun and took many of the bullets…. Using his big gentle body as a human shield  

He died on the scene.   

Others were wounded, including a visitor from another UU congregation named Linda Kraeger. She later 

died of her wounds, though everyone else pulled through. 

 

  

A group of church members took the gunman down when he stopped to reload.  

They tackled him and held him until the police came.   

 



I wasn’t there, and I can’t begin to try to describe the scene, though I’ve read all the accounts.  

People have told stories about searching for their children in the aftermath, about the mark of a bloody 

handprint on someone’s face, about terror and disorientation and disbelief.   

  

I knew the moment I heard that this community that raised me with the message of acceptance had 

been targeted precisely because it was a safe space.  

And indeed… 

 The shooter told the police that he took his depression and anger out on my church in large part 

because the congregation "never met a pervert they just didn't embrace."   

He wrote a letter explaining that he targeted us because of his hatred for liberals, democrats, African 

Americans, and homosexuals. 

He’s never repented, and he’s never stopped calling on others to follow his example.   

 

So what did my congregation do, in response to that hatred? 

They put up a banner that declared “Love is the Spirit of this Church”, the first line from that covenant 

we read each week. 

They declared to everyone who asked that they were going to stay open and accepting and welcoming.  

  

Love is the spirit of that church, as it had always been. 

 

I watched this all happen from afar, as I moved around the country for various jobs. 

And I watched something else happen, too. 

 

My city, that conservative town on the banks of the Tennessee river, wrapped its arms around my 

church.   

Other houses of worship stepped in to help in any way they could, from hosting services to providing 

shelter for the kids to bringing food and flowers.   

The conservative mayor and many others spoke out in support of the church and all it stood for.   

 

I watched with surprise as the love that congregation had been putting out for decades was returned 

ten-fold. 

The rest of the community stood with the congregation, and everything they are.   



Wounded and frightened, tvuuc bravely continued to be a place of love, and love came roaring in. 

This gives me hope, that it is possible to make a difference, that standing up for what you believe in and 

sticking with your principles can shift the world around you.   

 

Change does happen.   

I know this is true because I went back to Knoxville and found a copy of Out magazine for sale at a 

supermarket checkout stand.   

I found a new county-wide recycling program, an improved busing system throughout the city, watched 

a progressive women who also happens to be Hispanic be elected mayor.  

 The safe space for queer kids my church started has spread to local high schools, and the anti-bullying 

work of our youth was honored by President Obama.   

 

  

The shooting, when it happened, seemed to me the culmination of my worst fears- the final proof that I 

would never be welcome and accepted in my own hometown.  

What happened after the shooting has proven to me that there is something we can do, in the face of 

hatred and bigotry. 

 

We can be a Unitarian Universalist congregation. 

We can be Unitarian Universalists who act out of love in their community. 

 

Our love can change the world.   

Our love IS changing the world.   

 

  

Many of you know the story of how the Standing on the Side of Love campaign was started, back in 

2009,  

You may already have known that it was inspired partly by the folk of Tennessee Valley. 

You may have heard the story from the protests against racist immigration policies in Arizona.  

News reporters started referring to us Unitarian Universalists as “the love people” because of our bright 

yellow shirts and stoles and buttons.   



My favorite story is that at one point a Unitarian staff person asked a reporter if he wanted to interview 

the UUA president Rev. Peter Morales.   

The reporter wasn’t interested until the staff person turned back around and said “oh, you know he’s 

the head of the love people, right?”.  

 The reporter sure wanted to interview him once he learned THAT. 

 

  

So this Valentines day, may we be the love people. 

May the love force awaken in each of us.   

 

There will be plenty of opportunities in the coming weeks and months for you to act and speak 

courageously. 

Go out into the world and be brave, be generous, be thoughtful and compassionate.   

Listen to the stories of others and ask how you can help.   

In the face of hatred we can be our best selves, we can put love out into the world and work for justice 

and equality.   

We can do something else , too. 

Together we can create programs and resources and places that make our community a better place.   

  

Congregations like ours can make their communities more environmentally conscience, more fair, more 

peaceful,  more welcoming.  I know. I’ve seen it happen. 

 Our religious education and lifelong learning programs are a key part of that.  

And so I have one other homework assignment for you. 

Take part in the visioning process for Children’s Religious Education.  Add something to the visioning 

board, take part in the small groups coming up next month. 

And this week.. 

Fill out the survey about Children’s Religious Education. Fill it out, and give special attention to the final 

question- who are our children.   

How you answer that question can make all the difference.   

Who we seek to minister to, to love, to invite within these walls and send out with a sense of their own 

worth and dignity makes all the difference.   

May the love force awaken. 



Please join me now in the spirit of prayer and meditation 

Spirit of life and of love,  

fill our hearts on this day. 

On this day of love,  

may we find comfort in our grief 

hope in the midst of fear and worry 

and compassion in the face of hatred 

May we find in this time together- 

Inspiration 

Courage 

Joy 

And understanding 

May we go from this place sure in our power- 

To give our lives the shape of justice 

To touch hearts and change minds 

To be a force for love 

 

Rest with me in silence for a moment. 

 

Amen, ashe, and blessed be.   

 

 

  

   


