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It is wonderful to be here with you tonight, to come together in song and celebration.  
Thank you, Rabbi Cohen, for welcoming me to your services tonight, and thank you to 
Mark Childs and Ken Ryals and the singers who have put so much time into this 
partnership. 

I know this may be a very personal question to start off with, but how many of you sing 
in the shower? 

How many of you sing in your car? 

How many of you never sing, at all, where anyone else might hear you, with the 
exception of here in this room? 

Singing out loud, in front of other people, is not easy for everyone. I applaud your 
courage, choir, not only because you are willing to stand up and sing for us, but because 
your courage and your strong voices lend us courage and strength when it’s our turn to 
stand up and sing with you. I know that I am much more comfortable when I don’t have 
to be the one responsible for holding the tune.  I can actually even enjoy myself when 
singing in this kind of context, especially in a worship context. Hymns are not about 
getting it right, but rather about the experience of the song itself, about letting go of that 
inner critic and getting back to the place of pure expression like when we were a small 
child, before we “knew better”. 

I look at my daughter, my four year old daughter, who sings her way through the day, 
who makes up songs that seem to flow out of her like water tumbling downhill.  She has 
no self-consciousness about it, she just sings to let the world know how she feels.  I 
remember how that was. Singing together taps into those memories, connects us with 
those early experiences of music. 

But eventually, something changes for most of us. 

I have a dear friend who will not sing in public, at all. She was scarred by an incident 
somewhere around the 3rd grade. While preparing for a school concert, her teacher took 
her aside and told her just to mouth the words but not make any sound, because she 
couldn’t sing and she was throwing the rest of the class off tune. So, when the 
performance rolled around, she stood up there, pretending to sing but secretly wishing 
that the earth would open up and swallow her, instead. I don’t know if that teacher had 
any idea of the lasting impact of her actions, but from that point on, Katie refused to 
sing. 

It can be so easy to stifle someone’s song. 

I wonder when that moment will happen with my daughter, when someone tell her 
something that will squelch that music inside her, that inevitable moment when 
someone, a teacher or a friend on the playground or a cousin, someone says something 
critical and her throat will close and fall silent and she will have to make a choice, after 
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that moment, to stay silent or to keep singing, to trust her own song or to internalize the 
judgment of others.  And of course as a parent I want to prepare her for that moment, 
give her the confidence to trust her own voice, but as a human being who once spent a 
lot of time on playgrounds myself, I know that no matter how well prepared you are, it 
always hurts when you are shut down. And that moment is not just one moment, but 
many little moments when people tell you to be quiet and stop singing. 

And then it can take years, and the support of good and loving people who are willing to 
sing with you, to undo the message that your song, your voice, is not good enough.  

This is Shabbat Shirah, the Sabbath of Song, so named because the Torah reading for 
this week includes the song at the sea, the song Moses and Miriam sang after the waters 
closed behind them and overcame Pharaoh’s army.  The people of Israel stopped for a 
moment once they were safely on the other side, and Moses led them in song, and then 
the prophet Miriam took up the tune and the women brought out their tambourines and 
they danced and sang for joy. 

After all they had just been through, I have to imagine they were exhausted.  And they 
still had a long way ahead of them through the desert. It might even seem a little odd, to 
stop at that moment to sing, just barely out of danger.  It would have made perfect sense 
to get some rest first.  

Moses could have said, “all right everyone, settle down and have a quiet night, we’re safe 
for the moment but we’ve got a long day tomorrow.  Good job getting across that sea, 
but we don’t have time to waste with celebration just yet.  We’ve got to buckle down, 
keep our noses to the grindstone. There will be plenty of time for singing once the work 
is done. “ 

But of course, he and Miriam knew better. They stopped, and led the people in song. It 
was a song that both gave thanks for the victory that had just happened, but it also 
looked forward into the future. 

Maya Angleou famously said, “A bird doesn’t sing because it has an answer, it sings 
because it has a song.” 

If we waited to sing until we had it all figured out, if we waited to sing until we made it to 
the promised land, or waited until we were clear from every danger, or free from every 
doubt, we would be silent for a long time.   

Because the songs we sing are not just about the past. Even the most traditional ones, 
the songs that have been handed down for generations, they don’t just tell stories about 
a time gone by, but the help us figure out who we want to be in times yet to come. They 
are a way of creating the future, of casting the vision forward and imagining what might 
be, and who we might be. In the song Moses sings, he not only celebrates the defeat of 
the Egyptian army, he also looks forward and imagines the new relationships that the 
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people of Israel will have with the surrounding tribes and the sanctuary they will find 
now that they are free.  He sings about the future, as well as the past. 

We describe our future in our songs.  Our choir, singing together, casts a vision for a 
future.  When we sing about drawing the circle wide, we are creating that possibility, for 
a community that includes everyone, where all people are held with love and dignity. 

This is what is so powerful, when we sing together about what we can become.  We are 
not just celebrating the past, not just doing honor to our traditions as they have been 
carried before us.  We become co-creators with the future, co-creators with the creative 
force of Life unfolding, we tell the story of our hope, not just of our victory. 

In a world of trouble, we sing together because it allows the powerful voice within each 
of us, the powerful voice of our traditions and our past struggles as well as our past 
victories, to come together in service to the future we hope to build. 

We stop and sing because it builds us up and prepares us for the work of finding the 
beloved community that is still across the desert of the present moment. 

But we are putting the cart before the horse, a bit. When we come across Moses and 
Miriam in this piece of the text, we hear the story of a moment when the song bursts 
through, clear and brave and strong, when the people are feeling confident and 
energized by their escape. Moses and Miriam are each sure in their part, sure in their 
harmony with each other. But we don’t come by that bravery in an instant.  We have to 
work for it, spend time figuring out our own part of the larger song of life before we feel 
confident enough to sing out loud in from of others. 

Maybe that’s a part of being a prophet – finding your song and learning how to sing it 
with confidence and grace even in the middle of the story, casting aside the third grade 
teachers who shut you down and the voices of the crowd that tell you that your song is 
not worthy, or that the timing is just not right. Being a prophet means having the 
courage to take up your own part to create something new that the world needs, right 
now.  

We are all prophets from time to time, called to do this work. We are all in the middle of 
our own stories, and we have to find a way to sing our song, or let the world shut us 
down into silence. In the an interview with Maya Angelou, the same interview that 
contained the quote I mentioned earlier, she talked about the work of singing the true 
song of your heart, a song of kindness and courage, and how getting in touch with that 
song, at a very personal level, is what allows us to build bridges of understanding to 
other people, to pull ourselves together in our common humanity. She defined this song 
not as sentimentality, but as truth.  And that truth is what makes it powerful. 

What do you do, in your life, to get at the true song of your heart?  Do you make space 
for it, do you respect it as having worth and value?  Take just a minute and identify one 
practice, one thing you are committed to that helps you keep connected to this song. 
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(pause) 

And I’m going to give you some homework – after this service, tell someone what that 
practice is.  Share it with a friend or a spouse or a child, and ask them how they hold 
onto their song.  It helps, sometimes, to have someone know enough to keep you 
accountable to what’s important. 

And then, when you hold onto your song, the true song of your heart, and join it with the 
songs of others, just like in a choir, the beauty and the strength and the richness of that 
experience is worth the time invested. When we come together, when we sing our own 
songs in harmony and human companionship, something beautiful and powerful is 
born.   

Not because we are the same.  But because we have learned to be strong enough to sing 
in harmony, holding our voice true, and yet being responsive to the presence of others.  
If you’ve ever sung in a choir, you know it’s not enough to know your own notes.  You 
have to be able to hold onto them while someone next to you is singing something 
different, and you have to be able to keep your ears open to hear how your notes sound 
in the context of the others, to modulate and adjust so that you become part of the larger 
whole.   

But it is a struggle sometimes, how to be both unified and diverse. This choir metaphor, 
this struggle to define our identity in a pluralistic world, as both individuals and as a 
community of faith, is one of the defining features of Unitarian Universalism, and I 
think we have some points in common here. 

Sometimes is feels like it would be easier if we all just sang the same thing. Because 
living in this pluralistic world changes us and challenges us.   

This whole choir metaphor, this whole living with unity and diversity, it’s not just a 
theological exercise, and if I’m not careful, it can too easily slide into sentimentality, into 
the old Coca-Cola commercial lyrics asking us all to sing in harmony while buying a 
coke, making it sound so simple.   But it’s not.  That is one of the reasons I pulled Maya 
Angelou into the room with us today, because she is so good at articulating the beautiful 
complexities of this unity in diversity struggle.  

It hits home for me in particular because my family is an interfaith family.  My husband 
is Jewish, identifying more with his mother’s Jewish heritage than his father’s non-
practicing Presbyterianism. The Jewish side carries the predominant melody in his 
family of origin.  The fact that he ended up married to a Unitarian Universalist minister 
was, and sometimes still is, a great surprise to him.  When it comes to religion, our 
family sings multiple songs, and we try to be intentional about giving them each their 
own space to be known, and yet to hold them in harmony with each other.  

And I know it will change and evolve over time, this song we sing together. The music of 
Life is never static.  Our work, as individuals and a community, is not just to learn one 
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song and then sing it over and over again forever. There are faith communities that have 
tried that, communities that have cloistered themselves away from the rest of the world, 
trying as hard as they can to resist change, to resist the influence of other melodies, of 
modernity or science or any other influence that might crack through their rigid walls.  
There are people like that, too, people who have structured their lives to resist any 
movement or music that is not of their own making, isolating themselves from the 
melodies of the world that might challenge them to change. 

But I don’t’ think that strategy of isolation is ever successful.  Not to mention that it 
sounds like a lot of work and not very much fun. The song we sing is not static – it lives 
and breathes with us, evolving and changing as we grow and change.  My father-in-law, 
the one born Presbyterian, is in the process of converting, becoming a full member of 
the temple he has attended with my mother in law for so many years. He is finding 
himself at home there, after all these years, in the faith and community his wife 
introduced him to. Figuring out how to be true to who he is now, knowing that may be 
different from who he was forty years ago. 

And so it flows on. Circles of song within self and congregation and community and 
world. 

It started when we were young, a little human being filled with song and heart and 
knowing no self-consciousness about it at all, and the music grew as we grew, and with 
luck, we held onto it.  Or perhaps we had to do the work to reclaim it. And then, if we 
continue the work, the work on our own spiritual identity within the context of a larger 
community, we will find ourselves over and over again in these moments of intersection, 
when we are asked to ground ourselves in both internal strength and common purpose. 
And then, we draw the circle wider still, bringing out new harmonies as we stand side by 
side with more and more people joining us. 

And then, if we are paying attention, when we are gathered with all this power behind 
us, gathered like Moses and Miriam and the people on the shore of the sea, all of our 
voices free and strong and taking up their part, then we turn towards the future, and 
sing ourselves into a more beautiful and beloved community. 

May it be so, blessed be and amen. 
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