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Four years ago in 2015, I had one of the most pivotal moments in my life. At the Unitarian 
Universalist General Assembly in Portland, Oregon, I made what was then a scary and 
nerve-racking decision. I decided to come out of the closet. 
 
At GA that year we heard the news of the Supreme Court decision Obergefell v. Hodges. 
In this landmark decision, the Supreme Court ruled that marriage was a fundamental 
right for same-sex couples guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment. You can imagine 
the excitement when the ruling was announced. The air felt almost electric. It seemed like 
rainbow leis and streamers came out of both nowhere and everywhere! It was a major 
victory for some of us in the LGBTQ+ community. 
 
Just as I was already feeling emotional after this incredible victory, the Reverend Marlin 
Lavanhar preached a moving sermon at the Service of the Living Tradition that same day. 
This sermon touched me deeply as I wrestled with the idea of coming out, my nervous 
heart pounding loudly in my chest. Marlin preached about the importance of being 
authentic with one another. He preached about the power in telling our stories. In being 
our vulnerable and authentic selves in ways that allow others to know us. 
 
His sermon was centered around the story of Queen Esther from the Hebrew scriptures. 
Esther was married to the King of Persia and kept her Jewish identity secret, out of fear 
of religious persecution. A decree had been issued by the king to kill all of the Jewish 
people in the empire. In order to save her people, Queen Esther tells the king of her secret 
identity as a Jew. She fears that this will be just the thing the king needs to do away with 
her forever. 
 
However, something radical happens. Esther’s “coming out” as a Jew challenges the king 
to rethink this decree out of his deep love for her. By taking this risk and sharing her truth, 
Esther managed to save the lives of thousands of people. 

 
“In the end,” Marlin preached, “the Jews were saved because of Esther’s courage, and her 
religion was saved because of her willingness to reveal her truth. And that’s what you and 
I can and need to be doing more of1.” 
 
On the car ride home after the service, my mom drove as I typed out the post that would 
be my coming out on Facebook. I know, I’m such a millennial! After tapping the little blue 
“post” button, I threw my phone to the other side of the car, feeling raw and empowered, 
scared and excited, nervous and overjoyed. It was quite the mixed bag of emotions, and 
you bet my mom picked up on my silence the whole car ride home! 
 
Knowing me all too well, she asked me if something was wrong, and I told her I had come 
out. To my luck, she turned lovingly to me and continued to tell me over and over again 
how much she loved me. 

 
1 To listen to the Rev. Marlin Lavanhar’s full sermon from the Service of the Living Tradition in 2015, see 
the following link: https://youtu.be/smFdt8cQC_Q. 

https://youtu.be/smFdt8cQC_Q
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Our stories are powerful. Stories allow us a truly human way to relate to one another and 
share in a greater understanding of life. By taking risks in sharing our stories, we open 
ourselves up to reap incredible rewards. 
 
In this instance, by coming out, I took a huge risk in naming a secret I had been squashing 
within myself for years. In naming this, it felt like I was making something so immensely 
private public knowledge. It felt uncomfortable, like I had ripped my nervous heart out of 
my chest and put out on the table for display. 
 
And yet, the reward was unlike anything I could imagine. What would follow would be 
years of unparalleled joy. Feelings of living authentically, of no longer keeping this 
personal story a secret. Transformative moments of growing into my identity and faith 
and learning to love myself as much as my Unitarian Universalist faith told me I was 
deeply worthy of. 
 
When I think about another moment of how taking a risk through telling my story affected 
my life, I think about my formation as both a minister and scholar. My undergraduate 
university, Cal State Monterey Bay, is a small public university that not many know about. 
As a student at Monterey Bay, I never would’ve anticipated one day walking through 
Harvard Yard as a student. Sure, Harvard has one of the leading programs in Divinity in 
the country as well as the world. But who am I to make it in? What would Harvard see 
in me? I pretty much relegated my thoughts of ever attending as a far-off wish, something 
I couldn’t really pull off. 
 
After developing a call to ministry in high school, I knew I wanted to be a minister. Yet, I 
still lacked an identity around being a scholar. 
 
At Monterey Bay, I took a risk in applying for a competitive research program at the 
Undergraduate Research Opportunity Center called “UROC”. Nervous, I remember 
interviewing with the committee on a whim. Up until this point, UROC had been centered 
around science, math, technology, and engineering students. I walked into my interview 
that day and told them my story. I explained truthfully and honestly that I wanted to be a 
minister. I told them I was interested in seeing what research might offer me in 
preparation for grad school. And also that I had little to no idea what I’d even research in 
the humanities. 
 
Unexpectedly, I received an email from them a week after offering me an acceptance into 
their student cohort as a UROC Scholar. I would start my research that very summer on 
moral injury, a concept I don’t have too much time to get into in this sermon. But if you’re 
interested in hearing about my research, I’m presenting it for Winter Session here at First 
Parish after the service on March 29th! 
 
In the end, UROC took a big risk on me. They let an aspiring minister into a largely STEM 
program to wander around without much of an idea for research! The reward that came 
from it was to me unbelievable. 
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At one of my first research conferences, I spoke with a UROC professor. Between small 
snacks and sips of coffee, I talked about wanting to pursue a Master of Divinity but also 
that I didn’t quite know where yet. Interested, the professor asked me where I would want 
to go to grad school, if I could pick anywhere. Laughing, I said “Well, Harvard would be 
nice! But there’s no way I’d get in there!” 
 
Stone-faced, the professor stared back at me with piercing eyes. He said, “You know, why 
not Harvard? Why don’t you write to a professor there and ask them if you could do 
research?” 
 
At this point, the internal monologue in my head started whirring: You’ve got to be joking! 
A Harvard professor? Working with me? A student from an unheard of university in 
California? Yet, something about this opportunity kept nagging at me. I wouldn’t really 
know unless I tried and took the risk. 
 
After weeks of meticulously crafting an email, I wrote to Dr. Dan McKanan at Harvard 
 asking if he’d like to work with me on a research project for the summer of my junior 
year. Like in my coming out on the car ride home, I clenched my eyes and gritted my teeth 
as I hit the “send” button never expecting to hear back from him. 
 
Well, as you’ve probably gathered by now, with me standing up now in front of you, Dan 
did get back to me. He’s currently my advisor in the program. He and I worked on a project 
with moral injury and UUs in history that summer. As the Emerson Senior Lecturer, Dan 
is one of the leading scholars of Unitarian Universalist history. In fact, it would be this 
research project that I would present at a Unitarian Universalist History Conference 
where I first met the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May. This research would also be used in the 
sermon I submitted to the Intern Committee here at First Parish before I was selected as 
your ministerial intern! 
 
To me, my formation in my identity as both a minister and a scholar comes down to these 
two things: Risk and Reward. The risk was great: I was writing to a Harvard professor I 
had never met proposing a research project neither of us knew would have any results. In 
telling Dan my story, I’d find greater reward. I’d learn that Dan is genuinely one of the 
smartest and kindest professors I’d ever meet. In many ways, I didn’t feel deserving of 
this opportunity. But, geez am I thankful I took this risk! 
 
One of the transformative lessons I gained from UROC came from the concept between 
having a growth mindset versus a fixed mindset. As Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck 
explains: “…the view you adopt for yourself profoundly affects the way you lead your life. 
It can determine whether you become the person you want to be and whether you 
accomplish the things you value2.” 
 
You see, the stories we tell ourselves are also the stories we tell others about ourselves. 
For me, I had to work through a fixed mindset around my life as a scholar. Around not 

 
2 “Fixed vs. Growth: The Two Basic Mindsets That Shape Our Lives,” by Maria Popova, 
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/29/carol-dweck-mindset/. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/29/carol-dweck-mindset/
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being very good at research and writing. Instead I had to foster a growth mindset: that 
even though I hadn’t done ministry or research before, if I practiced by doing, I could 
grow into my identities as both scholar and minister. 

 
Our reading this morning spells out another important fact of having a growth mindset: 
 

“Its hallmark is the conviction that human qualities like intelligence and 
creativity, and even relational capacities like love and friendship, can be 
cultivated through effort and deliberate practice. Not only are people with 
this mindset not discouraged by failure, but they don’t actually see 
themselves as failing... they see themselves as learning3.” 

 
What might it mean for us as Unitarian Universalists to approach vulnerability and 
speaking our truths as opportunities for growth and learning? What would this mean to 
foster growth mindsets for our own theologies? For how we approach new ideas, faiths, 
and religious traditions different from our own? For how we approach loving and being 
in community with one another? How much might we learn about each other if we leaned 
into these holy opportunities for growth and learning? 
 
To return to my coming out story, I was lucky to have the support of UU community. 
Unitarian Universalism held me as I was. It held me in my self-perceived brokenness and 
brought me into wholeness. It reminded me that I was saved just as I was and loved 
without condition. This faith moved me to live my truth by showing me that I was dearly 
beloved and that I belonged. 
 
This faith invites all of us to be real and authentic with one another, no matter our identity. 
It invites us to preach from the sacred texts of our lives, to love one another, and to honor 
what feels raw or shattered in our spaces together. 
  
Our Time for All Ages story this morning, The Empty Pot, also speaks to this truth in 
being authentic. By holding to his truth and being courageous enough to own it, Ping takes 
a risk in bringing an empty pot before the emperor. Ping feels like a failure. He is unable 
to get his seed to grow into the beautiful flowers like so many of his peers. And yet, in 
bringing an empty pot, by sticking to his own truth, Ping would leave with the keys to the 
kingdom. 
 
As you leave this place, I invite you to courageously live out your story. May you have the 
strength to be real and bring all of who you are to this loving community. May you also 
have the humility to truly listen and hear the beauty in the stories of one another. May we 
have the wisdom to replace our harmful fixed mindsets with renewing and rejuvenating 
mindsets of growth. As we take these risks, sharing the deep and personal parts of 
ourselves with each other, may we always remember that sometimes with great risk comes 
great reward. May it be so. Amen. 

 
3 “Fixed vs. Growth: The Two Basic Mindsets That Shape Our Lives,” by Maria Popova, 
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/29/carol-dweck-mindset/. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/29/carol-dweck-mindset/

