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 “Hard, Brave Covenant Part Two:  

What do we do with the Tsarnaev brothers? 

 

It is such a beautiful May morning – art blooming in our church,  

The art of nature blooming outside, 

white church on the hill like something out of a postcard, 

Graduations dotting our towns and cities with young people so full of life and hope 

And, often, a whole lot of debt! 

And new members today who remind us what it means to celebrate this UU faith 

That has us, among other things, 

Celebrate that within each of us there is a divine spark (Unitarian) 

And that all human beings can hope for salvation (Universalist) 

And that no matter what we do or is done to us we all belong to one human family, 

And this faith that then has us covenant with each other –  

a sometimes hard, brave covenant -  

To dwell together in peace, speak the truth in love, and help another. 

 

Sometimes people say to me, especially around New Member Sundays: 

 UU’s…well, they don’t believe anything, do they? 

Or they will say…UU’s - they believe everything or anything, don’t they? 

Or…you get to do pretty much whatever you want, right? 

 

Comments which we typically laugh off, or even imbibe in ourselves, 

But are just about the most inaccurate and most offensive things someone could 

Say about this historic, proud, storied, living tradition, 

Because it implies that just because we don’t believe all the same things about God 

We somehow don’t expect anything of ourselves or each other or have any boundaries or moral 

grounding. 

I say it with love, but shame on them for confusing dogma with religious principle, 

And shame on us for allowing our sometimes discomfort with calling ourselves religious people 

allow others to discount us. 

Because sometimes what this faith asks of me and you feels hard;  

maybe too hard, in fact. 
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Back in March I offered us a sermon – Hard, Brave Covenant (didn’t know it, but that would be 

Part 1) – about how this faith of ours challenged me to confront  

Some pretty deep judgments I had about my 20-year-old neighbor across the road, 

Jared.  Remember that sermon?  Remember Jared? 

 

At the end of that sermon I said, and now I quote:  

Who is our spirit fenced off from? 

Who do we miss the chance to carry in our heart, whether by intention or accident? 

Who is our spirit fenced off from? 

Who do we erect walls around, either to protect us from vulnerability or to keep us safe? 

Who is our spirit fenced off from? 

Who do we judge, typecast, and stereotype, because it allows us to live with more comfortable 

conclusions? 

Who is our spirit fenced off from? 

Who do we feel better than, different from, more righteous than? 

 

And as we answer may our hard, brave covenant  

Keep us brave for a world that need us. 

 

Can I get an amen for Jared? 

Can I get an amen for our faith that says everyone is deserving of blessings, 

No exceptions!  

 

Preached on Sunday, March 3
rd

. 

43 days exactly before that horrible day in April, April 15
th

, 

When the Tsarnaev brothers terrorized us. 

And so the question I have been wrestling with ever since is –  

Do those closing lines in the sermon still apply?  

the ones that said –  

“Can I get an amen for our faith that says everyone is deserving of blessings, 

No exceptions!” 

Do those words still apply? 

Do I still believe what my faith asks me to believe,  
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that we all belong to one human family? 

How has my faith changed? 

Maybe you’ve asked yourself similar questions; 

It would make me feel a whole lot better if you nodded your heads. 

 

And so, here is what the questioning has looked like over these last 43 days. 

Here are the exact moments: 

 

It is one day after the bombings, 

And we have just concluded an evening candle-light service of prayer and healing 

For the victims, 

During which I prayed without notes, asking us to hold in our hearts, 

The victims, the first responders, the families, etc. 

As I am ushering us out, 

One of you says: One person I missed in your prayer was for whoever did this, 

(we didn’t know at this point) – for their soul… 

And though I didn’t say it, what I thought was: 

Well, I’m not ready to pray for that; I’m not ready to pray for them. 

Just don’t have it in me.  Too much…anger, shock, uncertainty, disbelief. 

That night and for the rest of the week I felt troubled: 

Did I fail?  Did I miss an opportunity?  Did I not embody our UU values? 

I can be pretty tough on myself. 

 

Three days later, during the Friday shelter in place, 

I was startled to notice in myself a feeling…strange, unsettling, 

Was it revenge? – as the police hunted and then captured the younger brother. 

 

The next day, feeling guilty, and feeling challenged still by  

The person who said: “One person I missed in in your prayer was for the person 

Who did this…for their soul” 

I wrote a line at the end of my sermon for the brothers 

That asked us somehow expand our hearts enough to pray 

For their souls. 

But then, that Sunday, April 21
st
, preaching that sermon, 
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standing right here, looking at you in your eyes, 

Looking at Philip Teibel who with his family was between the two explosions, 

And told me he knew not what to think, 

I came to that line in the sermon and I did something I rarely do –  

I skipped over it; I felt I was asking too much; 

We’re not ready; I’m not ready; I’m not sure Philip is ready. 

 

A few days later I am leading our introductory class for new folks 

To our church and this faith, 

Where we spend time telling stories of this religion 

Which says there is worth and dignity in each person 

And that all of us are deserving of God’s love, 

And even though no one says it or asks it, I’m thinking and I’m 

Sure each of them and each you are thinking, too: 

Well, what about Tsarnaev brothers? 

Do we mean them, too? 

Is this what the hard, brave covenant of our faith looks like? 

This is such difficult work. 

 

The days are getting blurred now,  

But I also remember this: 

I remember a week where I met with not less than three of you  

Who needed to talk with me about the anger you were (are?) feeling 

About the brothers. 

I can’t believe the things I’ve thought!  I can’t believe the things 

I’ve wanted to see happen to them!   

What does this say about me? 

 

And I remember this: 

I remember driving west on the Pike to meet my son’s 6
th

 grade class trip 

Out in Chartlon, near Springfield –  

This is the same day that we learn the younger brother has been transferred 

Has been or will be transferred to a military hospital nearby –  

When in the rear-view mirror I see a dark black caravan of black Chevy 
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Suburbans, windows blacked out, with blue lights on the dash, 

Speed up in the fast lane at close to 90mph, FBI if ever trucks if I ever saw them. 

They fly past me and inside me swells up this chill. 

Was the younger brother in one of those trucks? 

Was his lawyer in one of those trucks? 

Were the people who would interrogate him in those trucks? 

Chilling. 

 

Meanwhile, over the radio I hear a voice I am familiar with. 

It is the Rev. Fred Small, minister of the First Parish in Cambridge, UU, 

being interviewed on Radio Boston about how his heart was 

broken when he heard that the Cambridge he has lived in for 30 years 

had refused to bury the body of the older brother, Tamarlan. 

I am a religious leader, not a politician or a lawyer. 

And as a religious person I am challenged by my faith which  

teaches me that we all belong to one human family, 

And no matter what we do we are a child of God. 

 

And so we have a choice…are we going to choose revenge or hatred or are we 

Going to choose compassion? 

If we choose hatred and vengeance then the terrorists win 

Because we are made more like them. 

This (the burial) is not a question of asking or giving forgiveness. 

It is a question of tending, as Lincoln said, to our better angels. 

And so…What kind of people are we going to be? 

 

When I got home I opened my laptop and emailed Fred right away and thanked him for his 

Ministry to me on my drive out west on the Pike. 

He grounded me again in this faith I love, 

This faith that we invite new members to join in today, 

This faith that neither lets us go or lets us off with easy answers, 

This faith that asks us in our hard, brave covenant:  

what kind of person are we going to be? 

This is difficult stuff. 
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One final moment: 

When I opened the fold of my beloved Boston Globe and 

Read there about Martha Mullen, a mental health counselor in Virginia, 

Who was sitting in her local Starbucks and happened to be reading 

About the protests at the funeral home in Worcester that was holding 

Tamarlan’s body. 

It portrayed America at its worst, Martha said, about the protests. 

Jesus says to love our enemies, so I was sitting in Starbucks drinking my  

Mocha iced latte and thought – ‘maybe I’m the one person who needs 

To do something.’ 

 

And so Martha opened her laptop and researched Islamic burial sites  

Near her hometown in Richmond, eventually finding one. 

She emailed the director. 

Within an hour he had emailed her back, and so Martha called 

The Worcester police, and then the Worcester funeral home. 

Within 24 hours of Martha’s coffee inspired compassion –  

Jesus says to love our enemies; 

Maybe I’m the one person who needs to do something –  

A funeral home van pulled into the heavily guarded driveway 

Of the Worcester funeral home,  

And took Tamarlan’s body for the long drive down to Virginia. 

 

I want to live in this world with people like Martha, 

And people like Fred. 

In a world with people like the Tsarnaev brothers 

Who test the limits of our faith and compassion and challenge us to be more 

Brave than we ever thought possible, 

I want to live in a world that is renewed and refreshed and blessed 

And prayed over by women in Starbucks who say to themselves: 

‘maybe I’m the one person who can do something’ 

And ministers in Cambridge who ask: 

What kind of person do you want to be? 
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Because, in answer to my questions which are your questions: 

Has our faith changed in this year that has been tested by so much tragedy-  

Shootings, hurricanes, bombs? – if we have an honesty, we say of course it has. 

 

And when we ask how – we say it has caused us to question how deep our commitments 

To our values go. 

 

And when we ask if we still believe our affirmation that all of us are a child of God, 

And all of us are deserving of blessings? – I say and maybe you say, I’m trying to have 

That faith.  Jesus said all the faith we need is the size of a mustard seed, 

And a seed so small it will fit underneath your fingernail.   

Maybe the faith I have will be enough. 

 

And when we ask what are to do with these brothers and people like them, 

What are we to do?  I think we pray, I certainly do, 

That we will be strong and brave enough to choose compassion over  

Vengeance and hatred, because otherwise we become more like them, 

And they win. 

And again I say: this is such difficult stuff. 

 

Which is why, in an odd way, this kind of sermon is so appropriate 

On a day like today – new members, annual meeting, passing the budget 

(heavy title, said Stephanie.  Are you sure you that topic is wise? 

Said my wife) 

Activities which give us the chance to ask again: well, how important 

Is the church to us, after all? 

Why are we are here?  What are our commitments?  What is important? 

 

This year, perhaps even more than other years of our ministry together, 

I am reminded that were it not for you and this faith and this church 

I would not be the person I am trying to become, and you would 

Not be the people you are trying to become. 

This place helps us practice being the people we want to be; 
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It helps us build the world we want to have. 

And for that I have such deep, deep thanks. 

 

So, for all the ways this faith doesn’t let us off or let us go, 

Let us say: thank you. 

 

And for the ways our church holds helps us figure out the  

People we want to be, 

Let us say: thank you. 

 

And for all the ways our faith companions us in a world 

Where beautiful and terrible things happen, and helps us 

To be less afraid, 

Let us say: thank you. 

 

And for New Members and Art in Bloom and yes, even church 

Church budgets and annual meetings that keep us here into the afternoon, 

Because we know that without this place our communities would 

Be poorer, indeed, 

Let us say: thank you. 

 

And Amen! 

 

 


