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Sunday, February 12, 2017 – “The Cadence of Courage” – Jennifer Munro 

The following is a combination of two Quest sermons, The Cadence of Courage by 

Galen Guenerich, Senior Minister of All Souls Unitarian Church, New York, New York 

and Standing Like a Tree by Rev. Victoria Safford, Minister at White Bear UUChurch, 

Mahtomedi, MN 

Galen Guenerich writes:  

Arianna Huffington, the noted author and popular pundit, wrote a book entitled On 

Becoming Fearless. In it, she observed that too many women and girls today are 

afraid to be themselves—to inhabit the bodies they have, express the convictions 

they feel, demonstrate the talents they possess, and claim the autonomy that is 

rightly theirs. Most girls learn early that the best way to stay safe in our culture is 

to be pretty and quiet. 

Fortunately for Huffington, she learned another way to respond when fear strikes. 

Her first step on the road to fearlessness came one night at the dinner table when 

she was a young girl. Her mother told a story about her own actions during the 

Greek Civil War at the time of the Occupation. As part of the Greek Red Cross, 

Huffington’s mother fled to the mountains with two Jewish girls. Her responsibility 

was to take care of wounded soldiers and hide the girls from the Germans. 

One night, German soldiers arrived at their cabin and started shooting, threatening 

to kill everyone if the group did not surrender the Jews that the Germans (rightly) 

suspected they were hiding. Her mother, who spoke fluent German, spoke up and 

insisted that the Germans put down their guns, because there were no Jews in their 

midst. And then she watched as the German troops lowered their guns and walked 

away. 

Hearing this story as a young girl, Arianna Huffington wondered how she would 

ever live up to such a standard. Her book is the story of how she eventually learned 

to embody fearlessness, as her mother had done. In a world with much to fear, this 

is a lesson we all need to learn. 

http://www.questformeaning.org/author/victoriasafford/
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Fortunately for most of us, our daily lives are not dominated by the constant fear of 

terrorism or genocide, or even rape. But there are other fears that lurk: the fear of 

being spurned by a lover or a friend; the fear of failing in a new venture or a new 

vocation; the fear of expressing what’s in our heart to the people around us. These 

fears are no less debilitating for having less deadly sources. Whether the issue is 

stopping genocide, changing jobs, or speaking truth, the temptation to stay put and 

keep quiet is hard to resist. 

This temptation must be overcome, however. As the title of her book suggests, 

Arianna Huffington calls for women—and presumably men as well—to develop a 

sense of fearlessness. She says fearlessness is not the absence of fear, but rather 

the mastery of it. Because my own preference is always to describe positive virtues 

in positive terms, I favor the word another Greek writer used twenty-five hundred 

years ago to name the quality Huffington calls fearlessness. Plato’s term is courage. 

One of Plato’s dialogues records a conversation between Socrates and two eminent 

Greek generals, Laches and Nikias. When asked by Socrates to say what courage is, 

Laches replies: That’s easy enough. Anyone who stays at his post, faces the enemy, 

and doesn’t run away, you may be sure is courageous. 

Surely courage is more than staying put in battle, Socrates replies. Sometimes 

great victories are won by falling back and regrouping. Besides, people can be 

courageous in other areas of life: against the perils of the sea, or against disease or 

poverty. People can also be courageous in public affairs or in facing their own 

desires and pleasures. 

This is quite true, Laches agrees. 

So, Socrates continues, what is this thing, courage, which is the same in all of 

these cases? 

Perhaps courage is a certain endurance of the soul, Laches ventures. 

But what if someone endures in doing something that is foolish, or hurtful, or 

mischievous, Socrates replies. Is that courage? 



 3 

Obviously not, Laches admits. 

At this point Socrates mercifully turns to Nikias, who tries a different approach. He 

ventures that courage is somehow related to the sought after goal or the danger 

being avoided. Nikias eventually concludes that courage requires wisdom and the 

knowledge of what is good and worthy of pursuit, as well as what is evil and must 

therefore be avoided. As Socrates puts it, summarizing this argument, “Courage is 

not only knowledge of what is to be dreaded and what is to be dared, but 

knowledge of all goods and evils at every stage.” 

The essence of courage, in other words, is not the ability to do something that is 

physically risky. Rather, it is to pursue a goal that is morally worthy or stand up 

against a force that is morally repugnant, despite the risks involved. 

Courage is the knowledge of what is monstrous and must therefore be confronted, 

no matter if the risk is great and the outcome uncertain. Courage is the knowledge 

of what is worthy and must be pursued, no matter if the road is long and the path 

unclear. 

But there is one more dimension to our understanding of courage. How do we know 

that terrorism, genocide, and rape are always monstrous evils? How do we know 

that human dignity is always a worthy goal? In a world of diverse religious beliefs 

and varied understandings of natural law, where does our collective knowledge of 

good and evil come from? 

Reverend Guenerich writes that he once attended an address by Bill Schulz, former 

president of the UUA and former executive director of Amnesty USA. He said that 

one of the things he learned from a decade of dealing with torture and its 

perpetrators is that, for him at least, belief in the inherent worth and dignity of 

every person is a myth. He acknowledged that this is hard to admit, especially for a 

Unitarian Universalist. We have long championed the individual as the final source 

of authority when it comes to deciding right and wrong, and when it comes to 

assigning worth and dignity. But, Schulz said, torture has taught him that worth 

and dignity are not inherent. There are too many malevolent human hearts, and 

too many god-forsaken places, where worth and dignity have no presence. 
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Worth must be assigned, Schulz insisted, and dignity must be taught. We cannot 

stand idly by and assume that these supposedly inherent qualities will magically 

spring forth in the world, like flowers in springtime. They will not. For worth and 

dignity to exist, we must speak and act in a way that creates a place for them. As 

Schulz put it: “Human rights are whatever the international community—through its 

various declarations, covenants, treaties, and conventions—say that they are.” 

When human dignity is at stake, as Schulz concluded, “We cannot escape 

confrontation with the forces of idolatry who would reserve worth to only a few.” 

Simply put, Guenerich summarizes, courage is not plunging down a black diamond 

ski trail at breakneck speed, although it sometimes requires facing significant risks. 

Rather, courage is the ability to see good afar off and take a step toward it—despite 

the obvious risks. It is to see evil close at hand and take steps to confront it despite 

present danger. To know courage is to know a calling that is greater than fear. 

A perfect example of someone with this sort of courage is described by Rev. 

Victoria Safford in her sermon Standing Like a Tree.  She writes:  

 

Perhaps you remember the story about Antoinette Tuff. She’s the woman in 

Atlanta, Georgia, who was working in the main office of an elementary school when 

a man burst in with an automatic rifle and 500 rounds of ammunition. Everyone got 

out, thanks to her.  No one was hurt, because she talked to the man, and he heard 

her, and she talked to the police outside through the 911 operator, and they heard 

her, too. The chief of police in Atlanta said there is no question that this could have 

been, and almost was, another Newtown, CT. But it wasn’t, thanks to her. 

There is a recording of the 911 call placed by Antoinette Tuff from her office. In it, 

you can clearly hear how she’s speaking at once to the operator and to the man by 

her side with the rifle, conveying his demands and his questions, his intention to kill 

dozens of people. You can hear her relaying back responses from the police, who by 

now number in the hundreds outside the school with helicopters, weapons and riot 

gear; how without fail she addresses him as “sir,” so naturally, with no tremor or 

hypocrisy at all, the way she might address a teacher in the school, or a parent, or 
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the principal, with plain decency, southern courtesy; how at some point in that 

eternal 13 minutes, “sir” became “baby:” 

What’s your name, baby? Michael. Michael Hill. My mother was a Hill! (This is an 

African American bookkeeper, speaking like this to a young white man in Georgia, 

who’s just told her he’s mentally unstable and off his medication—a man with a 

serious weapon who’s just said he has nothing left to live for and means to start 

shooting any minute.) 

She says to him, I know. We all go through something in life. I almost committed 

suicide myself last year when my husband left me, but I didn’t and look at me now. 

It’s gonna be all right, baby. You’re gonna be all right. They’re not gonna shoot 

you. We’re not gonna hate you. That’s a brave thing you’re doing, giving yourself 

up. I’m proud of you. 

She said this after she got him to lie down and lay his gun aside, assuring him that 

she would stay standing when the police came in so they would know he hadn’t 

hurt her. She said, I love you. You’re all right, all the while calling him Michael, 

calling him baby and sweetie and sweetheart and sir. 

That woman stood her ground that day. Like the tree that the poet Howard 

Nemerov describes, she was a giant, 

steady as a rock and always 

trembling, 

her Being deceptively armored, her Becoming deceptively 

vulnerable… 

To be so tough, and take the light so well, 

Freely providing forbidden 

knowledge 

Of so many things about heaven and earth 

For which we should otherwise have no word— 

…people are rarely [this] lovely, 

And even when they have great qualities 

They tend to tell you rather then exemplify 
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What they believe themselves 

to be about… 

What is your life about? 

Like oak, like willow, like sycamore, this woman Antoinette Tuff exemplified in 

every gesture what she’s all about. As one writer said about the episode, “Religion 

in practice is always more beautiful than religion in words.” 

In the days that followed, a talk show psychologist praised Ms. Tuff, telling CNN 

that she had deployed excellent instrumental strategy and an exemplary 

negotiating style. All this may be true, but she herself had a different explanation 

and it involved no strategy at all, and it was certainly not about her “style.” She 

said that what got her through was the teaching of her church to “anchor on the 

Lord in tough times.” 

She anchored on the Lord. The person who sent me the article sent a question in 

her email: What could that mean for us? What does that mean? The love she talks 

about sounds a lot like Universalism, like standing on the side of love, but how are 

we to talk about it? 

“Anchor on the Lord” may sound a little churchy to you, or a little too religious, or a 

lot; too old-fashioned, too theistic, too Baptist, too Christian. So what would you 

call it? What do you call it, standing up in what Ms. Tuff called “tough times?” What 

do you call that courage, that radical love, radical empathy, radical grace? What 

holds your moral roots in place? What holds you to your highest aspiration, your 

deepest truth, your calling, your longing, your conviction? 

Good religion requires good language, clear thinking, but you can’t over-think it, or 

you might miss your moment, trying to reason it out. In Antoinette Tuff’s situation, 

there wasn’t time. Reason and logic could have understandably led to panic, but 

she wasn’t looking for logic, and she wasn’t praying for courage or strength, safety 

or strategy, quick wit or a way out. 

She was praying, she said afterwards, for sufficient love, love large enough to hold 

Michael, to see the other person in the room, whatever the circumstance, not as a 
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“deranged gunman,” nor even as a threat, but ever and always as a human being, 

someone with a story and a struggle, just like her, and also singular, a child of God, 

a person full of his own worth and dignity. 

The only thing at risk that day was her integrity, and she would not relinquish it. 

She would not be moved.  May the same thing be said of us. 

So be it. 

 

 


