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Opening Words – Micah 6:8 (NIV) 

 

And what does the Lord require of you? 

To act justly and to love mercy 

And to walk humbly with your God. 

 

Chalice Lighting – from The Fire of Ancient Faith (British Unitarian) 

 

O Flaming Chalice, 

Symbol of a free faith, 

Burn with the holy oil 

Of helpfulness and service. 

Spread warmth and light and hope; 

Light dark places with justice; 

Rekindle hope in despair. 

May we bring fuel for thy fire of love. 

May the oil of loving kindness flow from us to thy leaping flame. 

May hands of service shelter thee; 

That no winds of hate may extinguish thy brightness. 

May thy light and warmth be eternal. 

May we be keepers of thy flame. 

 

Responsive Reading from Lifting Our Voices by Rosemary Bray McNatt 

 

The truth is this: 

If there is no justice, 

There will be no peace. 

 

If we cannot bring justice into the small circles of our individual lives, 

We cannot hope to bring justice to the world. 

 

And if we do not bring justice to the world, 

None of us is safe and none of us will survive. 

 

Nothing that we do is more important than making justice real -  

Here, where we are. 

 

All:  Hard as diversity is,  

It is our most important task.  
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Reading – excerpts from Ta-Nahisi Coates Between the World and Me 

 

And I am afraid.  I feel the fear most acutely whenever you leave me.  But I was afraid long 

before you, and in this I was unoriginal.  When I was your age the only people I knew were 

black, and all of them were powerfully, adamantly, dangerously afraid.  I had seen this fear all 

my young life, though I had not always recognized it as such.   

 

It was always right in front of me.  The fear was there in the extravagant boys of my 

neighborhood, in their large rings and medallions, their big puffy coats and full-length 

fur-collared leathers, which was their armor against their world.  They would stand on the corner 

of Gwynn Oak and Liberty, or Cold Spring and Park Heights, or outside Mondawmin Mall, with 

their hands dipped in Russell sweats.  I think back on those boys now and all I see is fear, and all 

I see is them girding themselves against the ghosts of the bad old days when the Mississippi mob 

gathered ‘round their grandfathers so that the branches of the black body might be torched, then 

cut away.  The fear lived on in their practiced bop, their slouching denim, their big T-shirts, the 

calculated angle of their baseball caps, a catalog of behaviors and garments enlisted to inspire the 

belief that these boys were in firm possession of everything they desired . . . I saw it in their 

customs of war . . . I heard the fear in the music that pumped from boom boxes full of grand 

boast and bluster.  The boys . . . loved this music because it told them, against all the evidence 

and odds, that they were masters of their own lives, their own streets, and their own bodies.   

 

Sermon:  “The Face of Mercy” by the Rev. Tracy Johnson 

 

When Bryan Stevenson was still a student at Harvard Law School he took an internship in 

Georgia that brought him face to face with a man on death row in the state’s maximum security 

prison.  He had no idea what, exactly, to expect during his month long stay with the Southern 

Prisoner’s Defense Committee, but I think I am safe in saying that it was transformative for him.  

His first task was to meet with this man and to tell him the news, the good news mind you, that a 

date would not be set in the coming year for his execution.  Bryan hadn’t perceived this as a 

message that could be characterized as good news, but for the recipient it was the best news he 

had heard in the two years he had sat on death row.  Indeed it was the only news he had received 

in person from someone other than another inmate or a prison guard.   

 

Henry was one of many African American men who had been wrongly condemned of murder.  

Bryan left that internship committed to helping death row prisoners.  His proximity to these men 

had deepened his understanding of each person’s humanity, creating an urgency to respond.  

“We are all much more than the worst thing we have ever done,” he often repeats.  Upon 

graduation he returned to the Deep South to represent the poor, the incarcerated and the 

condemned.  Out of this desire to make a difference, the Equal Justice Initiative was born.  

Bryan Stevenson’s book, Just Mercy, chronicles his journey over the past 25 or more years while 

telling the story of men like Walter McMillian, who awaited a fate similar to Henry’s for the 

murder of a woman he had never met in a place where he had not been on that day through a 

series of accusations and false testimony by others looking to save themselves and pressure on 
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the local law enforcement community to solve the case.  He was held illegally on death row even 

before he was tried and convicted.  When Bryan sat with these men, and countless others 

including those condemned while still children, he met much more than a convict; he met men 

and women who would become windows into a world of systemic and racial oppression; people 

in whom he would find friendship and whose stories compelled him to dig ever more deeply into 

the all too common practice of incarceration based on race and poverty that feeds our criminal 

justice system still today.   

 

Early in my days at Hartford Seminary I sat in a classroom made up of international students, 

deliberately consisting of Christians and Muslims, in the school’s attempt to foster dialogue and 

work for peace in our world.  The discussion that day centered around the names of God as 

professed in Islam, one of them being Al-Rahim; The Merciful.  The professor turned to me and, 

having some understanding of my theology by that time, asked me rather directly, “Do you 

believe that God is Merciful?”   I paused, wondering if what I knew in my heart would resonate 

with her or my classmates, took a deep breath, and said, “No.  I believe that God is Mercy.”   

 

There was no almighty being in my mind that dispensed mercy from on high. Instead, mercy is an 

activity that occurs here in our midst.  It is relational.  We are merciful.  And when we are it is 

holy and powerful, redeeming and empowering.  We are the face of mercy.  Bryan Stevenson 

remains the face of mercy for hundreds of unjustly incarcerated persons by way of his activity in 

their lives and on their behalf.  So, what do we make of this idea of mercy? 

 

The words of the prophet Micah, known for his accusations of injustice against and exploitation 

of the poor, call on us to ‘love mercy’.  In many translations this reads that we are to ‘love 

goodness’ or to ‘love kindness’.  It comes from the Hebrew concept of ‘Hesed’; a loving 

kindness that is itself a manifestation of God’s unlimited benevolence and kindness.  To be the 

face of mercy is to give that benevolence a human form.   

 

I remember those signs of fear that Ta-Nehisi Coates wrote about in our reading; the vestiges of 

those extravagant boys in the neighborhood; stripped for the most part of any individualism, but 

still evident in as many ways as one could make possible.  Behind the prison walls where I 

worked doing case management they girded themselves against the bad old days, too – the 

slouching prison denims and tans, the angle of the baseball cap when they could get away with it, 

the music – all of it pieces of a whole that said they had control of their situation; their lives, in 

the midst of a reality quite the opposite.  Mostly young and poor and disproportionately men of 

color; I learned first-hand about the economic injustices imposed by virtue of race.  I used to 

think that my lack of a criminal justice degree put me at a deficit in that setting, but now I think it 

might have only tainted me toward acting on the privilege I had, however unaware of it I was in 

those early naïve days of my career.  My benevolent spirit, bent on mercy and bubbling up from 

some inner place I now call Sacred allowed me to sit and listen without judging.  The stories 

were heart wrenching; educating me about systems of oppression and leaving me with a sense of 

the imbalances in our society that no text book could ever deliver.  Sometimes I think I could 

have, should have, done more to try to change the system; should have left the comfort and 

security of the career path to fight against this demon of mass incarceration.  We can should 
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ourselves to death, you know.  But then I read about people like Bryan and how he made a 

difference first by simply listening and by affording respect and dignity in places where that is 

mostly unheard of.  He writes in his book that he has discovered, deep in the hearts of many 

condemned and incarcerated people, the scattered traces of hope and humility – seeds of 

restoration that come to astonishing life when nurtured by simple interventions.  And I am 

reminded that the face of mercy actually has many faces.  It will be as unique as the vessels it is 

poured out from; each of us imparting a piece of ourselves in the exchange.  We are the faces of 

mercy. 

 

I’ve been hearing a bit lately about this being a ‘Holy Year of Mercy’ as declared by Pope 

Francis, with one of his messages asking for a year without the carrying out of capital 

punishment.  This is a mercy “deeply connected to justice and the common good,” according to 

commentary by author John Gehring; “beyond an abstract ideal;” it is “tangible and gritty” – I 

like that – something you can see and hold; something of substance - and it “requires individual 

and collective action.”  It is about each of us and all of us together.  It is as countercultural 

today as it was when Micah proposed it!  For the Pope, mercy is active, calling us out of our safe 

and comfortable places – off of our Cape Cod couches - where we can grapple with the 

complexities of oppression and face the evils that challenge the values we espouse.  Mercy has 

more than a face. We are its head and heart and hands and feet.  It is ours to move in and 

through.   

 

I listened to a TED Talk the other morning of Bryan Stevenson talking about his story and his 

work.  He was sharing about the idea of identity and how it can serve as a vehicle that gives 

power to the message it is delivering.  He said that if you create the right identity you can get 

people to do things they would not ordinarily do.  Of course he was saying that the TED 

community has an identity and some associated power, some leverage, and that if those folks in 

the audience choose to do the right thing even when it is hard, others will follow.  “Holding to 

the difficult” as Rilke says, coming face to face with other human beings, so that what may at 

first feel alien will come to be a trusted part of who we are. 

 

Stevenson shared the stark statistics about incarceration rates in our country – that one of every 

three black men are either in prison, on probation or on parole.  He said that in Alabama where 

he is from, people who have been incarcerated become permanently disenfranchised so that about 

a third of the population now has no right to vote and that there is what he called a “stunning 

silence” about this.  And then he posed a question that struck me at my core.  “Is the question 

whether people deserve to die for crimes they have committed?” he asked, or is it, “Do we 

deserve to kill?”  Of all the reasons one may oppose the death penalty this is the one that has 

always been most compelling for me.  I just don’t believe that any human being has the right to 

take another life, whether it is in the context of a crime or in the context of punishment.  So, 

that’s a part of my identity, but what about our country?  What is our identity, based on the kinds 

of statistics he presents?   

 

Stevenson says we give legs to an identity of innovation and creativity while ignoring our hard 

history around race and the status of the marginalized and oppressed.  What he believes is that 
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we will be judged by the latter which will result in an identity that says we just don’t care.  Is 

that who we are?  Or do we possess the courage to look at the complexity of this life we have 

made for ourselves?  Are we called to be the face of mercy?  Because if we are we must not 

only delve deep within our own hearts.  We must also venture out and listen to the hard stories, 

allowing them to change us and to use our creativity in the creation of a more just world.   

 

And, change us they will, these stories of brokenness.  At some point we realize, like Bryan did, 

that this broken justice system and the broken people who struggle with mental illness and 

poverty and racism who were ultimately condemned by people who carried their own brokenness 

born of cynicism and hopelessness are really no different than we are.  We become broken in the 

hearing.  Our proximity to their reality causes a shift inside of us; something cracks open and we 

are as vulnerable as the next.  We realize our own humanity and, more importantly, we see the 

common thread that binds us all.  We find ourselves in need of mercy and in that moment 

become better able to share mercy.   

 

I know this church has spent some time in the past month talking about racism and oppression 

and there can be a hopelessness attached to this saga that has plagued us for so very long.  It can 

overwhelm and exhaust because it is so insidious that we find it almost impossible to root out.  

There is a grieving for me that has given way to a need to do something, anything, and to 

recognize that action as one step toward the kind of future I hope for.  If I am to be the face of 

mercy, what can I do?  Surely I can listen and, more importantly, do so in places where I might 

not ordinarily go.  When I stretch myself I become a witness to a new reality.  In my work with 

WE CAN in Harwich Port we strive to offer ourselves as such a witness to participants who 

come, often with little left in the way of hope and no safe place to express their stories.  In the 

hearing we find those scattered traces that Stevenson encountered and lift them up so that one 

may come to a new understanding of self as valued and worthy.   

 

What about your giving voice in the chasm of “stunning silence” around the inequalities 

associated with disenfranchisement in our country?  There is plenty of legislation pending right 

here in our state that falls under the heading of ending mass incarceration.  We heard from Linda 

Wagner, Executive Director of UU Mass Action a couple of weeks ago in Brewster where she 

shared about her justice work as a spiritual practice.  Being the face of mercy can become such a 

practice.  Is there mercy in restorative justice?  In alternative sentencing for primary caregivers?  

Does your identity as a UU congregation give you credibility when you speak out?  Do you have 

a merciful identity?   

 

Theologian Karen Armstrong writes regarding a compassionate life that, “first you must commit 

yourself to an ethical life, then disciplined and habitual benevolence, not metaphysical 

conviction, will give you intimations of the transcendence you seek.”  Disciplined and habitual 

benevolence – the face of mercy – being that mercy in the everyday places we go and in the 

places we make ourselves go because we know it matters.  In so doing we transcend our 

brokenness and that of those we meet and for a moment sense the sacredness of give and take; of 

deep connection; of a oneness that lifts each in concert with the other until all are made whole.   
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May it be so.   

 

--------------------------- 

 

Rev. Tracy Johnson was recently ordained by The First Parish of Watertown, Unitarian 

Universalist in Watertown, MA where she interned as a student minister. Tracy serves as a 

Community Minister in Harwich Port at WE CAN (Women’s Empowerment through Cape Area 

Networking) where her primary responsibility is coordinating the PathMakers Program, a 

10-month mentoring program for women in which she volunteered last year. She is a graduate of 

Andover Newton Theological School, receiving her Master of Divinity in 2014. Tracy lives in 

Harwich with her husband, Chuck and their rescue pup Emma, and enjoys walking near the 

ocean, gardening, weaving and cycling. 


