
 

Your gifts—whatever you discover them to be—  
can be used to bless or to curse the world.  

The mind’s power,  
the strength of the hands, the reaches of the heart,  

the gift of speaking, listening, imagining, seeing, waiting  
any of these can serve to feed the hungry,  

bind up wounds, welcome the stranger,  

praise what is sacred, do the work of justice, or offer love.  

Any of these can draw down the prison door,  

hoard bread, abandon the poor, obscure what is holy,  
comply with injustice, or withhold love.  

You must answer this question:  

What will you do with your gifts?  
Choose to bless the world.  

The choice to bless the world can take you into solitude  

to search for the sources of power and grace;  

native wisdom, healing and liberation.  
More, the choice will draw you into community,  

the endeavor shared, the heritage passed on,  

the companionship of struggle,  
the importance of keeping faith,  

the life of ritual and praise, the comfort of human friendship,  
the company of earth, its chorus of life welcoming  

you. None of us alone can save the world.  

Together—that is another possibility, waiting.  
  

--‐Rev. Dr. Rebecca Ann Parker 
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Nelson Mandela was one of a handful of great peacemakers in the 20th century, a century in dire need of 

leaders willing to show us paths to peace.  President Barak Obama called him “The Last Great Liberator”.   

He didn’t start out that way.  After attempting other means, Mr. Mandela and other leaders from the 
African National Congress formed a military wing called Spear of the Nation. Mr. Mandela was the first 

commander in chief of the guerrilla army. He trained to fight, worked to obtain weapons for the group, and 
came to be known as the Black Pimpernel.   

After being arrested and sentenced to a life in prison, Mr. Mandela had reason to be angry, had reason 
to be ready for revenge.  But over the course of his 27 ½ years in prison, Mandela became an icon for racial 

justice in a nation burning in the fires of injustice.  In 1985 he was offered release on the condition he renounces 

past violence.  Rather than accepting the terms being offered, he told the government he would accept release 
from prison when Apartheid was ended, that his freedom and the freedom of his people were tied together.  

Politically savvy, he understood that his imprisonment galvanized his people.  He gave a message to his daughter 

that she delivered to 1.5 million people the next day.  In it he said “Your freedom and mine cannot be separated.”   

That alone is worthy of our respect.  A man in prison for more than 20 years rejected release.  In all 
that time, he didn’t abandon his principles or the people he was fighting to protect.  Not only did he not accept 

the proposal, he had the gall, the unabashed conviction in his own position that he offered the government a 

counterproposal.  He would allow them to release him, he would abandon his status as a jailed martyr if they 



ended the system he was imprisoned for fighting.  Those aren’t the actions of a man defeated.  A defeated man 

takes what he can get.  Mandela declared his own power and defined his terms, terms under which he would be 
willing to step down from his place of strength.  The offer made by the President was to denounce past violence 

of the ANC.  Instead, Mr. Mandela told Mr. Botha it will be the government who has to renounce violence by 
dismantling apartheid.  Without that, all people are living in a system of violence where freedom cannot exist, 

whether in a prison or not.   
Not allowing himself to become a symbol of righteousness for the government, Mandela stayed in jail for 

another 5 years.  But his self-sacrifice lead to the election of an anti-Apartheid president who did finally release 

Mandela and all of his colleagues. 

This is a man with a reason to be angry.  He was imprisoned for fighting for basic human rights.  While 

in prison, he was subjected to some terribly harsh treatment.  He had hard labor for almost 15 years on an 
island in the shark-infested cold Atlantic waters off Cape Town.  He was only given shorts, regardless of how 

cold it got and was forced to bathe every day in that bitter ocean.  His captors were intent on breaking him, day 

after day, month after month, year after year telling him he’d been forgotten, that his wife, who had been 
declared a banned person and was living in exile on a homeland, was alone and suffering, that his life was ending 

in the dark with nothing.   

Those predictions, of course, didn’t come to pass.  The last 20 years of his life, Mr. Mandela transformed 

a nation broken by the evils of racial segregation into an exemplar of justice.  And while no one would have 
blamed him for advocating violence in that process, he never did.  Not in prison.  Not outside prison.   

In 1990, a few months after his release, he toured the planet preaching his message of peace.  I saw him 

at Yankee Stadium and again in Boston where he told us that he knows it is Apartheid that is the one isolated 
and alone, thanks to an international willingness to bear witness to the truth of racial equality and the need for 

non-racist, non-sexist unity.   
There’s a reason I’m telling this story today.  From Martin Luther King weekend until President’s Day 

weekend, Unitarian Universalists celebrate 30 Days of Love.  It begins with the memory of one man who loved 

our nation into deep healing and ends on a day we are now calling Share the Love Sunday.  In this congregation 
we have four services that fit the theme of love.  Next week the Davis/Howe program group will reflect on 

Radical Compassion.  The week after Rev. Chris Antal will share the pulpit with me and report back on his on 
active duty in Afghanistan and give us a chance to think about how we love in light of our current military action 

and the week after that is our traditional Standing on the Side of Love Sunday when we will talk about love as 
the closest thing we have to doctrine. 

It makes sense to me, if we’re spending a month talking about love, that we’d begin with Nelson Mandela.  

Because, for all his suffering, for all he’d been through, he left that prison without resentment, guided by love 
and by forgiveness.  And his ability to do that saved his life, I’m sure since that kind of anger can eat a person 

alive, but also saved South Africa.  An entire nation of people waited to see what would happen next.  Once 
this man is free, what will he do.  Retaliate?  Who would blame him?  Some folks hoped their anger would find 

voice again in his actions.  Some people were afraid they would be targeted by an empowered majority who 
lived for too long without basic rights.   

But when Nelson Mandela walked out of that prison, he had been transformed.  Aware that hatred could 

have overtaken him, Mr. Mandela decided to befriend his captor, the white Afrikaner prison guards. He learned 
their language and studied their culture. Mandela even went to church with them, and he reports that it was his 

own heart that was changed. Mandela's friendship with his prison guards was sincere and endured to his death.   
I’ve been, obviously, reading a lot about Nelson Mandela recently.  And of all the things I’ve learned, this 

is one of the most astounding.  To befriend your captor.  The one keeping you from your life, the symbol of the 

injustice you suffer, your family suffers.  The torturer.  The key holder to your enslavement.  And then your 
friend.   

In his autobiography The Long Walk to Freedom, Mandela famously wrote “No one is born hating 
another person because of the color of his skin, or his background, or his religion. People must learn to hate, 

and if they can learn to hate, they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human heart than 
its opposite.”  He put that theory to the test, working to unlearn hate and replace it with love. 

I wonder if any of us have that in us.  I don’t know that I really hate people, but can I put aside resentment 



and replace it with love?  Can I do that when I have, in fact, been wronged?  Certainly, I don’t have captors, very 

few of us do or ever have, unless we are willing to consider the possibility that our own minds can become 
prisons.  And while Mandela was in a physical prison, it seems to me that the power of his process, moving from 

violence to love, happened with an internal shift that ultimately became manifest in his external world.   
So, no, I haven’t had captors, but I think I’ve allowed my own anger or self-righteousness or resentment 

to hold me hostage a few times in my life. When I was 19 or 20, I was betrayed by my best friend and my 
boyfriend.  It was brutal and I carried that betrayal with me.  I loved them both and lost them both and most of 

my friends and the life I knew along with them.  I made new friends, started a new life, but the anger and hurt 

burrowed in and made a home.  Maybe 9 months later, I found myself in a room with that same best friend who 

I’m going to call Jeannie.  I did all I could not to look at her.  Because of the circumstance, we were sitting one 

chair away from each other, but I insisted on as much emotional distance as I could muster.  I worked hard at 
trying to prove that she was irrelevant.  

Jeannie and I were in that room to celebrate a mutual friend’s sobriety.  She had one year sober and we 

were both present to honor her.  Jeannie, also in AA, was speaking on our friend’s behalf.  Jeannie hated public 
speaking.  It terrified her.  I wasn’t aware of her fear while we both sat in this church basement, mutual friend 

between us.  I wasn’t aware of her as a person at all.  I was aware of myself and my own anger.   

The meeting started.  People were talking and clapping and thanking and rejoicing.  I was genuinely happy 

for my friend and shifted into celebratory mode as I cheered and praised with the best of them.  It came time 
for Jeannie to speak.  She stood up, walked to the front of the room.  In that moment, I could see her.  I saw 

her fear, I saw her love for our mutual friend in her willingness to do this.  She stood in front of the room.  

Spoke her name.  Her voice cracked. She was terrified.  She leaned on a blackboard that was also in the front 
of the room.  She didn’t realize it was on wheels.  Her leaning caused the blackboard to roll across the floor as 

she lost her balance.  Everyone laughed.  She looked like she might cry.  And in that moment, I forgot that I 
hated her.  I forgot what she did and I forgot all the betrayal that had taken root deep within me.  In that 

moment, she was a frightened young woman in front of a room and everyone was laughing.  And once again, I 

loved her.  Love washed over me.  I caught her eye and smiled.  Her breathing slowed.  I kept my eyes locked 
on hers as she kept hers locked on mine.  She began to speak.  She told her story.  All the pain she’d been 

carrying, the drinking and the drugs and the men, a lifetime of bad decisions.  And in that moment she 
acknowledged to me and to a room filled with people, that her mistakes didn’t end when she stopped drinking.  

She continued to hurt people she loved.  And she kept her eyes on me as I kept mine on her.  She didn’t know 
she was going to say that.  I didn’t know I’d be able to hear it.  I certainly didn’t know I could love her again, that 

I could set aside my resentment and move into something far more powerful, far more necessary. 

Love is a formidable opponent.  The moment I let my guard down, it took over.  But love is not inevitable.  
Love is a decision.  We have to choose to love and that’s largely because love is not a feeling.  Love is a way of 

living.   
What would it look like if we all lived lovingly?  The personal call to love includes forgiveness and 

openness, and a willingness to put yourself aside for the sake of the other.  For some of us, our families, either 
those we were born into or those we created along the way, are the greatest examples and easiest places to 

recognize love in action.  We make hot, healthy dinners for our kids, shovel out a beloved’s car, babysit for a 

grandchild, remember a brother’s birthday, let a spouse sleep late, celebrate a nephew’s grade-point-average, 
stop for milk on the way home, call grandpa just to check in, all by way of demonstrating or living out of the 

love we have for one another.   
Even in family life, sometimes love is difficult.  The ones who love us are often the ones telling us the 

things we don’t want to hear.  Who else can tell you that a word you use makes other people uncomfortable 

or sometimes when you talk in a public gathering, it feels like you’ve been waiting to speak rather than listening 
to the other people.  It is an act of love, and sometimes of courage, to speak these kinds of truth.  It might also 

be an act of self-love or self-preservation if someone else behaves inappropriately to set limits and healthy 
boundaries. 

We do this in society also.  We speak truth when it needs to be spoken, we set limits and create healthy 
boundaries.  We love our communities, our country, so much we do what we need to do to protect it.  And 

sometimes we love the people in those communities, in our country so much, we protect them, even when 



they are strangers to us.   

That’s what Nelson Mandela did.  So did Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King and Gandhi and Dorothy Day and 
so many of the other liberators of the 20th century.  They loved people, even loved the stranger so much, they 

were willing to lay their own lives down to protect them.  And they left no one out. There’s a print in my office 
that was given to me shortly after that betrayal I spoke of earlier.  A mentor of mine gave it to me and I’ve kept 

it close ever since.  It says “True liberation is the joyful acceptance of the obligation to love.”  Nelson Mandela 
joyfully accepted his obligation to love.  I, on the other hand, struggle with that.  Maybe that’s why I keep that 

print so close.  

So here we are, at the beginning of the 2nd week of our 30 Days of Love.  We’ll keep talking about it, but 

in the meantime, I’m going to ask you to consider something.  How are you accepting the obligation to love?  

How are you living lovingly?  Are their captors in your life, people who live in your head, emotions you’ve turned 
yourself over to?  And…are you ready for liberation?  Are you ready to be set free, ready to love so well, you 

can transform, if not the planet, if not a nation, maybe your home or place of work or worship.  Are you ready 

to love that well? 
 

 

 


