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 I was on an outing with some of you the other weekend when someone mentioned that a new 
skydiving school was opening.  I responded by saying that my sister has her airborne training, but the 
only way I would jump out of an airplane was if it was on fire.  A little bit later on the same outing it was 
mentioned that a closed limestone quarry had been repurposed as a venue for scuba divers.  Again, I 
said my sister scuba dives but that’s not for me.  I can barely doggie paddle.  Obviously, my sister has 
crossed edges I have chosen not to cross.  BUT, when my theology changed and United Methodist 
ministry no longer fit for me I did not give up a calling I loved.  I stepped over an edge and became a 
Unitarian Universalist minister.  When I turned forty, wasn’t married and really wanted a child to be part 
of my life, I stepped over an edge and became the parent of a 12-year-old.  My edges and my sister’s 
edges are different, but we have both stepped over some. 
 
 Lisa Martinovic ends her poem,  
“quit your job 

quit smoking 

quit whining 

leave that jerk 

write that poem 

go dancing 

get sober 

take a road trip—a dare—a spin—a lover—a chance 

honey, break down and cry if that’s what it takes 

then pick your ass up 

and for all you’re worth run 

don’t walk 

to the edge” 

 Obviously not each line of that advice applies to all of us, but likely one or two of those lines 

does apply to each of us.  My sister had to have some determination to join the Army.  She has a 

December birthday so she was just 17 when she graduated from high school.  She needed to be 18 to 

join to be trained for Military Intelligence.  She also had to lose some weight to pass the weight 

requirement.  She spent a year working at short term jobs and took up running.  She wanted to join the 

Army. Now my nephew’s dream in life is to join the Navy.  He wants to work on nuclear submarines.  

Despite being born deaf in one ear he did not give up his dream.  Today he is a sophomore at The 

Citadel, and he has just gotten a Navy contract.  The rest of college is paid for and then the Navy will 

have him. 

 My sister and nephew chose military pursuits, but as I asked you for pictures and blurbs for 

today’s veterans’ salute, one of you reminded me of the commitment of those who very purposefully 

choose not to serve, conscientious objectors.  As with my sister and me, the edges are different.  Back in 

2009 Joseph Shapiro reported for All Things Considered,  

http://slaminatrix.com/the-edge-is-where-i-want-to-be


“In September of 1942, Warren Sawyer, a 23-year-old conscientious objector, reported for his volunteer 

assignment as an attendant at a state mental hospital. The young Quaker was one of thousands of 

pacifists who had refused to fight and instead were assigned to work in places few outsiders got to see -- 

places like Philadelphia State Hospital, best known as Byberry. 

“’Byberry's the last stop on the bus here in Philadelphia,’ Sawyer recalls. ‘Any young man on the bus, 

other people knew that we were COs working at the hospital. And they'd make different kinds of 

remarks, supposedly talking to each other, but hoping that we hear. And you know: 'Yellowbellies, 

slackers.' ‘ 

“Those slurs were harsh. But not nearly as harsh as what awaited the young men inside the gates of the 

chaotic and overcrowded hospital for people with mental illness and intellectual disabilities. 

“The young pacifists would be changed by what they saw in places like Byberry, and then become a 

force for change themselves. 

 Shapiro reported that those conscientious objectors were horrified by conditions at the hospital.  

“…the young pacifists worried that it wasn't enough simply to show kindness. With the end of the war 

nearing, the conscientious objectors soon would be gone, but they didn't want to leave behind a place 

where untrained and underpaid attendants ruled patients by brutality and violence. 

“So the conscientious objectors came up with a daring plan. Sawyer wrote about it in one of his letters 

home: 

"’We are working on a carefully laid out plan to blow this place open in two months,’ he wrote. In secret, 

they went to newspapers, with details of the scandal inside the institution. ‘If we COs do nothing about 

this place to improve it,’ Sawyer continued, ‘our stay here has been to no avail and we have 

accomplished nothing. Two other fellows and I are heading up this thing to launch a campaign and 

gather material.’" 

 Shapiro reported that, “Conscientious objectors from Byberry started a national association that 

helped train and professionalize workers at state hospitals. And, most of all, they helped improve the 

lives of the vulnerable people who lived in those state institutions,” WWII Pacifists Exposed Mental 

Ward Horrors : NPR.  There edge was different from the edge for those who served in the military, but 

the conscientious objectors had their own edge to step out over and some of those serving at Byberry 

stepped out and stepped up.  

 Sometimes it takes some screwing up of our courage to step to that edge. Martinovic begins her 

poem,  

“so you just want to take the edge off 

one beer 

one joint 

one teeny weeny Prozac 

“get rid of the edge? 

She asks,  
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“the edge holds the answer to your questions 
the question to your answers 
it’s the trailhead to the road not taken 
the edge is everywhere 
you’ve never dared to be” 
 

Prozac, a joint, a beer, a pint of ice cream.  They may take the edge off, but they may simply 
keep us from taking that step over the edge that would actually get us to where we may want to be, 
may need to be. 
 
 The United Methodist Church has something like Unitarian Universalism’s preliminary and final 
fellowship for ministers.  In the United Methodist Church one is first ordained a deacon and then an 
elder.  Way back when I went before the conference board who examined me to determine whether I 
would be given my deacon’s orders, one man grilled me on my view on infant baptism.  I knew that the 
accepted view at the time was that infant baptism was the way all should go.  But, I was raised in the 
Evangelical United Brethren side of the United Methodist Church, and the tradition there was to let each 
family decide whether or not they wanted infant baptism or wished their children to decide for 
themselves.  I would not give the man the answer I knew he wanted, and he kept asking me over and 
over again in different words.  I became flustered.  I didn’t pass.  When I got home to my seminary dorm 
my Girl Scout cookies had arrived and been placed by my door.  I went in and ate three quarters of the 
box in one sitting.  All I got out of that was a sugar headache and stomachache.  
 
 What I needed to do and eventually did was to remind myself that this was not the end.  I could 
and did go back the next year.  I made it through then and was ordained.  Shortbread cookies did not get 
me any closer to the edge I needed to step over. They did not sharpen my skills, my wit or my senses, 
another year of growing up and some determination to see myself in ministry did.  
“…there are no disguises here 
on the edge, everyone is naked 
all bets are off 
and the games not rigged 
the air is clear and brisk 
your heart’s pounding 
you’re shaking 
you’re lightheaded and queasy 
you’re scared 
because everything is initiation 
on that sharp unforgiving edge 
 
“damn right it’s uncomfortable 
the edge is change 
it’s what you don’t see coming 
so get out of your comfort zone and deal with it” 
  
 Living on the edge is not easy.  It is not comfortable.  It can be downright terrifying.  But what 
kind of life do you want?  One with no risk and no challenge but also no triumph?  Don’t take the edge 
off. Step up to it.  Step over it and fly.  
 
 Let us pray using words by Jean Olson. 



“May you be brave enough to expose 

your aching woundedness 

and reveal your vulnerability. 

“May you speak your deepest truths, knowing that they will change as you do. 

“May you sing the music within you, 

composing your own melody, 

playing your song with all your heart. 

“May you draw, paint, sculpt, and sew, 

showing the world your vision. 

“May you write letters, poetry, biography, 

slogans, graffiti, the great novel, 

laying bare your words to love and hate. 

“May you love even though your heart 

breaks again and again. 

“And until the end of your days, 

may your life be filled 

with possibilities and courage.”  Amen.  

 
 


