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Sept. 21, 2003
First Reading:


Our first reading this morning is from Unitarian Universalist minister,
the Rev. Dr. Forrest Church.

In this passage he gives us another way of thinking about religion – 

As not so much about the discovery of the supernatural,

But rather as a discovery of the super in the natural – the nature – that is all around us:

“Each of us, of course, assume the responsibility for awakening.

Others may be responsible for our being born, 

But what we make of our lives, how deeply and intensively we live,

Is our responsibility, and ours alone.

Having accepted life as a gift for ourselves, we are then charged to revere

The presence of this same gift in others.

As long as we take life for granted, our regard for it is cheapened

And this affects the way we treat others, even those closest to us.

Part of being born again, in a Unitarian Universalist way,

Lies in waking up to the fact that all of life is a gift.

The world does not owe us a living.

Rather, it is we who owes the world a living – our own.

This ends our first reading.

Second Reading
“The Spirit that Reveals Itself…” by Rev. Earl Holt

Our second reading this morning

Is from another Unitarian Universalist minister, a mentor of mine Rev. Earl Holt,

Who in this passage speaks about the spirit that reveals itself in the everyday,

Ordinary experiences of life:

“We may see the world as merely the world,” he begins.

“Or we may experience an intimation of something else, something infinite and wonderful.  

A few weeks ago, in the early evening, I came out from a downtown hotel where I had

Conducted a wedding and started driving west.

The sun had just set and the sky was golden everywhere.

I was preoccupied with my own thoughts, locked into myself, but fortunately I came out

Of my self-preoccupation just long enough to notice the sky, really to see it,

And to be transported for an instant by a vision of glorious beauty, something huge

And transcendent that took me out of myself and carried me away and beyond,

A revelation of the infinite. 

How many other such moments that may have passed by me that day I do not know,

But I suspect there were many.

‘Only that day dawns to which we are awake,’ Thoreau said.

The spirit that reveals itself in ordinary moments and speaks to us in the language of everyday experience may be a profound source of our faith.

“Awakening”
Last year the president of the Unitarian Univeralist Association,

Reverend Bill Sinkford,

Caused a big stink in the denomination

When he called for “a new language of reverence”

Among those of us who are its members, ministers, and friends 

When we are charged with answering that pesky question: 

“So…what is a Unitarian Universalist?”

“When most of us answer,” he says,

“We tend to go to the Seven Principles,”

which for those of you who are new here speak about 

1. The inherent worth of every person;

2. Justice and Equity in human relations;

3. Acceptance of one another,

…..and so on.  

(You can find them listed, by the way, in the front of the hymnal – 

I encourage you to take a look if my sermon starts to nosedive).

“These principles serve us well as a covenant,”

Sinkford continues,

“presenting a vision of a more just world on which we agree,

whatever our theology.

But I wonder whether the language of the Principles 

Is sufficient to capture our individual search for meaning and truth.”

Says another Unitarian minister, David Bumbaugh,

“We do a great job manning the ramparts of reason

and are prepared to defend the citadel of the mind,

but in the process we have lost the ability to speak of that which is sacred, holy,

and of ultimate importance to us;

a language which allows us to enter into 

a critical dialogue with the religious community at large.”

And as if this challenge of coming up a “language of reverence”

Wasn’t hard enough,

Sinkford encouraged us at the time to come up with something

We could say in the time it takes to take an elevator ride - an elevator speech if you will-

To share with those not familiar with our way of faith.

It’s almost like he said: “I want you to speak of that which is sacred, holy, and of ultimate importance to you.

You’ve got 45 seconds.  Start….now!”

Leave it up the to the Unitarians to give holiness, transcendence, 

Truth and meaning a time limit.

It would be funny if it wasn’t so illuminating about how we live

And kind the kind of time we are able to give things that really matter to us.

Before I continue

I should say that I really don’t mind the request to come up 

With some concise, reverential descriptions about our faith,

As long as we remain humble in the exercise and 

Remember that when walking in the domain of passion and mystery,

Of longing and love,

(which, for me, is really the most interesting territory of religion)

It is always best to leave partly described what can only be partly described.

But at the same time I feel ready to work on my “elevator speech,”

I also feel some resistance, as some of you may,

With using more traditional and explicit “religious language” to describe my way of feeling, believing, and valuing.

And I think this resistance is about more than my identity as a Unitarian Universalist,

Which because of our aversion to creeds and dogma is often characterized

as the “anti-religion religion.”

I think this resistance that I feel, and that you may feel,

is actually more of a modern response to the modern

And secular age we live in;

An age when education, economic progress, and scientific inquiry

have caused many to doubt, or consider as irrational some of religion’s traditional claims

About heaven, earth, and our place in between. 

Add to this the fact that in our modern age, the last two years in particular,

We have been witnesses to what happens when religious passion 

is harnessed to exert power, commit destruction, cause murder, 

claim exclusive rights to the truth,

And pitch country against country and person against person

In battles for life and death.

“Religion brought those towers down,” it was said two years ago of the attacks on the World Trade Center.

“Religion drove those planes into the buildings,” it was remarked.

 As one New York clergyman put not long ago:

“To be open to faith takes vulnerability,

 And some people aren’t willing to do that anymore because we’ve been burned – some literally – by religion.”

So what do we do, we moderns who strive to be rational;

We moderns who have been “burned” by religion –either by what we saw on 9/11,

what we experienced in the faith traditions of our childhood,

or what we see on the evening news or in the daily headlines?

Do we speak out against religion?

Do we stop using the word altogether, choosing instead more secular language,

And a perspective to go along with that language,

That describes the world merely as a world, a world where there is no room 

For words that speak about the spirit, 

words that intimate of things below and beyond,

words that tell of the infinite and the wonderful?

In our modern age you have to admit that we don’t get much room or time

To answers these questions in nuanced, fleshed out way.

Remember, you’ve got to be able to say what you are,

And what you believe, in the time it takes to take an elevator ride,

And God help you if you’re in a building that only has two floors.

Either you say you’re religious, and accept the risk of being thought irrational, superstitious, or triumphant in your beliefs.

Or you say you’re not, and accept the fact that others, perhaps yourself among them,

Will label you as a cool, unflinching rational who sees the world just as it is.

You’re either for it or against it.

Believer or athiest.

One of the saved or one of the damned.

And not-with-standing the elevator speech,

Religious confessor or Unitarian Univesalist.

Well, as you might guess – I don’t buy it.

And I don’t think I’m alone.

We can protest against religion all we want, 

Take out the word,

Strip ourselves of all the icons, the complex metaphysics,

The God talk, the smells and the bells, the creeds and the deeds

And what we’re left with,

the impulse that all these things were designed to serve and glorify in the first place,

is that the world is more infinite and wonderful and mysterious than our lives,

where we spend so much time locked into ourselves, would have us believe.

We can take out the word religion, but we can’t take away the longing.  

We can’t remove the feeling.

We all know it deep down!

We’ve all had those experiences like the one that Rev. Holt describes in our reading,

When as if from some deep sleep

We awaken, startled, by the sun setting and the sky golden everywhere;

Or awaken, startled, by our child being born;

Or by looking into the eyes of our lover,

Or standing high on a mountain in early morning, watching the world unfold like a rose.

We’ve all had those experiences when we recognize:

“Wow!  I’m connected to something larger here, something beyond and transcendent, 

something infinite, something wonderful.”

And because we’ve all had these experiences

All of us also must wonder, when we at our most humble and vulnerable, 

How many ordinary moments has the infinite revealed itself to us

And we have failed to notice, been lost in ourselves and our worries,

And asleep to all the ways that life is a gift and that it is we who owes the world a living

And not the other way around.

My own elevator speech – I need to have one because I do this for a living - has grown out of vulnerable times just like this.

And on that elevator I’ll tell you, despite my resistance, that I’m a religious guy,

So religious that I’m even a minister,

And that’s because for me religion is all about helping myself

And other people be awake to the depths and possibilities 

Revealed in ordinary life and every day experience.

And before the doors open I’ll tell you that the spirit that reveals itself to us in the language of daily life is my profound source of faith, even if I often fail

To measure up to my faith and I am not as attentive as I should be.

And as we leave to go our separate ways I’ll tell you that like anything of value,

this faith takes work – it takes attention and daily devotion.

It takes a constant awakening.

“The invariable mark of wisdom,” wrote Ralph Waldo Emerson,

is an ability to see the miraculous in the common.”

This morning I hope you will also begin to talk about this ability

As the mark of your religion.

Unitarian Universalism affirms a spirituality that is rooted in this world,

And to borrow a phrase from the evangelicals, part of being born again,

In a Unitarian Universalist way,

Lies in waking up to the fact that all of life is a gift.

The world does not owe us a living.  It is we who owes the world a living – our own.

I end with part of poem from Mary Oliver:

What did you notice?

The dew-snail;

The low-flying sparrow;

The bat, on the wind, in the dark;

The blouse of the goldenrod.

What did you hear?

The thrush greeting in the morning;

The salty talk of the wren,

Then the deep cup of the hour of silence.

What was most tender?

The tall, tall banks of sand;

The clam, clamped down.

The kinks and turns of the tupelo’s body;

What was most wonderful?

The sea, and its wide shoulders;

The sea and its triangles;

The sea lying back on its long athlete’s spine.

What did you think was happening?

The green breast of the hummingbird;

The eye of the pond;

The wet face of the lily;

The up-swing, the down-pour, the frayed sleeve of the first snow – 

And so, in all the ways, do the gods shake us from our sleep.

Amen.

Sept. 28, 2003,

Reading
The Shape of Our Journey by Marilyn Sewell

Because I need all the help I can get

I’ve recently taken to reading sermon collections

For ideas, direction, and inspiration.

In one of my recent wanderings

I came across this passage by Marilyn Sewell,

Who is Unitarian Universalist minister out in Oregon,

Which I thought fit nicely with our theme of journeys

And how we come to be where we are.

She begins…

“One of the ways we folks in the Western world have of avoiding reality,

and our God, is to conceptualize the world as working almost

exclusively on a linear plane.

Each of us is supposed to develop,

Even spiritually, according to certain steps.

In our work lives, we set goals and objectives and move toward them.

We’re even supposed to grieve in stages.  It’s all so logical.  So clean.

We get to have the illusion of control, but there’ a trade-off:

We never get real, and we rarely find our god.

What if we conceptualize our lives differently?

What if – instead of a march upward and onward –

The journey is more like a circle?

What if we leave the home of the self only to return again and again to the self,

To the same person,

And yet to a person paradoxically transformed?

To see our lives this way, it helps immensely to understand deep within

Our bones that we are really going nowhere,

That even as we are born and experience the loss of our first home, our mother’s womb,

And gain the world,

We move again and again, until we give up the mortal flesh

And move again to the realm of the soul.

There will come a time of the harvest.  Our plans, our schemes,

Our dreams of conquest will vanish, whether we are a hungry beggar

Or a person of power or wealth.

The journey is all we have, and the journey is a circle.”

This ends our reading.






“Questing”

My plan for this sermon is to take a lovely little thought

And drive it into the ground.

I’ll try to do this as gracefully as I can.

The lovely little thought,

The one I’m sure we often tell ourselves is true

Even if we don’t always live our lives as though it were true,

Is the one that Marilyn Sewell captures nicely our reading:

“It helps to understand deep within our bones that we are really going no where,” she says.  “The journey is all we have.”

Now I don’t about you, 

But there was a good long time in my life, sometimes even now,

When I really resisted believing the whole idea that it is the journey,

And not the destination, that matters and counts for something.

The example that comes to mind is 

The t-shirt that really grabbed me as a teenager in the late eighties,

The one meant to poke fun at the culture of the time,

But that made me wonder in a kind of hopeful way.

It was the one that on the front exclaimed in big, bold letters:

 “Whoever dies with the most toys wins!”

Though crass, the proclamation at least pretended that there might be rules to life,

That living is actually for something,

Something which can be measured and tested,

Something which people can actually win at and be rewarded for. 

It wasn’t the toys, of course, that I wanted (they would be the extra rewards).

It was the certainty.  

It was the sense that life promised something, something more, at the end,

And that I could measure myself along the way.

It was the illusion of control that I wanted most.

Years later, with a decent, but by no means

Winning collection of toys in my possession,

Necessity has demanded that I adopt a different philosophy,

One that emphasizes the process more than the product.

And this, I think, is where the jokes become a little fewer and farther between

Because in the search for this philosophy, this attitude, this religion, even,

What one begins to realize is how hard it is – for me, for you, for all of us – 

To really think of our lives as less of a march to something,

And more of a journey through.

We just don’t seem equipped for it.

We’re always moving toward something – 

Be it those goals at work or that diploma at school,

Or maybe it’s retirement, 

or if you’re like me and have little kids in the house,

Maybe it’s being able to wake up in morning on your own, according to your own schedule,

Or maybe the thing you’re moving toward the most is simply tomorrow.

“If I can just make it to tomorrow,” we say.  “Then everything will good.  All will be okay.”

And I don’t know why this is.

I don’t know if it’s how we’re wired, or if it’s what happens when

We no longer have to spend all our time thinking about our day to day needs. 

I don’t know if we respond this way because it gives us control,

Or if it helps to imagine our lives as always progressing.

Or if it is reassuring, and sometimes even true,

to think that we are moving onward and upward

Rather than just around and around.

Whatever the reason is – and I suspect it is all these, and more – 

I have a hunch that for many the journey just isn’t enough anymore.

Those sermons about living in the moment; 

those bumper stickers about awakening to the day;

Those office posters about how it’s the search that matters and not the discovery,

Just don’t seem to cut it.

We’re still restless.  We want answers.  

We want to know that all our effort and sweat, however we expend it,

Is worth something and for something.

If there’s one thing that all the world’s religions agree on 

its that life isn’t just a journey.  

It’s a pilgrimage and a quest as well – a journey toward Mecca, a quest for God,

A longing for Enlightenment, 

A search for meaning, a seeking for fulfillment, a hunger for wholeness.

In my preparations for this sermon I found it interesting, and telling,

The that word question is derived from the Latin quaerere,

Which means “to seek,”  

Which also has the same root as the word quest.
This seems to make sense.

We live in questioning times.

Every day seems to bring with it new headlines about 

threats seen and unseen.

We’ve got a recovering economy that is straining our ability

To actually understand what the word recovery is supposed to mean

if it doesn’t mean improvement.

Massachusetts has the highest unemployment rate in 9 years.

In Iraq, our soldiers and their civilians are dying weekly and often daily,

Months after the war has officially ended.

All of this, and more, brings with it a certain degree of confusion

And concern, and questions…

And a searching and a seeking for something more than the passing gratifications

of the ‘shop till you drop’ offerings at the strip mall,

And the nightly distractions offered on the television.

There is, I think, a spiritual uprising in our midst,

A questioning of what we have and how we live,

And also a questing for something different – something more than we already have

And something more than day-to-day living allows.

Though this is more anecdotal than evidential of my hunch,

I think it is interesting that two weeks

More than 13,000 thousand people filled the Fleet Center in downtown Boston to see and hear the Dalai Lama, the spiritual leader of the Tibetan people.

Several days before that 1,500 hundred scientists – scientists!!

Spent a few days with the Dalai Lama at MIT talking about the brain, Buddhism, and what happens to us when we meditate.

Elsewhere, some are returning to ancient formulas and symbols in the hope they can be restored.

Some are taking comfort in ritual.

And more dangerously, some are longing to return to some “golden age”

When the world was as it was before it somewhere or somehow got ruined.

And some, some of us here,

Have come here to this church for our first time or our fifth or our fiftieth time

Where we can link our religious quest with a community of others for support

And mutual edification.

What is it?

What can be heard in these varied choruses of questing?

What is the common thread?

I think, and this is just another hunch of mine,

I think it is succinctly summed up in the idea of ‘communion.’

It is an ancient idea and a modern one as well.

Ancient and largely rejected among us is the idea of the consumption

Of bread and wine in the rite of Holy Communion.

Contemporary and widely felt is the hunger for community,

The feeling that we belong somewhere, 

The sense that we are connected to ourselves and our souls,

Connected to each other and

And connected to something that is larger than we are.

Though we might not have thought of it this way,

Most of us seek communion – we hunger for community.

Most of us do not wish to go through life unknown and unconnected,

Unaware of the present moment and unfocused on the relationships that we already have.

 “The fundamental problem of life is not a lack of opportunity,”

says Sister Joan Chittister, a Benedictine nun.

“It is a lack of connections to the soul and to each other,

of what Confucians call ‘righteousness,’ of what Buddhists call ‘awareness,’

of what Jews call ‘tsedakah,’ of what Christians call ‘contemplative consciousness.’”

I am reminded here of the story about the disciple, who being young and eager

On his first day of training,

Asks the elder: “Where shall I look for Enlightenment?

“Here,” the elder said.

“When will it happen?” the disciple asked.  

“It is happening right now,” the elder answered.

“Then why don’t I experience it?” the disciple continued.

“Because you do not look,” the elder said.

“But what should I look for?” the disciple continued.

“Nothing.  Just look.”  The elder said.

“But at what?” the disciple asked again.

“At anything your eyes alight upon,” the elder answered.

“But I must I look in a special kind of way?” the disciple went on.

“No.  The ordinary way will do,” the elder said.

“But don’t I always look the ordinary way?” the disciple said.

“No, you don’t,” the elder said.

“But why ever not?” the disciple asked.

“Because to look you must be here.  You’re mostly somewhere else,”

the elder said.

It is a telling observation about most of us at one time or another.

In our journeys.  On our pilgrimages.  

In our questions and our questing,

How often are we mostly somewhere else?

How well do we look in an ordinary way at our lives for the answers we seek?

How far do we go in our search for communion, 

when the connections we need are right here, to our souls and to each other?

“The journey is all we have, and the journey is a circle,” suggests Marilyn Sewell.

And so it is, because when the circle comes around

And we come back to ourselves and to each other from some place else,

There is a sense of peace, of connection to all that is.

It’s like that feeling we get when nothing more is missing,

That moment when we know that what we have is all we need.

“All you have is your soul,” sings Tracy Chapman.

She’s right.

Take your journey there.

Quest after the soul of who you are, and find your community

In the souls of those who stand near.

The journey is all we have, and the journey is a circle.

Amen.

First Reading:


Our first reading this morning is from a preface to a book “Life Lessons” by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross.

“Our lessons in life involve working on our smallness;

they involve getting rid of our negativity and finding the best in

ourselves and each other.

These lessons are the windstorms of life; they make us who we are.

We are here to heal one another and heal ourselves.

Not healing as in physical recovery, but a much deeper healing.

The healing of our spirits.

The healing of our souls.

When we talk about learning our lessons,

We’re talking about getting rid of unfinished business.

Unfinished business is one of our most significant problems in life, and its also

The primary issue we address as we face death – 

Because many people, many of us,

Expend a tremendous amount of energy keeping a lid on their unfinished business – 

[on questions] such as “Yes, I may have made a nice living…

but did I ever take time out to really live?”

Second Reading
From There is a Season by Joan Chittister

Our second reading is from a series of reflections on the book of Ecclesiastes by Benedictine nun Joan Chittister.

“For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven:

a time to be born and a time to die;

a time to plant and a time to pluck up what is planted;

A time to kill, and a time to heal.

There is, indeed, a time to heal,

Important to the healthy, essential to the strong, waiting its moment in each of us.

Healing eludes us, however.

People die and leave us aching.

Old hurts sear.

Around us, like ghosts in the night,,

Our world erupts in violence and brutality as we watch helpless on our television screens.

Inside ourselves we feel the pain; outside ourselves we wear a calloused look.

All too often what we cannot resolve we repress.

What we cannot control we constrain.

And we do not heal.

The work fails.

The relationship ends.

The Future clouds.

The sands shift.

And we come to the point when we would rather die inside that try again to reshape

What would not bend.

Indeed, there is, for us all, a time to heal.  

But the question is how?
I think healing depends on our wanting to be well.

It means that I must not choose to imprison myself in my own pain.

Whatever has harmed us, whatever we have harmed – the betrayal,

The dishonesty, the mockery, the broken promises –

There is more to life than these.

When the wounding is over,

There is nothing to do but get up and go on,

In a different direction to be sure, but on…

Definitely on.

Here ends our reading. 

“Healing”

In the fall of 1977, A. Bartlett Giamatti,

President of Yale University, future Commissioner of Baseball,

And lifelong Red Sox fan,

Said this after yet another losing season:

“It breaks your heart,” he said.  “It is designed to break your heart.

The game begins in spring, when everything else begins again,

And it blossoms in summer,

Filling the afternoons and evenings,

And then as soon as the chill rains come,

It stops and leaves you to face the fall alone.

You count it, rely on it to buffer the passage of time,

To keep the memory of sunshine and high skies alive,

And then just when the days are all twilight, when you need it most, it stops.

Today, October 2nd, 1977, a Sunday of rain and broken branches and leaf-clogged drains

And slick streets, it stopped, and summer was gone.”

It is October in Red Sox Nation

And even though the team is still playing 

And there is a chance that the curse of the Bambino will be lifted

And the long-suffering Red Sox fan will be carried into the arms of angels

On the wings of a World Series victory,

It seems like a good time for a sermon about healing

and how to recover from wounds that last.

Not being a New England native – 

I grew up rooting for the Cardinals in St. Louis and, 

Not meaning to stoke the fires of envy here,

even watched them win it all in 1982

On a television rolled into my 5th grade classroom – 

I never understood what it could do to a person, to a team, to a whole city and to a region,

To carry disappointment pent-up inside oneself from one year to the next,

With no means for release or repair.

Since 1918, when the Red Sox last won it all, 

there has been nothing quite like

A Red Sox fan in October.

Even the attempts at giving hope and offering comfort seem pretty dismal.

“Cheer up!” one popular t-shirt proclaims.  “Anyone can have a bad century.”

Well – 

Whether you’re a baseball fan or not,

Whether the Red Sox pull it off or not,

We are in the season of self-assessment, of taking stock of things,

Of dealing with what Elizabeth Kubler-Ross calls the “unfinished business”

In our life – the questions we’ve left unanswered;

The healing we’ve waited to do.

Outside the cool air is returning.

At home we have started to close the windows,

Re-learning the art of hunkering down as evening descends.

In these days we are drawn inside - physically, emotionally, spiritually.

 “Not for nothing do they call it fall,” wrote Boston Globe columnist James Carroll

in his column this past Tuesday.

“Autumn points beyond itself to a season of introspection.

For once we are quiet as our eyes call upon the ears.

Looking becomes a way of listening to what the trees are saying.

Within each autumn leaf to the stunning vistas of the distant hills,

We know very well that this annual high point enshrines the instant of decline.”

Last week in my sermon I spent a lot of time talking about the journeys we take

In our search for meaning and wholeness in life,

And at the end of the sermon I encouraged us in our searching

To come back to ourselves and to the soul of who we are for the answers that we seek.

The part that I didn’t talk about was what happens when we get there -

When we do that introspection, when we go inside,

When we hunker down with ourselves and truly listen to what our souls are telling us 

And we discover…

“Now wait a minute!  Hold on!  There is a lot of unfinished business here.

There are a lot of questions I haven’t asked before.

There are a lot of feelings I didn’t know I had: 

Why am I am doing what I am doing?

How good am I at taking time to really live as I make my living?

And….what’s this wound?

Am I still grieving the loss of that job?

Have I not healed from the loss of that person that I love?

Have I not forgiven that old grievance?

Have I not forgiven myself for all the ways that I may fail?

Have I been less than I could have been?

Have I done too little?

Have I not been all that I know I can be and should be

For those whom I love, for the community that is mine,

For people near and people afar?

Does it make a difference, however big or small, how I live?

These are among the big questions,

And no matter how well-adjusted or accomplished we may be on the outside,

for must of us these questions are right here, 
resting beneath the surface,

looking for a way out; waiting to be answered.

As many of you may know, 

Tonight at sundown begins the Jewish custom of Yom Kippur,

The Day of Atonement,

The day when one asks God for forgiveness for the promises

Broken and unmet,

For the failures of the year,

So that the proverbial slate can be wiped clean

And one can go out into the world renewed and ready

To fully appreciate the gifts of life and the beauty of things.

A number of things interest me about this Day of Atonement,

Perhaps the most significant being that

The tradition aside,

I don’t think there are many ways in modern life

For us to respond to the very real broken-ness and wounding

we all experience from time to time.

In our culture of success there just isn’t a lot of room for failures and frailty.

“I’m fine,” we say when we do not mean it.

“Nothing’s wrong,” we say when we seethe with hurt.

“That’s life,” we snap when life has struck us so hard we would prefer no life at all.

“Just ignore it,” we say when hurt drives out joy, stamps down trust, 

and consumes our hearts.

“That’s baseball in New England,” we sigh as the Sox die yet another early death in the October playoffs.

Oh sure, we may differ about whether it is God, or Buddha, or Jesus, or Allah or each other that we should go to for our healing and renewal,

But the more pragmatic, universal problem,

The one that calls out for a religious response from all of us no matter what our beliefs,

Is the problem of whether or not we attend to our failures and frailties;

Whether or not we address that unfinished business, those unanswered questions

within ourselves;

Whether or not we hold onto our wounds or answer the longing to be healed.

As Joan Chittister reminds us in our reading, the choice is ours -

Healing depends on our wanting to be well.

All this reminds me of that story in the gospel of Mark 

About the woman who, having been sick for twelve years,

Comes up behind Jesus and touches his cloak and at that moment feels her body begin to get well again.

Feeling the energy surge from him,

And knowing that something important has happened,

He turns and sees the woman, and right then and there she pours out her story –

How she believed that even if all she could do was touch his cloak, she would get well.

Hearing this, Jesus said, “Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace…”

The point of this story, of course, is not the miracle.

It is not about Jesus and whether or not we believe that he and his cloak had magical healing powers.

It is the fact that the woman’s capacity to get well was in her all along.

“Your faith has made you well,” Jesus said.

It’s not about me.  It’s about you.  It’s about your wanting to be well.

It is, I think, a story that raises questions for us all.

In our vulnerability, in our frailty, in our failures, 

How good are we at asking for help?

After we have done the introspection and owned up to our unfinished business,

How willing are we to share ourselves fully with someone else, revealing both the things

We’re proud of and the things we’re not.

When we’ve been wounded or done the wounding,

How able are we to forgive, or seek out forgiveness for ourselves?

These are the questions that the season of autumn asks of us;

That the tradition of Atonement asks of us;

That the practice of turning inward, if we choose to do it, asks of us.

We may choose to respond or we may choose to ignore,

But what we cannot forget is that healing depends on our wanting to be well,

And wellness, I think we’ll agree, is something that our world so desperately needs.

As a Jewish friend of mine said to me when explaining Yom Kippur:

“The point of atonement is not atonement.  The point of repentance is not repentance.

The point of all this confessing is not to bring us to our knees.

We’re already there!

Yom Kippur is, instead, a call to action.  It is a healing.  It is a way of attending to all my unfinished business so that I can be fully present and attentive to the gifts of life.”

Forgiveness, whether we give or get it, can be a profound source of healing.

This season, as you do your introspection,

As you discover that old grudge,

Feel the burden of that fresh grievance,

Remember that dream deferred,

Retrace the edges of that life-long wound,

I hope you will find your healing and I hope you will forgive.

As Elizabeth Kubler-Ross reminds us,

Our lessons in life involve working on our smallness,

Getting rid of our negativity and finding the best in ourselves and each other.

We are here to heal one another and we are here to heal ourselves.

Amen.

First Reading:


Our first reading this morning is from an excerpt written by Paul McCartney – yes,

That Paul McCartney.  I was put onto it by a mentor of mine, Roger Paine

Who shared it with his congregation in Lincoln last year:

I was going through a really difficult time around the autumn of 1968.

It was late in the Beatles’ career and we had begun making a new album –

And as a group we were starting to have problems.

I think I was sensing that the Beatles were breaking up, so I was staying up too late,

Drinking, doing drugs, clubbing, the way a lot people were at the time.

I was really living and playing hard.

The other guys we are all living out in the country with their partners,

But I was still a bachelor in London – and I was exhausted.

One night, somewhere between deep sleep and insomnia,

I had the most comforting dream about my mother, who died when I was only fourteen.

She had been a nurse, very hardworking,

Because she wanted the best for us.

At night when she would come home, she would cook, so we didn’t have a lot of time with

Each other.

But she was just a very comforting presence in my life.  And when she died, one of the difficulties I had,

As the years went by, was that I couldn’t recall her face so easily.  That’s how it is for everyone, I think.  As each day goes by, you just can’t bring their faces into your mind;

You have to use photographs and reminders like that.

So in this dream twelve years later, my mother appeared, and there was her face,

Completely clear,

Particularly her eyes;

And she said to me very gently, very reassuringly, “Let it be.”

It was lovely.  I woke up with a great feeling.  It was really like she had visited me

At this very difficult point in my life and gave me this message: Be gentle, don’t fight things…it will work out.

So, being a musician, I went over to the piano and started writing a song: “When I find myself in times of trouble, Mother Mary comes to me”…Mary was my mother’s name…

“Speaking words of wisdom, let it be.  There will be an answer, let it be.”

It didn’t take long.  I wrote the main body of the song in one go, and then the subsequent

Verses developed from there: “When all the broken-hearted people living in the world

Agree, there will be answer, let it be, let it be.”

So those words are really very special to me, because not only did my mum come to me

In a dream and reassure me with them at a difficult time,

But also, by putting them into a song and recording it with the Beatles,

It [has become] almost like a hymn – a reassuring, healing statement for other people, too.

Second Reading

Our second reading is a collection of verses from the book of Proverbs.  

Proverbs is sometimes heavy-handed with its advice,

And it has a fairly old-world ring to it, with a high focus on the discipline 

And punishment of children.

But there are also some very beautiful words – here’s a taste:

When I was a boy in my father’s house, still tender,

And an only child of my mother, he taught me and said,

“Lay hold of my words with all your heart – get wisdom, get understanding;

do not forget my words or swerve from them.

Do not forsake wisdom, 

And she will protect you; love her, and she will watch over you.

Though it cost all you have, get understanding.

Esteem her, and she will exalt you; embrace her, and she will honor you.

Even a child is known by his or her actions, by whether their conduct is pure and right.

[So] train up a child in the way he or she should go: and when they are old, they will 

not depart from it.

The Things We Teach

In one of those rare moments when the stars align

And my selection of a sermon topic makes me seem smarter than I am,

Two days ago I discovered, by accident,

That today is what is known as The Children’s Sabbath,

Which is part of a nonpartisan, nonsectarian movement in this nation

 To take a look at the state of our children and rededicate ourselves to their well-being.

I learned about this long after I decided to put together a sermon about 

The things we teach our children,

But I’ll accept the coincidence nonetheless 

and try to make it look intentional.

The thing that actually got me headed in this direction

Was a story I heard about the life of Lee Boyd Malvo, 

18 years old this year,

who in several weeks time will go on trial in suburban Virginia.

Along with John Allen Muhammad, 42 years old,

Malvo is charged with thirteen shootings,

Ten of them fatal,

During a three-week period in October of last year 

That spread terror across the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area.

Because of Malvo’s youth,

His participation in the shootings also caused many of us to reflect, again,

On the state of our children and how they can be influenced.

“How could this have happened?” it was asked a year ago.

“How could a boy do such terrible things?” 

In the story I heard of Lee Malvo’s life, the regular culprits were alive and on the scene –

He grew up poor in Jamaica, alone with his mother,

And they moved from island to island so that she could find work.

When he was fourteen Malvo met an American named John Muhammad,

The father figure he never had,

And together, at his mother’s urging, they formed a deep and lasting connection.

Eventually, Malvo moved to the States with Muhammad, again at his mother’s urging,

In the hope her son would get new and better opportunities.

Staying behind in the Caribbean to save money for the day when she could join her son in America,

Malvo’s mother, over a period of several years, found her son increasingly distant.

“It got to the point where he wouldn’t even accept my phone calls,” she said in a recent television interview.

“He said Muhammad wouldn’t allow it.”

The next time she heard about her son was when he was arrested for the shootings.

This week, an article in the Boston Globe

Said that Malvo’s lawyers intend to pursue an insanity defense,

Saying Muhammad had so indoctrinated his young companion 

That Malvo could no longer tell right from wrong.

“If I just could have been there,” Malvo’s mother said in her interview.

“If I just could have been there none of this would have happened.”

Though the story of Lee Malvo is extreme,

What grabbed my attention was the notion of Malvo’s “indoctrination”

By this older man who was his mentor and father-like figure.

And because I have children of my own (I still can’t quite get used to that being plural!),

And because all of us, even if you don’t have kids, 

Are put into situations all the time here at the church, in your work-life or school life,

In your neighborhood or community,

When we end up serving as someone’s mentor or guide,

The question that comes to mind is: 

What do we teach?  

What messages do we send with our words and by our actions to the

Children in our lives?

If we came to our children in a dream, as Paul McCartney’s mother did for him,

What words would we leave behind?

How do we train up our children in the ways they should go,

so that when we are not there they will still know how to choose right from

wrong?

How do we, in other words, avoid the desperate lament of Lee Malvo’s mother:

“If I just could have been there, then (fill in the blank) would not have happened?”

To help get at some of these questions,

I asked several men and women from this congregation

To think back to their childhood and call to mind an adult – 

A parent, a teacher, a coach, a relative, a minister – 

Who said or did something in their presence that made a difference in who they

Are.

Their stories are wonderful, and I noticed several themes:

The first is that good things happen 

When someone takes a genuine interest in who we are, 

And without judgement, receives us and listens to what we have to say.

One man tells the story of his godfather, a self-educated, thoughtful guy

Who taught him to play chess, think patiently,

And allowed him to replay the game with certain moves.

“The lesson was one of kind guidance,” the man wrote.

“He was a great listener and he always waited for an answer, your answer.

It left me with a wonderful sense of self-worth.”

Being listened to was especially important for one woman,

Who said that the best thing her mom ever did for her was let her make her own mistakes.

“And I made some doozies of mistakes,” the woman wrote.

“But she helped me learn from them and never gave me the ‘I told you so.’

In the stories people gave me,

what also became clear is that

Sometimes it takes more than just being listened to.

It also requires that we are really seen by someone

In ways we had never imagined,

So that we can step outside the limits of our own self-perceptions.

One woman remembers being introduced by an English professor during her senior year

In college as “one of the best writers in the department.”

“I remember being really floored and flabbergasted [because] I did not have that

perception of myself at all.

But it has sustained me, though, through these years, and I am a more confident writer

Because of it.”

Another woman remembers the teacher who,

Before her class went off to high school,

Helped everyone put together a yearbook

With the added surprise of a prophesy for each child.

Without exception the futures she predicted for everyone were positive

And showed that she really “got” each kid.

 “She was the teacher who pushed me to do my best work

When my motivation flagged,” the woman wrote.  

“She was the first person who even gave me the idea that I could go to college,

And I remain to this day one of the few members of my family who has any education

Past high school.”

The stories I collected also revealed that we need to be seen not only

For what we can be, but also for what we should be – 

People who can see us through a kind of “corrective lens”

So that we can get back on track when we go off course.

This theme was captured best in the story of the woman 

Who, as a 10-year-old girl, was in the back seat of her father’s car

With a group of friends giggling and being ‘catty’ 

About another girl in their class.

She writes, “All the girls had been delivered to their homes and it was just Dad and me.”

 “I don’t remember how the conversation began,

but I could tell by the tone of his voice that he was upset with me

for talking about people behind their backs.

I think the old adage ‘walked a mile in their moccasins’ might

Have been part of the conversation.

45 years later I can’t say that I never get drawn into the sorry sport

of judging and criticizing others, but its always been Dad’s voice

that I’ve heard over the years when I’ve found myself in these conversations

and its that voice that tempers my own.”

There is the old cliché that when our kids are watching, we hope 

We’re doing the right thing.

But as this story reveals, 

What we also need is someone watching closely enough

To call us to task when we are less than our best selves.

And this leads me to the final theme I found in some of the stories I got -

Stories that told of the hurt and lingering pain

when the need to be watched over is unmet;

when one’s questions were put down and one’s feelings criticized.

Some of us have memories of daily judgement,

Of being left on our own to discover our potential,

Or finding out, sometimes too late, that we have been off track

And without anyone around to help us get back to where we need to be.

These stories remind us that we don’t need to look in the paper

And read about young men like Lee Boyd Malvo

To know that they are many missed opportunities out there for 

Mentoring, guidance, and teaching.

These stories are right here as well,

In the lives of some of us; in the lives of some of our children.

So the question is – what we do with all these stories?

What do they have to tell us?

I think they tell us that its all about people 

and about taking the time to really see each other.

They tell us, without exception, that what matters most 

Is whether or not someone makes the effort to listen;

Someone who can see us for who we are and what we can be – 

someone who will love us, no matter what.

And they tell us that its never too late to learn a new lesson,

Gain some new understanding, 

or share some words of wisdom with someone

during a difficult time.

As one woman wisely remarked at the end of her story:

“Over the years as we all know, the lessons never end –

and isn’t that the good news!”

Isn’t that the good news, indeed.

Whether the child within you needs healing or 

A child somewhere in your life needs understanding,

I ask you this morning to share your wisdom, give them your listening ear,

And take the time to really see.

Become a mentor for our youth here at the church.

Sign up for the class that I will be offering in November about how to answer our kid’s

Questions about religion.

Or simply sit down with that child in your life and let them tell you their story.

As the family psychologist Urie Brofenbrenner once said,

“What kids need most in life is someone who is crazy about them.”

So let us go out and be that someone.

Amen!

NOVEMBER 2003 Sermons: 

Nov. 2, Heaven?,

Nov. 9, On the Ramparts, 

Nov. 16, Love is for Free,  

Nov. 23, Gratitude is an Attitude

First Reading

Our first reading this morning

Is a poem by last year’s poet laureate, Billy Collins,

And you can find it in a collection of his poems called Questions About Angels.

The poem’s title is “The Afterlife.”

While you were preparing for your sleep, brushing your teeth,

Or rifling through a magazine in bed,

The dead of the day are setting out on their journey.

They are moving off in all imaginable directions,

Each according to his and hers private belief,

And this is the great secret that silent Lazarus would not reveal:

That everyone is right, it turns out.

You go to the place you always thought you would go,

The place you kept lit in an alcove in your head.

Some are being shot up a funnel of flashing colors

Into a zone of light, white as a January sun.

Others are standing naked before a forbidding judge who sits

With a golden ladder on one side, a coal chute on the other.

Some have already joined the celestial choir

And are singing as if they have been doing this forever,

While the less inventive find themselves stuck

In a big air-conditioned room full of food and chorus girls.

There are those who are squeezing into the bodies

Of animals – eagles and leopards – and one trying on

The skin of a monkey like a tight suit,

Ready to begin another life in a more simple key,

While others float off into some benign vagueness,

Little units of energy heading for the ultimate elsewhere.

There are even a few classicists being led to an underworld

By a mythological creature with a beard and hooves.

He will bring them to the mouth of a furious cave

Guarded over by Edith Hamilton and her three-headed dog.

The rest just lie on their backs in their coffins

Wishing they could return so they could learn Italian

Or see the pyramids, or play some golf in a light rain.

They wish they could wake in the morning like you

And stand at a window examining the winter trees,

Every branch traced with the ghost writing of snow.

Second Reading
Our second reading this morning,

selected from a sermon by the German theologian Paul Tillich,

was one that I chanced upon this week as I did my reflection for today’s service.

It is taken from a collection of sermons by Tillich called The Shaking of the Foundations.

“Death,” Tillich begins,

“is one of those threads that is woven into the design of our existence,

from its very beginning to its very end.

It is a shaping force through our whole body and soul in every moment.

And the face of every person shows the trace of the presence of death in their life,

Of her fear of death, of his courage toward death, of our resignation to death.

This frightful fact of our having to die can subject us to bondage and servitude all our life.

But we must ask ourselves what is the reason for our fear – 

Are we not finite, limited and unable to imagine or to wish for an infinite

Continuation of our lives?

And would that not be more terrible than death?

Is there not a feeling within us all of fulfillment, of satisfaction,

And of weariness with respect to life?

Is not the law “dust to dust” a natural law?

There must, I think, be something more profoundly mysterious about death

Than the natural melancholy which accompanies the realization

That we are here on this earth for only a short time.

Only we humans are able to face our death consciously,

And it is that consciousness which enables us to look at our life as a whole,

From a definite beginning to a definite end.

It is that consciousness which enables us to ask for the meaning of our life – 

A question which elevates us above our life and gives us the feeling of eternity.

Our knowledge that we have to do die is also our knowledge that we are above death.

[And so] it is our destiny to be mortal and immortal at the same time.

Heaven?

Let me begin by giving you a glimpse into how my sermon writing sometimes happens –

It’s Thursday morning

And I’m in my kitchen at home about to head off to my study here at the church

To spend the day wrestling with this sermon.

My wife Karen comes down, baby in tow, and in the back ground our 3 year-old

Is squawking as usual.

Now, almost 6 years of marriage has taught me that my wife is not a morning person,

But because I’m feeling a little bit without direction with my writing,

I ask Karen, as she is pouring her coffee:

“So, I want to give a sermon about Heaven this Sunday – what are your thoughts?”

“Heaven!?” she says, giving me one of those looks that tells me it is way to early 

for theological questions like these.

“Heaven?” she says again, emphasizing the question mark that you’ll find in today’s sermon title – 

“you mean the one filled with angels singing, clouds everywhere, pearly gates,

and relatives that I would really rather not see again? That heaven?”

“I don’t know,” I say. 

“Well – I don’t believe it.  It’s seems silly to me, that we should think this world isn’t enough,

and feel the need to invent another one…”

And then she stopped, as though she really began to consider the possibilities of the idea,

And then the baby squirmed and the 3 year-old began to squawk even louder.

And her eyes kind of raised towards the ceiling,

And she began to lose herself in the vision.

“I’ll tell you what my heaven would be,” she said.

“In this heaven I would wake up on my own every morning with 

no one around – no kids, no husbands, no theological questions,

and I would have tea waiting for me on my night stand,

and the newspaper, and a bowl of fresh strawberries,

and there would be this person who, when I raised my eyebrow,

would walk out from the shadows

and proceed to massage for feet for hours without a word of complaining.

Heaven,” she said finally with a sigh full of longing,

As though she had lost all of her good Unitarian skepticism

And was now prepared to do whatever it takes to believe in it

and make certain she gets there whenever she is finished with this earth.

Karen will tell you that she hasn’t been the same since.

She’s even more patient with us at home than she had been.  Even more calm.

Life is now just a waiting game.

Well, even though this story gives us a nice introduction to the idea of heaven,

And also hints at the rather interesting way that our pictures of an afterlife,

Even if we don’t entertain them seriously,

Can reveal what

we’re missing and longing for most in this life,

It needs to be said that thinking about heaven or immortality

Is probably one of the things that we are least likely to do or hear about

in the practice of our liberal religion.

As one of my colleagues quipped:

“In many churches, there’s talk of heaven and hell,

but we Unitarian Universalists don’t put a lot of energy into that.

Instead, we put our energy into making this world a better place.

The Kingdom of God,” she summed up, “is here on earth.”

Fair enough.  I see a few of you nodding your heads in agreement.  That says it exactly.

And so it is probably safe for me to assume that very few us here believe in a

Continuing existence after death,

And I’ll bet even fewer of us believe in the physical existence of places called

Heaven or hell where ones goes after dying.

But I still think it is an interesting question,

Not least because in America this skepticism doesn’t have much company.

As a Newsweek story about heaven published a little over a year ago pointed out,

76 percent of Americans believe in heaven,

and, of those, 71 percent think its an actual place.

The sheer numbers beg the question: What’s going on here?  What’s this about?

What leads those 76 percent to come to such a belief?

In our search for answers,

There is the temptation, which I know I have felt and that you may recognize in yourself,

To stake out a cool distance from it all,

Thinking the idea of an afterlife silly

And one that just doesn’t hold any water in our age of science and reason.

And while this may be true,

I think it is also true that our cool distance from the question of heaven also keeps us 

From looking beneath the question

Into the more universal, human, this-worldly longings that provoke it the first place.

This is why I shared that rather heavy reading from Paul Tillich.

“Death,” he tells us,

“is one of those threads which is woven into the design of our existence.

Our having to die is a shaping force through our whole body and soul in every moment.”

Now, let’s stop and think about this for a minute…

Is this true?

Do you wake up in the morning feeling yourself being shaped by the knowledge that you

Will one day no longer be here?

Does this fact, as Tillich suggests, put fear in you, subjecting you to things like bondage and servitude?

Boy, does that sound dramatic!

And I know what we’re thinking here -

Aside from wondering whether this Tillich guy could use a stiff drink and good friend to tell him, “Paul, lighten up!”

We’re thinking, “Well, no, I don’t feel myself being shaped every day by my death –

Or, at least, I try not to be.  I’m just trying to live,” we say.

“You know - Go to work.  Get home in time for dinner.

Make the coffee.  Rake the leaves. Be a better spouse or partner.  Spend more time with friends and family. Please the boss.  You know the drill.  

I’m plenty busy with the here and now,” we say with justification.

“It wouldn’t be healthy for me to dwell so intensely on whatever may happen to me tomorrow.”

And we’re right.  It wouldn’t be healthy.

We shouldn’t spend too much time speculating about our death or what will happen to us afterwards,

And we should get on with the life that is right in front of us.

But sometimes, as each of us knows, 

the life right in front of us throws us a curve –

someone we love dies unexpectedly and before we could say good-bye;

the doctor gives us a frightening diagnosis;

a car swerves too close;

the job we were pinning our hopes on falls through;

the sure-fire plans we have for the future fall away;

And it is in these curves, these vulnerable moments, that we are 

Led to ask the eternal, timeless, even immortal questions that Tillich hints at:

What I am doing with the time that I have?  Where I am headed?

Am I living my life how I would like to, and in a way that I had imagined?

What legacy, what meaning, will my living leave after I am no longer here?

And the fact that our lives have a beginning and an end,

The fact that we will die,

gives a sense of urgency to questions like these.

It tends to shake us up. It tends to make us re-evaluate things.

It tends to affect in a big way how we measure and live our days.

And this returns us, just in the nick of time, to the question of heaven.

And to the first reading I shared from Billy Collins.

“Everyone is right, as it turns out”

he tells us.

“you go to the place you always thought you would go.”
And after he opens the doors to all of us with that line,

Reminding us to check our disagreements at the door,

And after he shares a few examples of all the great possibilities 

That await us in the imaginations of our afterlife

He sends a message to all of us here,

Still grinding it out on the dusty earth.

“There are those who just lie on their backs,”

he writes.

“Wishing they could learn Italian or see the pyramids, or play

some golf in a light rain.

They wish they could wake in the morning like you

And stand at a window examining the winter trees,

Every branch traced with the ghost writing of snow.”
I don’t about you, but these lines make me feel antsy,

And a little bit guilty, too, for all the mornings I’ve squandered.

For all the winter trees I haven’t noticed.  

For all the ordinary moments I’ve let slip by.

They make me feel like I had better do the things I wish and want and hope for.

And they remind me that as long as I am living and breathing there is still time.

The lines give the reminder that for all of us there is still time.

And that, at the crux of it, is what I think is so interesting about the question of heaven

And I why I think all of us would do well to give our own version some thought.

As the story about my own wife’s version of heaven reveals,

Our imaginings about the kind of afterlife we might most like to have

Can tell us a lot about the things we may be needing today in the here and now.

I now know, for example, that I need to take the kids out of the house for a morning

And give my wife a few hours of quiet.

And as you think about your own version you may discover

That you do, in fact, need to go see those pyramids,

Or play that game of golf in the rain, or settle that old grudge,

Or chase that dream,

Or tell someone close, before that life curve comes your way,

how much you really love them.

As one of my favorite lines from a Tom Stoppard play puts it,

One which I have referred to already this year:

“Life’s bounty is in its flow from beginning to end,

teaching us at every moment that later is too late.”

This leads me, finally, to a story I read recently 

About this woman who once upon a time longed to find out what heaven is like.

She prayed constantly, “O God, grant me in this life a vision of paradise.”

She prayed in this way for years until one night she had a dream,

And in her dream an angel came and led her to heaven.

They walked together down a street in paradise until they came to

An ordinary house.

The angel, pointing toward this house, said,

“Go, look inside.”

So the woman walked in the house and found a person preparing supper,

Another reading the newspaper, and children playing with their toys.

Naturally, she was disappointed and returned to the angel on the street.

“Is this all there is to heaven?” she said.

And the angel replied, “Those people you saw in that house are not in paradise.

It is the other way around.  It is the paradise that is in them.”

It is a story that leaves us all wondering:

Where is your paradise?  What is your version of the afterlife?

What is the place you keep lit in the alcove of your head?

And what does it tell you about the life you are living and breathing right now?

How can it inform the choices you make in the time you have yet to live?

Author Paul Brooks, who was during his life the editor-in-chief at Houghton-Mifflin,

A member of the First Parish in Lincoln where I served as an intern, 

And a lover of the outdoors

Helps us begin our answering.  He put it this way:

“Heaven comes in many shapes and sizes.  The heaven of the Eskimos, they say, is hot;

The Arabs’ is cool, with dancing girls; the Persians is an ever-green garden.

But give me a blue mountain lake at the end of a long climb.

Frame it with timber untouched by the ax;

Fill it with brook trout, deep-keeled, orange-bellied, ready to fly.

Let the sun be warm after swimming, and let the nights be cold under the stars.

If there must be mosquitoes, let them settle down in nightfall.

Let the winter wren sing at midday and the olive-backed thrush at dusk.

Let the first ray of morning light strike the snow fields of the western peaks;

Let the long, clear note of the varied thrush announce the day -

A damned paradise.  A standing invitation to go out and get in trouble.”

Amen.

First Reading

Our first reading this morning

Is from the Rev. Carl Scovel,

Who is the retired minister of King’s Chapel

In downtown Boston and spent much of his career,

From 1979 to 1999,

Presenting weekly 5 minute sermons on WCRB,

Which is a classic radio station here in the Boston area.

The following can be found in a collection of the sermons

Called Never Far From Home: Stories from the Radio Pulpit:

“We are all people of faith, of modest faith perhaps,

but we all have faith that


the Globe will be on the door step in the morning,


our new neighbors will be civil,


the parsnips will survive the first frost,


our doctor will stay healthier than we are,


and that our investments will not completely disappear.

We have faith that


The government will stay in business,


The market will not implode,


The world will somehow spin on.

We have faith in our family and in our fortunes.

We all have faith and not just one faith, but many faiths.

We are a people of faiths.

Then sooner or later, but always, comes the crisis.

The crisis is not just a time of stress and chaos,

But of testing and judgement as well,

Of decision and discernment,

A time when truth will tell out.

Many things can create a crisis -  a way,

An accident, an illness, a bankruptcy, a firing, a death, a letter, a headline.

Whatever be the crisis, the crisis does one thing:

It challenges our previous faiths.  It makes us ask if we were right,

If what we trusted merited our trust.

If what we trusted helped or healed us,

When we faced the possible loss of everything.

{And so} the question in the crisis is:

where in crisis do we find the faith that centers, strengthens, and heals?”

This ends our reading.
Reading #2

The second reading this morning comes from the rather obscure oracle of Habakkuk in the Hebrew Bible. 

To put things in historical context, 

this oracle was written during the first quarter of the sixth century when things were 

very difficult for the people of Judah,

 including political instability, war, and a general decline in principle and conviction throughout the society. He sounds like a prophet for our times, doesn't he?

 For people who first and foremost believed in the justice of God, 

as Habbakuk and his contemporary prophets did, this was a greatly confusing and frightening time, some of which is reflected in this reading.

O Lord, how long shall I cry for help,
And you will not listen?
Or cry to you "Violence!"
And you will not save?
Why do you make me see wrongdoing
And look at trouble?
Destruction and violence are
Before me;
Strife and contention arise.

Look at the nations and see!
Be astonished! Be astounded!
For a work is being done in your days
That you would not believe if you were told.

I will stand at my watchpost,
And station myself on the rampart;
I will keep watch to see what you will say to me,
And what you will answer
Concerning my complaint.

Then the Lord answered me and said:
Write the vision:
Make it plain on tablets,
So that a runner may read it.
For there is still a vision for the appointed time;
It speaks to the end and does not lie.
If it seems to tarry, wait for it;
It will surely come, it will not delay.
Look at the proud!
Their spirit is not right in them,
But the righteous live by their faith.

On the Ramparts

I came across this quip from George Burns recently,

Who said that “the secret of a good sermon 

Is to have a good beginning and a good ending,

And to have the two as close together as possible.”

I’ll do my best…

I want to begin with a story I saw in the Boston Globe this week 

That urged me, as a parent,

To resist the temptation to put my children in front of the television.

Though the television is an easy and tempting resource on which to lean,

The writer remarked,

Research has shown that watching television, especially before the age of 3,

Can change the way your child’s brain works, 

making them more passive,

more aggressive, causing a shortened attention span,

and an inability to play independently.
After reading this rather frightening news,

I faced the difficult task of telling my 3 year-old

That because I have allowed him to develop the habit of watching Barney

While his dinner is made

I have basically ruined his life.

This, of course, should come as no surprise to anyone here

Who has actually watched Barney – 

It is, I have come to learn, pretty potent stuff.

But aside from lathering on the guilt ,

The article also got me thinking about the rest of us

And the ways we are changed by the things we see and read about.

Feeling the affects from too much Barney is one thing,

But what about the headlines?

How does the steady stream of violence we get on the news make us feel?

In these days, what about the regular dose of war?

And the question I was faced with as I prepared this sermon:

“How do we remain hopeful, stay faithful, keep trusting in 

a world that gives us so many snapshots of things that are wrong?

As a little experiment

This week I made it a point to jot down some of the lead stories,

To gauge my own sense of things.

Here is a little bit of what I wrote down:

Monday, November 3rd – 16 soldiers die when their helicopter is shot down in Iraq; here in Boston, Probes raise questions about Putnam Investments.

Wednesday, November 5th – Blasts rattle US area in Baghdad; In California, insurance uncertainty…technicality could bar full coverage for wildfire losses.

Thursday, November 6th  – Number of troops in Iraq to expand…US forces to grow by 50,000; 5 shot in Boston’s Dudley Square…One victim dead in wild gunfire; in the state of Washington, Gary Leon Ridgway pleads guilty to 48 Seattle-area murders, some of which date back 21 years.

Friday, November 7th  – A little bit of good news: Flickers of job growth seen; but then over the wire comes the story that another helicopter is shot down in Iraq, 6 more soldiers lost; and this headline: 

Man released after 15 years of serving time for a crime he did not commit; 

Says, “I’m ready to work and start my life over again.”

In the midst of all those headlines – 

A fairly average week, by most accounts –

The one that sticks, if nothing else for its sheer difference,

Is that last one:

Man released after 15 years for a crime he did not commit. 

Says “I’m ready to work and start my life over again.
I wonder, as you may wonder,

Where this man gets his faith from.

Condensing the news into the highlights, as I have done,

And we may feel ourselves growing bitter and depressed after just a week.

This guy did 15 years doing time that wasn’t his,

And now he’s ready, he says, to pick up the pieces and move on with his life.

And though he may, of course, feel differently than he is letting on,

His expressed forward thinking, his hopeful focus on the future, 

still beg the question;

In the midst of the headlines,

In the crisis of a difficult time,

Inside the walls of whatever keeps you from being really free – 

Be it a relationship,

A job, a worry, an illness - 

What carries you across bitterness to the other side?

Where in crisis do you find the faith that centers?

The trust that strengthens?

The hope that heals?

Traditionally, 

Human beings have brought these questions to their religion –

We hear them in the plaintive cries of the prophet Habbakuk in this morning’s reading;

We read them in the gospel stories where the sick and dying look 

To Jesus for a cure;

They are spoken in the Muslim’s prayer to Allah.

They are found inside the Zen Buddhist’s meditating heart.

And these faith questions are found within us as well,

We Unitarian Universalists who tend to be known more for

Our skepticism in matters of religion and faith than for our piety.

How many times have some of you said,

“Ah, I’m not very religious.  I’m really not all that faithful.”

And haven’t some of you in one way or another called out recently,

“God, Spirit, Source of Life, give me more faith – 

enough at least to get through this day, this week, this year, this lifetime.”

As we all know, when that crisis arrives, whatever shape it takes,

There really is no use protesting, “but I’m not religious.” 

It doesn’t help crying out “I don’t believe very much.  I’m not up to this.

I am not a man or woman of faith.”

Answers like that don’t wash in a world that cries out for answers.

They don’t carry us very far when we we’re on the ramparts,

Seeing the violence, reading the headlines, trying our best to push away the bitterness.

“We are all people of faith, of modest faith perhaps,

but we all have faith.” Carl Scovel tells us in our first reading.

His observation gets us thinking…what does my faith affirm? 

Do I have faith in the morning paper’s arrival – yes.

Faith that the sun will rise in the morning – yes.

Faith that our doctor will stay healthier than we are – we hope so.

What about some of the claims made in the principles of Unitarian Universalism..


Do you have faith that there is inherent worth and dignity in every person,


Even in the most violent, the most destructive, the most depraved – this one


Is harder; we try to have faith, everyday we try to believe.


How about human relationships – do you have faith that there will be


And can be equity between people, 


That compassion will be our motive force,


That the goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all


Is something we can aim for – 


Does your faith sustain all these things?


Does your faith sustain you?


Does your hope in a better tomorrow keep you faithful in the crisis of today? - 


And I suspect, as we do our reflection, that our answers, each one of ours, is:



Sometimes; 

Not quite; 

I am full of doubts, we say.  

My faith is small, we say.

It is something that needs my work and my attention everyday.

These are the human answers,

The answers we get to when all of our old, untested faiths are washed away

And what they tell us is that however small our faith may be, 

However modest our hopes,

However slim our victory over bitterness and cynicism,

You and I have all the faith that we need.

 “You need no more faith than a mustard seed,” said Jesus the teacher.

(A mustard seed will fit under your fingernail)

“With that you can move mountains.”

I hear in that wisdom assurances for us all.

In the time of testing, at the moment of crisis,

We need not scramble about for more faith, more trust, more strength.

What matters, of course, and what counts,

Is whether we use the little faith that we have.

A story by Anne Lamott in her book Operating Instructions

Reminds me of this:

She tells of a friend of hers who took her two-year-old

To a lake resort one summer.

They stayed in a rented condominium,

And the mother put the baby to bed in his playpen in one of these rooms,

Closed all the blinds and the drapes to make it dark,

And went into the next room to do some work.

A few minutes later she heard the baby knocking on the door from inside

His room.

He had managed to get out of his playpen

And had pushed the little button on the doorknob

And locked himself in.

He was calling to her in the pitch dark, “Mommy, Mommy,”

And she was saying to him, “jiggle the doorknob.”

Of course, he didn’t understand much language yet,

But after a while he understood that his mother couldn’t open the door,

And panic set in.

He began sobbing.  

There he was in the dark, this terrified little child.

Finally, the mother did the only thing she could think to do:

She slid her fingers underneath the door,

Where there was only once-inch space.

She kept telling him over and over to bend down and touch her fingers.

Finally, somehow she did.

So they stayed like that for a really long time,

On the floor, him holding onto her fingers in the dark.

He stopped crying.  She wanted to call the fire department or something,

But she felt that her touch was the most important thing she could do.

She kept saying, “Open the door now,”

And every so often he’d jiggle the knob, and eventually,

After maybe half an hour, it popped open.

Lammott comments:

“I keep thinking of that story,

how it feels like I’m the two-year-old in the dark and God is the mother

and I don’t speak the language.

She could break down the door if that struck her as the best way,

And ride off with me on her charger.

But instead I have my friends and my church and my shabby faith.

I can just hold onto her fingers underneath the door.

It isn’t enough, and it is.”

To all of you who, like the prophet Habbakuk,

Stand on the ramparts in the midst of a violent world,

Crying out for a better vision;

To all of you who read the headlines,

Who feel yourself becoming more bitter,

More cynical, and less hopeful;

To all of you who feel yourself being tested by that crisis in your life,

your faith growing ever smaller

And out of reach on the other side of the door,

I return you to those words from the prophet.

“There is still a vision for the appointed time,” the text tells us.

It speaks to the end and does not lie!

If it seems to tarry, wait for it.

For it will surely come, it will not delay.

Look at the proud.

Their spirit is not right in them.

But the righteous live by their faith.”

To all of you here let me tell you that my 

Modest faith helps me to believe that even in this broken world

There is still a vision for the appointed time.

To speaks to the end when soldiers return home and treaties are signed.

To speaks to the end when amends are made and grievances are healed.

It speaks to the end when that crisis in your life, whatever it is, is finished.

If it seems to tarry, wait for it.

Do not lose your hope and do not lose your faith.

For the vision will surely come.

Maybe not in the time we need it to, or in the way we would have imagined,

But the fact that we believe in a better world,

The fact that we far more capable of love than we are of war,

And the fact that we believe there is a divine spark within us all

Means that it will not delay.

Remember that the righteous live by their faith,

And faith, as defined,

Is the assurance of things hoped for;

It is the conviction of things not seen.

During this next week of headlines,

On this Veteran’s Sunday,

In your life

I hope you will stand on ramparts,

Or reach underneath that door,

And touch the faith waiting in you to be activated,

One that needs deeds and resolutions no larger than a mustard seed.

The prophets, our world, our lives

Trust that we will be righteous people now.

Not always courageous.  Not always successful.  

Not always free of failure.

But we are asked to be faithful 

And we are called to believe in all the possibilities of what can be.

Amen.

First Reading

Our first reading this morning

Is from the fourteenth Dalai Lama

In a book of his called The Art of Happiness: A Handbook for Living.

In this passage the Dalai Lama talks about the two different kinds of compassion or love

He sees operating in the world:

Now, when people speak of compassion, I think there is often a danger of confusing compassion with attachment.  

So when we discuss compassion, we must first make a distinction between

Two types of love or compassion.

One kind of compassion is tinged with attachment – 

The feeling of controlling someone,

Or loving someone so that the person will love you back.

This ordinary type of compassion is quite partial and biased.

And a relationship based on that alone is unstable.

That kind of partial relationship, based on perceiving and identifying the person as friend,
may lead to a certain emotional attachment and feeling of closeness.

But if there is a slight change in the situation,

A disagreement perhaps, or if your friend does something to make you angry,

Then all of a sudden your mental projection changes,;

The concept of “friend” is no longer there.

Then you’ll find the emotional attachment evaporating, and instead of love and concern,

You may have a feeling that leads to hatred.

So, that kind of love, based on attachment, can be closely linked with hatred.

But there is a second type of compassion that is free from such attachment.

That is genuine compassion.

That kind of compassion isn’t so much based on the fact that this person

Or that person is dear to me.

Rather, genuine compassion is based on the rationale that all human beings

Have an innate desire to overcome suffering and be happy.

And, just like myself, they have the natural right to fulfill this fundamental aspiration.

On the basis of the recognition of this equality and commonality,

You develop a sense of affinity and closeness with others.

With this as a foundation, you can feel the compassion

Regardless of whether you view the other person as friend or enemy.

It is based on the other’s fundamental rights rather than 

Your own mental projection.

Upon this basis you will generate love and compassion.

That’s genuine compassion.

This ends our reading.
Second Reading
 Our second reading this morning is from Rabbi Harold Kushner,

Who is the Rabbi Laureate of Temple Israel over in Natick

And also the author of the widely know book

When Bad Things Happen to Good People.

This passage is from his most recent book,

The Lord is My Shepherd: Healing Wisdom of the 23rd Psalm.

He begins:

“We can’t choose to be healthy, to be attractive, to be talented.

But we can choose to like ourselves as we are,

Whether that includes those blessings or not.

We don’t have to chase after contentment the way we have to chase

After fame and fortune.  

We just have to hold still and let it find us, wherever we are in our lives.

The claim of the psalmist is that we don’t have to achieve hesed,

Which is the Hebrew word meaning ‘mercy’ or ‘lovingkindness,’

And what I like to think of as ‘unearned love.’

In interpersonal terms,

Hesed asks us (it does not demand; love cannot be commanded)

To go beyond the letter of the law in order to fashion a more human world.

It asks us to do things for others that we don’t have to do

And that the other party might not deserve,

But we should do them anyway.

Unearned love – is there really any other kind?

Can we persuade someone that they ought to love us?

Has a parent ever won an argument with a child by itemizing 

“after all we’ve done for you?”

Is a marriage ever strengthened by one partner keeping a list

Of all the things he or she has gone out of his or her way to do

For the other without being reciprocated?

Love is never a matter of owing someone favors done.

Love is a way of saying, “I know all your good qualities,

And because I like who I am when I am with you 

And I like who we are when we’re together, I buy the package.”

This ends our reading.

Love is For Free

There is a credit card commercial

Running a lot on television these days -

Maybe you’ve seen it -

That tells the story, in different variations,

of a family or a couple

Experiencing one of the big life passages – 

Say, for example,

A parent sending their only child off to college,

Or a dad taking his son to his first baseball game,

Or a couple in love about to take the big step into marriage,

And a key device the commercial uses to tell its story

Is an itemizing of what it costs in dollar terms to move through 

Whatever life passage the people are moving through in the commercial.

So…in one example I saw recently

A dad wants to bond with son by taking him to see a professional baseball game

And we learn the bonding will cost some serious bucks:

Two seats on the 3rd base line - $60.00 (they’re sure not going to Fenway!)

Parking - $15.00

Game programs - $10.00

Two baseball caps - $40.00 (I don’t know who buys a cap at the stadium where

They are 3 times the price than at Target, but that’s another story)

Hot dogs - $7.00 

And then the commercial gives the kicker:


An afternoon with your boy at the ballpark: priceless


For everything else: Mastercard.

Now, I don’t know about you but this commercial really gets me steamed,

And not just because when I was a kid my dad never pulled out all the stops

And bought the deluxe package the way the dad in the commercial does.

We sat on the bleachers! (which, it needs to be noted, at Fenway are still more expensive

Than the commercial describes)

But still, I’m not just being bitter here.

What I think I’m bothered by the most

Is the implication the commercial makes 

that it takes not a small amount of cash -

So much, in fact, that we may need to charge it – 

To earn one of those priceless experiences we all want to have 

Connecting with someone we love.

We all know the maxim that it takes money to make money.

But here the idea is suggested it might take money to get love as well.

So that’s what this sermon is about –

Not the commercial, of course, but the question:


In our families, in our relationships, in our connections with others,


In our loves, what does our giving and receiving of love and compassion


Cost?


Not, of course, in dollar terms (try as Mastercard might),


But in interpersonal terms – 


Do you have to earn the love that is given to you?


Do you, even unconsciously, expect those around you to earn your love?


Do you keep score?


Do you give back only what you receive, or think you can get?


Or is your love free?


Is it something you extend to others without condition?


Is your compassion for others based not upon what they do and who they are,


But rather on the recognition that every person has a innate desire


And natural right to overcome their suffering and be happy, just like you?


In other words, is your love and compassion and kindness price-less?


Does it come without a price?

As I did my own reflection on these questions, and as you do yours,

What we discover right away is that unconditional love

And selfless compassion is a whole lot easier to talk about and give sermons on

than it is to actually practice:

It is one thing to say that we have compassion for all living things,

And quite another to say we have compassion for the guy who just

Cut us off in the Dunkin’ Donuts drive-thru;

It is one thing to profess universal love for all children,

And quite another to feel unconditional, abiding affection

For the 3 year-old that keeps kicking the back of your seat on the airplane,

Or tells you he doesn’t love you anymore because you told him it was his bed

Time.

And it is one thing to promise your love and yourself to someone in a marriage vow, and quite another to give that someone 110% everyday, and expect nothing in return.

As Mother Theresa once explained:

“many people, as they become spiritual, seek what is called ‘selfless service’

in order to deepen their practice.

But if you think of feeding the starving, and clothing and housing the poor,

First look to your own family. 

Before you go out into the world to serve others,

Ask yourself, ‘How is your home?”

And as we do so, we may discover

That simply trying to love the people around us the way we should – 

In an unconditional, 110% way, expecting nothing in return -

Is more confusing than even helping the dying and abandoned 

On the streets of Calcutta,

Or how, as Mother Theresa also quipped, 

it is often easier to ‘march for peace’ 

Than it is to maintain a peaceful, loving family.

Boy, is that true!!

And not only is it true, but it also makes sense.

As the Dalai Lama points out,

There are two kinds of love and compassion,

And the first kind,

The ordinary kind,

The one we may remember best from our days in high school

When that someone special could break our hearts with 

A simple look or a forgotten call,

Is tinged with attachment;

It is built on feelings of closeness and connection with someone else,

It is based on the feeling we have that someone is dear to us,

And who we think of as our friend.

But as the Dalai Lama points out, this kind of love can be famously fickle –

That person we fell in love with in one glance, 

that friend we become instantly

And strongly attached to,

May, over time, begin to annoy us (like drink their coffee too loudly) 

Or do something we really disagree with (like root for the Yankees)

And then suddenly our mental projection of this person changes

And we begin to doubt whether we really love this person after all.

Sometimes we may even discover that we hate them.

Now, it doesn’t take a lot searching to find this kind of love alive and well

In our world:


It, of course, thrives in the minds of toddlers and pre-schoolers,


And sometimes kids even older than that,


Whose profession of love or hate for their parents changes, often hourly,


According to whether or not the parents are giving them what they want.



It is alive, also, in the minds and hearts of New England sports fans,

Whose support for their teams rises and falls according to whether

Or not they bring home the win.

And it often exists in marriages, partnerships, and families;

Ones where partners trade affection, track each other’s failures,

And keep score of who did what and when.

Some churches and religious denominations practice this love as well,

When they exclude and condemn because of sexual orientation;

Or when they embrace only those who accept the doctrine,

And judge those who don’t;

And, I’ll bet, this first kind of love has also lived within each of us

At one time or another, maybe even now, 

In the ways we hold back our own love and acceptance for who we are,

In whatever deals we might make with ourselves to get tougher,

Slimmer, smarter, more attractive, and more talented so that 

We can like the person we see reflected in the mirror

And finally feel contented.

After such a litany,

It should be no surprise that we need that proverbial Mastercard

And its buying power to carry us through.

We all like to say our relationships with our partners, families,

And loved ones are price-less,

But they also cost a lot, too – 

They take work, 110% effort, forgiveness, bending, selfless-ness,

Time, patience, boxes of Kleenex, hope, resilience, courage,

A willingness to risk it all…

And, last but not least, they also take love - 

And by this I refer

Not to the attachment kind, the conditional kind,

The friendly kind,

Ever-present as it may be.

The love we really need, of course, 

reaches beyond these things,

Into the places in our lives where it is least expected,

Least deserved, most dark,

And thus most welcome.

At another point in his book on the 23rd Psalm,

Rabbi Kushner tells a story from the Talmud ,

which I have given a modern-day spin,

About a wealthy owner of foreign car dealership who

Comes into the shop on Monday morning to discover that

One of his new salesman, - 

a young kid just out of college with a baby on the way - 

Had taken the just delivered, 2003 Mercedes-Benz E55 AMG

With a hand-crafted 469 horsepower engine, Speedshift technology

And Airmatic acceleration of 0 to 60 in 4.5 seconds,

On a joy-ride over the weekend,

Causing thousands of dollars of damage 

Because he took a left-hand turn too wide 

and ran the car over a bridge easement.

Angry and feeling taken advantage of,

The owner takes the kid to court,

Suing him for twice the value of the repairs and .

The court, which we know is mythical because of the following advice,

 tells him,

“Clearly the law is on your side and you are entitled to damages.

But the kid has no money, 

He is the first in his family to get a college degree

And have a job like the one you have given him,

And he depends on his salary alone to feed his growing family

While his wife finishes up her degree.

Sir, you are not only a wealthy man,

But you are also known in the community as a good man;

As a man who knows how to forgive and show mercy.

The court cannot compel you

But it would urge you to act on the basis of lovingkindness,

Not only to drop the charges but to pay the kid his daily wage.

It may diminish your wealth slightly,

And the car that was almost totaled is certainly an expensive thing

To repair,

But it will enrich you in other ways.

Think of it as a small step toward making the world a more compassionate place,

And may God forgive you for your mistakes as you forgive

Your hired man.”

I told you it was a mythical court!

And what do think the man did?

What would you do?

This is, after all, the Mercedes-Benz E55 with a handcrafted 469 horsepower engine

That does 0 to 60 in 4.5 seconds.
The windshield wipers alone cost $1200!

Well, the story goes on to say that the man complied.

“Unearned love – is there any other kind?” asks Rabbi Kushner.

Well, yes, as we all know,

And as I have spent much of this sermon talking about,

There are other kinds of love –selfish love, conditional love,

Ransomed love, love that is devoid of compassion.

But unearned love, love that is given freely,

Not commanded, not demanded,

But love that is asked for and given without a price and without a cost

May be the only kind of love that matters.

Ask yourself:

Have you ever persuaded someone that they ought to love you,

Not just for what is wonderful about you, but also for your faults as well? – No.

Have you ever won an argument with your child, your parents, or your friends

By listing in alphabetical order all the things you have done for them? –No.

Has the relationship you are in ever been strengthened by

Keeping a list of how many times one of you has put the kids to bed,

Cleared the dinner dishes, raked the leaves, or fought the masses

At the grocery store? –No.

Instead,

Imagine what would happen if we thought less about how we ought to love,

And more about how it us who ought to do the loving?  What a different

Perspective we would have!   How different we might feel!

Imagine what would happen that if instead

Of itemizing all the things we do for those we love,

We did the opposite and listed in alphabetical order all the things

that our loved ones do for us!  How wonderful these people might seem to us!

How appreciated we would feel!

Imagine instead if you decided – I’m going to read to the kids every night,

Or walk the new puppy, or make dinner every night and let my partner relax,

Put his or her feet up, relax, and enjoy a glass of red wine.  

And then imagine

If your partner was thinking the same thing.  

You might end up at the same place you are now,

trading off nights,

but what a new orientation you would have!

How very new might your old relationship seem!

So my message to you this morning

Is really very simple.

Love - genuine, authentic, enduring and strong

Is never, as Kushner says, owing someone for favors done,

Nor is it given in expectation for something in return.

When we’re at our best, love really is a gift that we give for free,

With no strings attached,

Based not upon how we might feel about someone,

But rather upon our seeing them as another human being, just like we are.

The charge I am making is to take this message home with you.

As we make our way into the holiday season,

Reach inside, find your genuine compassion and share it

With your family, your friends, and also those who may be strangers.

It does take great actions.  It certainly does not require that Mastercard.

Small priceless acts of unearned love will do just fine.

“Few of us can do great things,”

said Mother Theresa at the end of her life.

“But all of us can do small things with great love.”

Amen.

First Reading

Our first reading this morning

Is a poem titled “Welcome Morning”

By Anne Sexton.  

You can find it in her collection of poems

Called The Awful Rowing Toward God.

Here, then, is “Welcome Morning:”

There is joy in all:

In the hair I brush each morning,

In the Cannon towel, newly washed, 

That I rub my body with 

each morning,

In the chapel of eggs I cook 

each morning,

In the outcry from the kettle that heats my coffee 

each morning,

In the spoon and chair that cry “Hello there, Anne”

Each morning,

In the godhead of the table

That I set my silver, plate, cup upon

Each morning.

All this is God,

Right here in my pea-green house

Each morning

And I mean,

Though often forget,

To give thanks,

To faint down by the kitchen table

In a prayer of rejoicing

As the holy birds at the kitchen window

Peck into their marriage of seeds.

So while I think of it,

Let me paint a thank you on my palm

For this God, for this laughter of the morning,

Lest it go unspoken.

The joy that isn’t shared, I’ve heard,

Dies young.

Here ends our first reading.

Second Reading
 Our second reading this morning is from author and minister

Peter Fleck.

This passage comes from a sermon of his called “Giving Thanks,.”

Which can be found in his book The Mask of Religion.

He begins with a question that all of us have asked on occasion:

Do we have a right to be thankful as long as others are excluded

From the blessings we enjoy?

The answer to the question lies in the realization

That thankfulness, while it may relate to specifics,

Has an absolute character.

To give thanks is a basic human need,

An essential element in our relationship to the universe.

Thankfulness is independent of specifics.

Take, for example, the Pilgrims.

Many assume that following their tragic first winter in their new home

They were thankful for having survived.

Quite the contrary.

It seems to me that they were able to survive because they were thankful.

Thankful for life, no matter what.

Not in spite of, or even because of.  Thankfulness for life itself.

Thankfulness is, of course, a way that is simple, yet so difficult.

It is an attitude that is hard to attain, and yet so necessary.

It is our strength in the midst of weakness,

Our lamp to whatever darkness may befall us.

“In everything, give thanks,” wrote St. Paul years ago.

And so should we write today.

Gratitude is an Attitude

In one of my favorite Calvin and Hobbes comic strips,

Calvin – who for the uninitiated, 

Is a 6 year-old boy whose greatest asset is a wonderful cynicism well beyond his years,

Is walking alongside

his stuffed tiger Hobbes,

Who serves as Calvin’s foil and wise teacher in all their adventures.

And as they are walking along (yes, the stuffed tiger walks)
Calvin suddenly points to the sky and proclaims:

“Getting is better than having!”

And then in the next frame he continues:

“When you get something its new and exciting.

When you have something, you take it for granted and its boring.”
After listening to this, Hobbes the tiger, wisely replies:

“But everything you get turns into something you have.”

To which Calvin rebuts:

“And so that’s why you always need to get new things!”

Giving up, Hobbes sighs:

“I feel like I’m in some stockholder’s dream.”

And then Calvin sums it all up by pronouncing:

“’Waste and Want,’ that’s my motto.”

You have to love Calvin,

Because sometimes he just nails the truth,

Even when it may be hard to hear.

And as we prepare to move into the holiday season – 

a season when so much emphasis is placed on getting and receiving,

on giving and taking,

I think it is worth our time, 

With Thanksgiving only three and a half days away,

To think about what our own motto might be.

If, over your turkey and stuffing and cranberry sauce,

you were pressed to sum up your take on the world,

Boiling your philosophy down into four words or less,

What would you point your fingers to the sky and proclaim….?

Calvin, in his cynical way,

Puts his finger on the pulse of things 

By announcing that his motto is “Waste and Want.”

We may, of course, laugh him off as we think about what our own motto might be,

But his proclamation does give us food for thought

During this time of thanksgiving 

because it recognizes how the best part of getting new things:

About getting that new DVD player,

that new house,

That new job,

That new relationship,

For me, because I’m an avid cyclist, that new bicycle –

Is often in the act of getting itself.

It is in the act of longing, the anticipation,

The wanting,

And then, finally, 

In the consuming of whatever that new thing is.

How many of us, for example, are already imagining and even pining for

Thursday’s meal – the pecan pie, the mounds of potatoes, the roasted turkey

Which, for me, may remain in my imagination because I am married to a vegetarian.

And then, how many of us, after Thursday’s meal is finished, all-too-quickly,,

Will say something like:

“What a wonderful, wonderful meal – if I could only be hungry again.”

Hunger.  Absence.  Longing.

Getting.  Consuming.  Filling.

These might be motto’s that we also recognize.

It’s not that we want to waste things, as Calvin says.

It’s that a part within us all wants to want things.

And in our wanting we also want to feel fulfilled.

The process is be alluring;

Sometimes it can even be addictive.

So here we are, then, coming up to this day of Thanksgiving,

A time when the invitation is made

To put this cycle of wanting and filling, of getting and having, on hold 

so that we can give our thanks and proclaim our gratitude.

If we, all of us here,

Have one universal pause button

That we have access to,

This holiday is it.

Come Friday morning, things begin to get complicated, and expensive,

And the rush begins. 

And yet, for some us here,

I’ll bet this whole idea of thankfulness is a hard one to come by:

How can I be thankful, we ask, when I know there are so many others 

Who are excluded from the blessings I enjoy?
How can I be thankful, we wonder, when there is so much trouble in the world,

So much despair?

Before I can give thanks, we might say, the world and my life must be worthy of praise.

If you recognize yourself here,

As I know I do,

Then you will be prepared to admit that very often

our ability to give gratitude and feel thankful 

hinges on whether or not

we are receiving what we want.

To put a play on the words,

Sometimes we know only how to be thank-ful

When we are, in fact, full of whatever we may be needing at the moment – 

Be it evidence of peaceful world, 

a clean bill of health, 

or an unexpected holiday bonus.

When all is going well and fine with our lives,

When we are full of well-ness and fine-ness,

Then the gratitude pours freely.

But when things go missing or absent

Or become especially difficult

Then it is easy to get filled up with gratitude’s opposite.  

We become full of longing.

So perhaps we should ask ourselves:

Do we hold our gratitude hostage to our level of satisfaction?

Is thankfulness something we reserve only for the things

That are going right in our lives?

Is gratitude mostly an “end-game,” – 

A feeling we allow ourselves only when we think

The circumstances are deserving?

These questions lead me to think of that old, familiar story

Of the poor man who goes to his rabbi.

He tells him how hard it has been, 

As his family of eight

Must make do in a tiny, one-room house.

“The six children,” cries the man,

“roll like the sea.  They are in constant motion.

My wife and I never have a moment alone.

I can’t stand it anymore.”

The rabbi tells the man that if he will do exactly as instructed,

The man and his wife, as their children,

Will learn gratitude.

The man agrees.  So their rabbi asks him

How many animals he owns.

The man describes the livestock 

Of a small holder in old Middle Europe.

This includes chickens, rabbits, a goat, a cow,

And a horse.  

The rabbi says, “Move all your livestock into the house.”

The man is aghast, but he agrees.

So, he goes home and does as he’s been instructed.

The next day he returns and says, 

“It is like living in Babel!

I can’t imagine it worse.

The chicken droppings alone are enough

To make you sick.”

The rabbi says,

“Fine.  Why don’t you move the chickens back out of the house.?”

Gratefully, the man goes home and does it.

The next day the man returns and says,

“Well, the chickens are gone.  But the goat!

Oh, the goat is horrible.  It’s eaten half of the only tablecloth

We own, and it jumps up on top of the chairs and our bed,

Making havoc everywhere.”

“Well,” the rabbi suggests, 

“Why don’t you go home and remove the goat?

Which the man does.

The next day he returns and tells the rabbi,

“Have you ever lived in a room with a cow?

It is too disgusting to describe.”

“Well,” the rabbi says,

“Why don’t you remove the cow?”

And it goes on, next the rabbits, then the horse.

And finally, only the family remains.

The man goes to his rabbi and says,

“I don’t understand.  But, we are filled with joy and gratitude.

Our children are happy and calm.  

My wife and I are at peace.  Thank you.”

Sometimes it takes things getting worse

For us to really know how good we have it.

That is one lesson this story gives us.

And, I suggest,

It also teaches that gratitude is more about the character

And perspective we bring to life, 

with all its highs and lows,

Than it is about whether or not 

Certain events make our thankfulness deserving.

“Remember the Pilgrims,” 

implores Peter Fleck in one of our readings for today.

“We may assume that after their first winter in their new home

that they were thankful for simply having survived.

But perhaps they were are able to survive because they were thankful – 

Not in spite of, or even because of….

Just thankful for life itself, no matter what.”

A tall order, this is,

Even for us here, who are warm and with homes

And far away from that hardscrabble existence off Plymouth Rock.

Where do we even start?

How do we even begin living a grateful life?

This morning I suggest two ways;

The first is to develop a vision, a perspective of gratitude, a way 

Of grateful seeing – 

Look around!

Notice the world around you.

Take that line from Anne Sexton’s poem to heart,

Welcome the morning,

And discover where the joy is.

And then, do as our children here at the church have done for the last month

On that board of “Thank you’s” in the back hallway,

And proclaim it.

We can be thankful for simply being free, they have reminded us.

And for the sun, and the trees,

And the taste of buffalo wings, Easy Mac,

And Electronics.

“I’m thankful for me,” one child proclaimed.

“I’m thankful for my life,” another summed up.

So the first thing we have to do is develop our vision.  Look.  Discover.  Marvel.

And then along with this new perspective, this grateful vision,

Let us also develop a thankful character,

One that recognizes gratitude is an attitude 

Instead of an outcome.

We all know about the very real despair that exists in life and in our world.

And each one of us, in pretty short order, 

can think up a good, long list of things

That don’t deserve our thanksgiving.

What we must not forget is that joy and gratitude are the only real weapons

We have against the despair.

It is, as our reading teaches, our strength in the midst of weakness.

Thankfulness is our lamp to light whatever darkness may come.

“There is joy in all,” Anne Sexton declares at the end of her poem.

It is a motto that might serve us well in our reply to Calvin’s

“Waste and Want” view of the world.

Today, tomorrow, this Thanksgiving, 

I invite you to develop a grateful vision;

I invite to acquire a thankful attitude;

And then do what Anne Sexton does and simply paint a thank-you on your palm

For all the laughter and fulfillment in your life, lest it go unspoken.

And shine your thankfulness into the shadows of your life, 

lest they remain dark for too long.

The joy that isn’t shared dies young,

And this world of ours – I think we’ll agree - 

Needs joy that will last.

Amen.

A Christmas Message

I’m not going to take long tonight because

We still have a couple more carols to sing and candle flames to pass,

But I do want to take just a moment

To share a true Christmas story I heard recently that I think holds a message

For us all.

The year is 1925.

It is Christmas Eve in Seattle, Washington

And the story takes place inside the home of a family of nine

Who are really struggling.

The father’s business is going bankrupt, jobs are almost non-existent,

And the country is in a near depression.

The family had a Christmas tree that year but no presents.

They simply couldn’t afford them.

On Christmas Eve they all went to bed in pretty low spirits.

But unbelievably, when they woke on Christmas morning

They found a mound of presents under the tree.

They tried to control their excitement during breakfast,

But they rushed through their meal in record time.

And then the fun began.

The mother went first – when she opened her package she saw that she


Had been given an old scarf that she thought she had lost several months earlier.

The father got an old axe with a broken handle.

One daughter got her old slippers.

One of the boys got a pair of patched and wrinkled trousers.

Another boy got a hat – the same hat he thought he lost in a restaurant back in November.

Each old cast-off came as a total surprise.

Before long the family was laughing so hard they could barely pull the strings

On the next package.

And where had all these gifts –these old cast-off’s- come from?

Well, it all came from the youngest child among them,

Who for several months had been secreting away old things he knew none of his family would miss.

And then, on Christmas Eve, after the rest of the family had gone to bed, 

He had quietly wrapped up the presents and placed them under the tree.

To a person everyone in the family remembered this Christmas as one of the finest in their lives.

Now, how could this be?

And what can this story possibly mean for us living in a more prosperous 2003?

When I told this story to the children gathered here for the first service

Earlier this evening,

I can tell you that I saw a growing look of horror

In all their faces

As they considered what it might be like to unwrap the things they already have.

They almost stormed the pulpit!

So in an attempt to save myself,

What I told them, and what I will repeat for all of us you here, is that 

I am not suggesting all of us to go home this Christmas Eve

And wrap up and give to each other whatever old stuff we can find.

But what I am asking us to do, 

and what I think this particular story helps us to do,

Is resist the messages we get everywhere at this time of year 

– on television, at stores, at the mall, sometimes even at home – 

That the secret to life and the key to feeling happy in life

Is to add new and better things 

to the stable of things we already have.

One of the many truths we can find in the story that we have heard tonight of Jesus’ birth

Is that very often the things we treasure most 

Have very humble qualities

and come to us in very ordinary ways.

In the scene that Alex read for us 

We hear that the wolf shall live with the lamb,

The leopard shall lie down with the kid,

And that a little child – not a well-connected politician, or a rock star with good intentions,

Or a new manager for the Red Sox – but a little, ordinary child shall lead them. 

And in the scenes that Erica and Greg read for us

We learn how this baby is born in a stable – not Brigham and Women’s Hospital,


Not Mass-General – but an ordinary, animal-filled, humble stable.
And we learn that the first people to be told what this birth means are shepherds – 


Not the young hip urban folks, not the most popular, not those with friends


In high places – but shepherds, who were the cast-offs of ancient rural life.

But on the first Christmas Eve, these humble, ordinary folks 

were closest to the heart of things.

They were in touch and fully aware of the divine surprise 

Waiting to unfold and unwrap in the life of a new baby.

The beauty of a religious perspective that is unhinged from dogma is that each of us is given room

To watch for and be wakeful to all the ways that 

The divine can surprise us and be revealed

In the ordinary, daily experiences of our living. 

The story of the Seattle family back in 1925 opening gifts of their old cast-offs

and the story of the birth of a common child who later in life 

Taught about a God who overcomes us with love instead

of a God of rules and prohibitions 
Reminds us that the promise of Christmas is not the promise of a romance or a fairy tale 

Where we are given new and better gifts that will somehow

Make for new and better lives.

Instead, the promise of Christmas is that the ordinary stable of things we have around us,

The ordinary stables we live in, filled as they for each of us with….


New life, living memories of lives lost, filled with loved ones,


Filled with hopes and faiths in this time of Level Orange terror alerts and a distant

 war,


And filled with the simple shared joy of our being alive…all things that often get 


Cast off and go under-appreciated…

Can be a source of profound holiness and sacredness for us. 

On this Christmas Eve of 2003 I invite us,

in the midst our giving, getting, and gifting,

to find the divine surprise waiting to be discovered in the common, all-too-easily


cast-off experiences held in the lives we are living right now.

Like a little child given birth in a manger,

These small, humble, holy moments require our care 

if they are to be glorified.

The promise of Christmas is that all of us

Have the gift of this care to give.

Amen.
