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First Reading
With the children worshipping on their own this morning,

We are given a few more minutes to engage a longer reading 

Than usual.

Ever since I read these words from William Sloane Coffin,

The renowned chaplain of Yale University and minister of Riverside Church

In New York, several years ago,

I have wanted to share them with us.

They speak about an impossibly difficult and tragic circumstance – 

When a parent loses a child – 

And the reason I have always wanted to share is that they touch on so many 

Themes that I have long considered at the core of religion – 

Themes like why do bad things happen to good people,

What kind of God would let this happen,

And what kinds of things people say and shouldn’t say to someone who is grieving.

The followed is an abbreviated version of the sermon Coffin gave to the Riverside

Congregation 10 days after his son, Alex, was killed in a car accident.

The subject matter, obviously, is heavy,

But as you will hear the words, I think, are beautiful and transcendent and full of important lessons:

As almost all of you know, a week ago last Monday night, driving in a terrible storm, my son — Alexander — who to his friends was a real day-brightener, and to his family "fair as a star when only one is shining in the sky" — my twenty-four-year-old Alexander, who enjoyed beating his old man at every game and in every race, beat his father to the grave. 

Among the healing flood of letters that followed his death was one carrying this wonderful quote from the end of Hemingway's "A Farewell to Arms": 

"The world breaks everyone, then some become strong at the broken places." 

My own broken heart is mending, and largely thanks to so many of you, my dear parishioners; for if in the last week I have relearned one lesson, it is that love not only begets love, it transmits strength. 

When a person dies, there are many things that can be said, and there is at least one thing that should never be said. The night after Alex died I was sitting in the living room of my sister's house outside of Boston, when the front door opened and in came a nice-looking, middle-aged woman, carrying about eighteen quiches. When she saw me, she shook her head, then headed for the kitchen, saying sadly over her shoulder, "I just don't understand the will of God." Instantly I was up and in hot pursuit, swarming all over her. "I'll say you don't, lady!" I said. 

For some reason, nothing so infuriates me as the incapacity of seemingly intelligent people to get it through their heads that God doesn't go around this world with his fingers on triggers, his fists around knives, his hands on steering wheels. God is dead set against all unnatural deaths. And Jesus spent an inordinate amount of time delivering people from paralysis, insanity, leprosy, and muteness. But violent deaths, such as the one Alex died — to understand those is a piece of cake. As his younger brother put it simply, standing at the head of the casket at the Boston funeral, "You blew it, buddy. You blew it." The one thing that should never be said when someone dies is "It is the will of God." Never do we know enough to say that. My own consolation lies in knowing that it was not the will of God that Alex die; that when the waves closed over the sinking car, God's heart was the first of all our hearts to break. 

I mentioned the healing flood of letters. Some of the very best, and easily the worst, knew their Bibles better than the human condition. I know all the "right" biblical passages, including "Blessed are those who mourn," and ‘my faith is no house of rest’, came from fellow reverends, a few of whom proved they knew their cards; these passages are true, I know. But the point is this. While the words of the Bible are true, grief renders them unreal. The reality of grief is the absence of God — "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?" The reality of grief is the solitude of pain, the feeling that your heart is in pieces, your mind's a blank, that "there is no joy the world can give like that it takes away." (Lord Byron). 

That's why immediately after such a tragedy people must come to your rescue, people who only want to hold your hand, not to quote anybody or even say anything, people who simply bring food and flowers — the basics of beauty and life — people who sign letters simply, "Your brokenhearted sister." In other words, in my intense grief I felt some of my fellow reverends — not many, and none of you, thank God — were using comforting words of Scripture for self-protection, to pretty up a situation whose bleakness they simply couldn't face. But like God herself, Scripture is not around for anyone's protection, just for everyone's unending support. 

And that's what hundreds of you understood so beautifully. You gave me what God gives all of us — minimum protection, maximum support. I swear to you, I wouldn't be standing here were I not upheld. 

When parents die, as my mother did last month, they take with them a large portion of the past. But when children die, they take away the future as well. That is what makes the valley of the shadow of death seem so incredibly dark and unending. In a prideful way it would be easier to walk the valley alone, nobly, head high, instead of — as we must — marching as the latest recruit in the world's army of the bereaved. 

Still there is much by way of consolation. Because there are no rankling unanswered questions, and because Alex and I simply adored each other, the wound for me is deep, but clean. I know how lucky I am! I also know this day-brightener of a son wouldn't wish to be held close by grief (nor, for that matter, would any but the meanest of our beloved departed) and that, interestingly enough, when I mourn Alex least I see him best. 

Another consolation, of course, will be the learning — which better be good, given the price. But it's a fact: few of us are naturally profound. We have to be forced down. 

And of course I know, even when pain is deep, that God is good. "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?" Yes, but at least, "My God, my God"; and the psalm only begins that way, it doesn't end that way. As the grief that once seemed unbearable begins to turn now to bearable sorrow, the truths in the "right" biblical passages are beginning, once again, to take hold: "Cast thy burden upon the Lord and He shall strengthen thee"; "Weeping may endure for the night but joy cometh in the morning"; "Lord, by thy favor thou hast made my mountain to stand strong"; "For thou hast delivered my soul from death, mine eyes from tears, and my feet from falling"; "In this world ye shall have tribulation, but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world"; "The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it." 

And finally I know that when Alex beat me to the grave, the finish line was not Boston Harbor in the middle of the night. If a week ago last Monday, a lamp went out, it was because, for him at least, the Dawn had come. 

So I shall — so let us all — seek consolation in that love which never dies, and find peace in the dazzling grace that always is. 
Invitation to Meditation and Silence

And from this time of listening and hearing,

And from a morning that may have already been filled with too much activity, 

From a week that may have left you little time to breath, 

Or few moments for thought and feeling,

Let me invite you now, in these next few moments, to find a center in the midst 

Of the turning world and the many pressures of life

And enter a spirit of meditation.

 (pause for a few moments here to give everyone time to settle and focus)

Spirit we call by many names, Spirit of love and life, Dear God…

 

We welcome the gift of being together in this sanctuary.

 

May we close our eyes and breathe in together, to find stillness within.  So often we hold our breath and don’t know it.

 

Breathe in the beauty of this morning, this hour in church, this moment.

 

Breathe in the stillness of early February, the brief calm and introspection that mid-winter

Bring.

 

Breathe in gratitude for all that we love, our family and friends, our community, sacred Mother Earth.

 

How grateful we are for the extended perspective through leafless trees, for nature’s silhouettes of bare branches against fiery pink skies at dawn and dusk.

 

And now, together, let us breathe out.

Breathe out the impulse to be busy again and to fill each moment with tasks that distract us from what we truly care about.

 

Breathe out worry about loved ones who are sick; let them feel our breath enfold them in a loving embrace.

 

Breathe out concerns for a warming, changing earth; guide us to care for our fragile home.

 

Breathe out the devastation of war that causes untold suffering for too many people.

 

Spirit, help us to be our best selves, to strive for tolerance and compassion.

 

And when we stray from our ideals, bring us back to our breath, for it is from there that all life begins.  We can always start anew, each year, each month, each day, and each moment.

 

And finally, let us breathe in peace that it may spread throughout our being.  And as we breathe out, may we follow our breath as it carries that peace to the far corners of our world.   

 

Let us be held together in several moments of silence….

Meditation Interlude

Open Time for Joys and Concerns….

Offertory and Anthem

Offertory Thanks

We give thanks for the gifts and the givers,

for the blessings of beautiful voices and sunlight and fresh air

and our special gratitude for the flowers given this morning by

____________in memory of _______.

May we use what have been given wisely for the life of this congregation,

For our lives, and for all the families of the earth…
Second Reading

Our second reading this morning is a prayer-poem written by the Unitarian Universalist minister Robert R. Walsh.

It’s called “Fault Line”:

Do you ever think there might be a fault line

Passing underneath your living room:

A place in which your life is lived in meeting

And in separating, wondering and telling,

Unaware that just beneath you

Is the unseen seam of great plates

That strain through time?

And that your life, already spilling over the brim,

Could be invaded,

Sent off in a new direction, turned aside by forces you were warned about

But not prepared for?

Shelves could be spilled out,

The level floor set at an angle in some seconds’ shaking.

You would have to take your losses, do whatever must be done next.

When the great plates slip

And the earth shivers and the flaw is seen to lie

In what you trusted most, look not

To more solidity, to weighty slabs of concrete poured

Or strength of cantilevered beam to save the fractured order.

Trust more the tensile strands of love that bend

And stretch to hold you in the web of life

That’s often torn but always healing.

There’s your strength.

The shifting plates, the resting earth, your room,

Your precious life, 

They all proceed from love,

The ground on which we walk together.

“For Those Who Lose”

I know that tonight many of us will be sitting before the wide-screen televisions,

Watching the Big Game.

I’ll be one of them.

I know that on a night like tonight more people in New England and New York 

will utter words that sound like prayers 

And more people will call themselves religious if it helps their team win 

than on most any other Sunday during the year.

I know that across the country there are widows and widowers to the game,

Those who for all kinds of good reasons would rather do just about anything than watch football;

Tonight these people will be searching for a place to go or a room to be in

where there is no television,

No yelling, not even a whiff of Superbowl chili.

I also know, because I’ve preached many times before on the morning of a Big Game

Of one kind or another, that sermons on these days are sometimes, for some,

Merely a distraction between the early morning sports page and the early afternoon

Pre-game analysis. 

So I know it takes special effort on my part and your part to go deeper this morning,

to find and feel our center in this hour we have together – 

which is true not just today by the way, but most days,

Because there is always so much busyness in our lives, 

Because even if we ourselves are not that busy, our culture tells us we had better be.

This is another sermon for another Sunday, but let me say I increasingly believe

That your choice to be here in the pews listening, thinking, feeling, sharing…

and not at home pouring over the newspaper or spread out already in front of the t.v.

is in many ways a counter-cultural act.

Thank you for the radical-ness that is your presence here.

This is something we ought to tell each other more – thank you for being here in these pews,

Because even if I don’t know you yet and you don’t know me yet, 

my presence here and your presence here matters.

All this isn’t too far off my theme for this morning – 

I’ve strayed a little, but not too far.  

Because as I thought about these words I found myself heading

In another, perhaps radical direction – 

Of asking us on this Superbowl Sunday, 

and in this horse-race of the presidential primary season, 

to think not of winners, winning, victory and being the best….

But instead think of those who experience loss and what happens and what might

We do when we feel less than winning or well.

I come to these thoughts out of three places I have been in my mind and heart and body this week, none of which, in case you’re wondering, have to do with a case of the winter-doldrums: 

The first place is a corrective place against the theology of success

That is getting preached a lot these days that says religion and church is here 

To help you build a better you;

The second place is an actual place about some of the people I have visited this week and last

Who are losing some of the vitality and health they once had.

And the third place is a place of lessons I have learned and seen about what loss can teach.

First, the corrective place, the place of correction: 

The seed for this sermon was planted several weeks ago

When I caught th minister Joel Osteen being interviewed on 60 Minutes

And found myself arguing with him through the screen.

Ever heard of him?

Senior minister of the Lakewood Church in Houston, Texas,

America’s largest congregation with over 42,000 in attendance every week.

Author of the best selling “A Purpose-Driven Life” and the already mentioned sequel

“Your Best Life Now.”

Earlier this week I went to three different libraries before I finally found 

A copy that wasn’t checked out or on hold  - the only version left being in large text,

So the book I dragged home was about 800 pages long.

On the dust jacket these words: “In this devotional, Joel prepares us to embrace

The life God intends for us to enjoy.  Joel’s 90 days of motivational thoughts,

Inspirational messages, and helpful Scripture verses will strengthen your faith.

By applying these truths, you will be able to rise above the obstacles

And live in health, abundance, and victory.”

With messages like this, Joel has become one of the key purveyors 

Of what’s being called the Prosperity Gospel, a movement that promises to bring wealth

And health to people if they have faith and just believe.

If I wanted to be cynical, I would tell you that financial contributions to the churches and personal ministries of the minister also help.

But I don’t want to be cynical.

I said this sermon started out weeks ago as an argument with my television screen

And what I argued about then was really a laundry list of things

That are much larger than Joel Osteen, but that he helped me to clarify.

A sampling: 

It bothered me that I was being left on my own to reconcile the uplifting, 

I-wish-it-were true message that we’re all meant to live in health and abundance…

With the real world inhabited by real people, some who win and others who lose.

It bothered me that Joel’s message is only true

If you’re lucky enough to worry about your self-fulfillment

And not about where you’re going to get your next meal,

And what I mean by that is that it bothered me that you have to be somewhat prosperous

To hear this kind prosperous message.

It bothered me that the 60 Minutes reporter called these wishes and strategies for self-

Improvement a religion, not least a form of the Christian religion,

When not once did Jesus come up in the interview,

Jesus who if I remember correctly admonished us to care for the ‘least of these,’

Not ‘build your best life now.’

It bothered me how these encouragements toward so-called spiritual prosperity always end up 

Becoming a conversation about material things and money.

It bothers me that personal success and personal fulfillment are frequently cast

As religious goals in our country when, in fact, they are just goals,

And hopefully what our religion helps us do is become less involved with self

And more involved with others. 

And it really bothers me that Joel’s wildly popular books and sermons

Spend a lot time skipping over or wishing away those times when we are not winning,

When we are instead confronted with disappointment and loss.

This bothers me particularly because I am a minister,

Because I know the work is often more about being with people

When they’re in the mud, when they’re feeling forsaken,

That it is about preaching folks toward fulfillment and the Promised Land. 

And the only reason any of this should bother you is that I think it matters

How we choose to be when we are confronted by life’ least prosperous, 

least victorious moments.

Will we run, gloss over, distract, smile, try to make things better to ease our own discomfort?

Or will we listen to the loss, engage the one who is losing, sit, staying quiet if need be,

Not run.

Part two of this sermon, maybe now you will understand where this is coming from.

I told you last Sunday that I spent part of last week visiting some of our elderly who 

Because of one health reason or another can’t make it to church much anymore,

Something which I continued doing this week. 

The unfortunate language that is sometimes used to refer to these among us

Are ‘shut-ins,’ 

And the reason I think it is unfortunate is that they are only shut-in

To the degree that we allow them to be.  

So I always prefer to call them by their names.

Halfway through my visit with one woman, Marianna, who is well into her 90’s 

And who has lived a wonderful life, 

But who is now facing some loss of vision and cancer of the blood,

Asked me a lovingly sensitive question,

Given that I was the one who had come to see her.

She said, “Is it ever awkward or difficult for you to visit like this with people?”

And though I didn’t tell her this then, I remember thinking

That it is difficult in only this one way: that in being with someone for whom living

Has become hard, one is constantly wanting to figure out how to make things better for them.

Never mind the good work that listening and visiting does,

I want restored vision, destroyed cancer, recovered memories.

I want for them company at all hours of the day and less loneliness

And most of all bodies that don’t break, that won’t let us down.

And I think of another, her name is Ellen, who said to me last week from her new home at Heritage House in Framingham, 

Ellen who now needs others to help care for her,

Say more than once ‘this isn’t the best time in my life,’
And me, with all my protests against the prosperity gospel aside,

Having to resist the temptation to try to help cheer her up

 Or do anything but simply affirm for her that yes

despite the sunny room and the mediocre food

And the warm bed, 

I can only begin to understand how hard it must be to be away from friends

and losing some of the memories

You cherish most.

When confronted with loss and hurt, will we smile, distract, avoid….

or will we stay, affirm, sit quietly, not run?

You know now I don’t have any special spiritual edge; 

The challenge is there for me just as it is for you.

Life has its ups and downs, we win things and we lose things,

Our bodies thrive and fail 

And sometimes the best thing we can ever do for each other is simply be there,

Which, of course, is not so simple at all.

Simply be there and not say a word.

Move with me now to the third section, about lessons.

I chose to read Bill Coffin’s difficult and beautiful sermon to us

For precisely two lines:

One, where he quotes the line from Hemingway’s “A Farewell to Arms”

That says: "The world breaks everyone, then some become strong at the broken places." 

And the other, where Coffin, impossibly, speaks about the consolation he feels

After losing his Alex, which he says, “will be the learning — which better be good, given the price. But it's a fact: few of us are naturally profound. We have to be forced down.”

Have you ever been forced down, been broken?

I have.  

And because of my profession, I’ve also been present for a lot of broken moments

And forced down people.

And so I can witness for you this great irony: 

That it’s often the case that we seem to grasp the preciousness of life

Most when we discover how fragile life really is.

Says Frederick Beuchner, another prophet to me: 

“When we’re hurting never are we more aware of our need for others,

never more in reach of each other, if only we can bring ourselves to reach out

and let ourselves be reached.

When life is painful never are we more in touch with hope then,

If only that hope is another human presence to be with us and for us.”

So I say to us, on this mid-winter Sunday with Patriot victory parades already planned

And presidential candidates stumping for victory on Tuesday

And us rooting in whatever we root for ourselves to be fulfilled and prosperous

And achieve our best life now,

To attend also, as Robert Walsh says, to our ‘fault lines.’

Joy has its time and place and value, but so does pain.

Do not close yourself off from it or from others whom it inhabits.

As Robert says, in these moments do not look for more solidity to save you.

Instead, ‘trust the tensile strands of love that bend and stretch to hold

You in the web of life that’s often torn but always healing.

There is your strength.

The shifting plates.  The restive earth. Your room. Your precious life.

They all proceed from love, the ground on which we walk together.”

Amen.

