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“Pilgrimage to Walden”

To begin let me ask us to take out our hymnals

And go to hymn #1.

Now, go back one page and there on the left-hand side of the book

You see principles and purposes that we as Unitarian Universalists

Affirm and promote.

And below that you see the many sources we draw from,

And let us focus on the first two sources in particular, 

And let me ask that we read them together:

Direct experience of that transcending mystery and wonder,

Affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to a renewal of the spirit

And an openness to the forces that create and uphold life;

And now the second:

“Words and deeds of prophetic men and women which challenge us

To confront powers and structures of evil with justice, compassion,

And the transforming power of love.

It was a Tuesday afternoon lunchtime and I found myself driving along Rt.27 into Wayland,

And then a right onto Rt.126 into Lincoln, past the white fields, 

Past St. Anne’s in the Field, the Episcopal church, past the community farm,

Following a right bend in the road into Concord,

Where on the left, low below the trees, in a valley, 

Rests Walden Pond.

I was driven there – I didn’t lead myself there, I was led there – 

By these first two sources of our Unitarian Universalist faith,

And by the headlines in my paper that morning that spoke of stimulus packages
And economic free-fall,

My spirit, my soul needing a stimulus package of its own:

“Take me to Walden,” it said, “take me to the woods where the headlines are

About more than what is happening to us.”

I pull into the parking lot.  

What was it that Henry said it cost him to live: -  $28 and change for a house, 
a little more than $8 for food for 
Nearly a year, $2 for oil, for year.

I’m holding these numbers in my mind as I pull up next to the sign that says 
“$5 for parking at Walden Pond,” wondering if I am the only one who notices the irony 
Of this sign,
And as I pay in my $5 I think of the costs I incurred on my own way over here:

The $2.50 it took in gas, the $1.88 I spent on coffee, the .95 I spent on a plain wheat bagel.

Christians ask: what would Jesus do?  

But what I’m thinking at that moment is: what would Henry say?

I park the car, and if you have ever been there (can I get hands raised
From those who have been to Walden?)

You know that the first place you see, before crossing Rt.126,
Right there on the edge of the parking lot,

Is a replica of Henry’s cabin, built to exact specifications,
10 feet wide and 15 feet long,

A large window on each side, two doors at either end.

I peer into one of the windows, and then the other.

“My furniture,” writes Henry, “consisted of a bed, a table,

A desk, three chairs, a looking glass,

A pair of tongs, a kettle, a skillet, a frying pan, a dipper,

Two knives and two forks, three plates, one cup, one spoon,

A jug for oil, a jug for molasses.
Furniture!  Says Henry.  Thank God I can sit and I can stand

Without the aid of a furniture warehouse.”

And as I peer into the window, surveying these items, remembering these words,

 I can’t help but think of the news from a month ago about that former Merryl-Lynch CEO

Who while the firm was fighting to survive spent 1.2 million redecorating his office,

Including $87,000 on two chairs, $16,000 on a coffee table, $68,000 on a 19th century credenza,

And $1,400 for a trash can.

It’s too simple, of course, to let these examples become scapegoats for an economy in flames,

For an economy hung-over after a long night of excess,

But as I peer into the window what I’m wishing is that they didn’t make it so easy
For us to blame them.
What would Henry say?  What would Henry do?

He wasn’t a populist, he didn’t resent wealth,
But surely he would challenge the wisdom of that trashcan.
Maybe this is why I feel cleansed, why I feel purified 

As I look into his cabin, his mantra ‘simplify, simplify’ on display.

This was indeed the stimulus package I needed; this is why I was there.
I cross Rt.126 and the pond, still frozen several feet thick,

Extends out before me like a long invitation. 
It is a bright, windless afternoon 
And because I am there not just for myself,

Because I want to help renew us and our faith by what I see,

I make a conscious effort to think of your names and faces,
Your stories, how you say you long for spiritual renewal

In between tending to homes and family, job worries and chores.
I have brought with me Henry’s words and I read these lines:
“For the first week, whenever I looked out on the pond,

It impressed me like a tarn high up on the side of a mountain,

Its bottom far above the surface of other lakes,

And as the sun rose, I saw it throwing off its nightly clothing of mist,

And here and there, by degrees, its soft ripples were revealed.

The winds which passed over my cabin were like those that 

sweep over the ridges of mountains,

Breaking the broken strains of what seemed like celestial music.

The morning wind forever blows, the poem of creation is uninterrupted;

But few are the ears that hear it.

Only that day dawns to which we are awake.

We must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake.”

And as the words sink in two contrary thoughts occur to me: 

1) clearly this sentiment comes from a man who is getting all the sleep he needs, 

whose hours are interrupted by email and screaming children and phones

and bad television that is good to not watch.

and 2) he is speaking the truth.

A path, still covered in snow, leads along the edge of the water toward the original site

Of Henry’s cabin.

It has signs on either side of it that plead with me to ‘stay on the trail,’

Along with wire and posts to make sure I get the message.

I’m told this is for erosion control, so I appreciate the request,
But clearly the park officials are working without any sense of irony

About the man they are leading me to.

“It is remarkable how easily we fall into a particular route, Henry says,
And make a beaten path for ourselves.
How worn and dusty, then, must be the highways of the world,

How deep the ruts of tradition and conformity!”

As I walk the path, as I wonder what snarky thing Henry would say about these signs, 

these wires,
His words start me thinking about journeys, about the times,

Particularly about the lay-offs and lost nest-eggs, about the sudden endings

And new beginnings so many in America are facing..

Henry was optimistic.

He said things like:

 “However mean your life is, meet it and live it.

Do not shun it and call it hard times.

You may perhaps have some pleasant, thrilling, glorious hours even there.”
He also said wonderfully poetic, easier preached than practiced things
About “stepping to beat of our music, however measured or far away”

And how “if one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams,

He will meet with a success unexpected in the common hours.”

And just so we know Thoreau wasn’t without his exaggerated flourishes,

He even said once that that ‘rather than love, what we wanted most was truth.”

But I wonder if we may find something encouraging in his perspective,
A different way to frame the story.  

So much in these weeks and months is being said about what we’ve lost.

Henry might ask: what is there to learn?  Is there a new path to take?

A new opportunity to find? 

A simpler way of being in the world? 
A discovery of a strength we didn’t know we had?
The conforming, traditional path ends

And I am led into an open clearing a hundred yards from the pond.

A rectangle of granite stones 10 feet long by 15 feet wide,

With iron chains connecting them, frame the original site

Of Henry’s cabin.

On a sign nearby are the famous words:

“I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately,

To front only the essential facts of life

and see if I could not learn what it had to teach,

and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.”

Nearby, easily missed in the snow,

Is a monument perhaps even more impressive,

The mound of stones placed there

In memory of Thoreau and his message,

The first stone at the very bottom put there by friend and 

Fellow transcendentalist (and Unitarian) Bronson Alcott

In 1872, right before her death at the age of 90.

On the largest stone these lines are inscribed:

“In memory of the living truth that rests inside of you – thank you.”

I spend the next ten minutes searching for a stone to leave,

Scraping beneath the ice and snow, finding three – 

One to leave on the pile, one to take back to my family

To share the story of over dinner,

And one to bring to our worship this morning

As a visual and kinetic aid.  

I go to leave, my mind already wandering back to the car,

Back to NPR, should I turn on my cell phone?,

Back to re-entry after having worshipped here

In the sanctuary of Walden for the last hour

When I decide to take one last look at Henry’s journal.

Will you believe the page I land on?

I doubt it, but I ask you to anyway.

It reads there, on that page I have opened to,

These lines: “why should we live with such hurry and waste of life?

We are determined to be starved before we are hungry.”

“Okay, I say.  I get the message.  I resist the urge to rush.  I find a marked,
But unused trail that takes me high over the ridge, 

High up over Henry’s original dwelling, 

To a place where the whole pond can be seen.

A stump has been turned into a chair, it is free, no one has spent

$87,000 to bring it here, and I sit.

Wendell Berry, a modern-day version of Thoreau,

Has written a poem that speaks of how we all might feel sitting there.

With it I close:

“When despair for the world grows in me and I wake in the night

At the least sound in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be,

I go and sit where the wood drake rests in his beauty on the water,

And the great heron feeds.

I come into the peace of the wild things

Who do not tax their lives with forethought of grief.

I come into the presence of still water.

And I feel above me the day-blind stars waiting with their light.

For a time I can rest in the grace of the world,

And am free.”

May it be so.
Amen.

