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First Reading
Our first reading this morning is one that I 

Offered several years ago and remains one of my favorites.

It comes from the book The Right Words at the Right Time

Marlo Thomas, and it’s a collection of stories written by celebrities

From all walks of life.

This one, my favorite one, is written by Paul McCartney:

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 at night, drinking, doing drugs, clubbing, the way a lot of people were at the time.  I was really living and playing hard. The other guys were 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, my mum, and very hardworking, because she wanted the best for us.  We weren't a well-off family - we didn't have a car, we just about had a television - so both of my parents went out to work, and Mum contributed a good half to the family income.  At night when she came 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 all 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 it 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 an answer, 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 very difficult time in my life - and sure enough, things did get better after that - 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 one that we will sometimes say together

When we dedicate and bless a child here in our midst.

It comes the famous book “The Prophet” by the Lebanese writer Kahlil Gibran.

This an excerpt from the chapter on children:

Your children are not your children.

They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.

They come through you but not from you,

And though they are with you they belong not to you.

You may give them your love but not your thoughts,

For they have their own thoughts.

You may house their bodies but not their souls,

For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow,

Which you cannot visit, even in your dreams.

You may strive to be like them,

But seek not to make them like you.

For life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday.

You are the bows from which your children 

As living arrows are sent forth.

The archer sees the mark upon the path of the infinite,

And he bends you with his might that his arrows may go swift and far.

Let, then, your bending in the archer’s hand

Be for gladness;

For even as he loves that arrow that flies,

So he loves the bow that is stable.

“Be That Guide Whom Love Sustains: 

A Sermon on our Children”

Before I came to you as your minister,

Before I ever went to seminary,

I spent my college career preparing to become an elementary school teacher

And guidance counselor.

Six months as a student teacher in a 6th grade classroom

Quickly revealed to me how I had chosen the wrong calling in life – 

Because the kids were basically horrible, in a junior high, 

‘it’s not their fault, it’s the hormones’ kind of way –

But I nonetheless have always nurtured a desire

To connect and serve our younger folks.

When I arrived here in Sherborn I acted 

On this desire in two ways.

First, I began serving on a roundtable at Dover-Sherborn

High School that brings together clergy, students, teachers,

And counselors to think together about how to decrease the instances

Of substance abuse among our adolescents – a perennial, sometimes

Intractable problem.

And second, I joined these same clergy members,

Along with the head masters of the Dover-Sherborn schools, and guidance counselors, 

and police sergeants

For bi-monthly meetings where we talk about issues that we see coming up for kids

In our congregations, at school, and in the community as a whole.

A big topic for our next meeting, I know,

Will be about the fatal stabbing that occurred now two weeks ago

At Lincoln-Sudbury High School

That left one young man dead and another charged with the killing.

The victim, James Alenson, had just moved to Sudbury from Natick,

And because of this fact many of you who live in Natick

have come up to me over the last couple weeks to tell me that you 

either knew him or knew the family.

So for some of you this story hits close to home;

It’s not just a tragic, yet distant headline.

And though the details of the story tell us that the accused

Boy is someone who is clearly very troubled, 

With some significant psychological issues,

The incident does call to mind for me a question for us as a faith community – 

Which is: what’s our role in nurturing, caring for, and guiding our children

These days, when they see and hear so much going wrong?


And when I say “our children” I don’t just mean those of us with our own kids.

Because one thing that I believe is so wonderful and important about belonging

To a community like ours is that there is a collective sense of 

Responsibility, a collective culture of care and concern,

Around all of our children here.

It’s a promise we make especially explicit 

When we bring a child before us for blessing and dedication – 

The word “dedication” referring to how parents dedicate themselves

To the enormous task of raising a child;

And the word “dedication” referring also to how we as a religious community

Dedicate ourselves to supporting the parents in this effort.

It’s cliché now, but Hillary Clinton said it best: “It takes a village.”

And one of our jobs as a church is to be this village.

In a new curriculum for adults put out by the Unitarian Universalist Association

called “Parents as Spiritual Guides” the authors Roberta and Christopher Nelson

describe our role beautifully.

They say that it’s our job to “to be companions to our children 

on a journey in which they know the meaning of transcendence – 

literally the act of ‘climbing over’ – 

which is a process of moving over and going beyond real or imagined limits


or boundaries.”
And what speaks to me about this image of guiding our children over boundaries

Is that it reminds us that that it’s not our job

To make believe that there aren’t any.

Instead, we’re being asked here to acknowledge with them

The very real hurtles waiting for them in their lives and in the world,

And then we’re being asked here, individually and collectively or communally,

To guide them in transcending or climbing over these real or imagined

hurtles, which as we saw in Lincoln-Sudbury,

Sometimes take the form of tragedies.

And what I’m imagining now, with the help of 

Christopher and Roberta’s book, are the different stepping stones

We can offer our children in this move of transcending or climbing over 

The hurtles of life.

And what I’m imagining first is if we can put down for our children

This stepping stone called community, called family, 

And not just the family of relatives, but the family that is a congregation

Like ours.  

Because we are one big open-hearted family here, too.

This is the stone that will help our children transcend the boundary

Of aloneness and loneliness and isolation and even selfishness.

This is the stone that will help my 3-year-old daughter,

The daughter who recently named her fish “Me, Me, Me”

And who is at the stage when the whole world revolves around her,

Eventually discover that she is part of a community of others 

With equal and sometimes competing needs,

Meaning she won’t always get her own way.

It’s also the stone that tells our children they belong somewhere,

That at home and here at church they are connected to people,

Who, as Roberta Nelson says, 

“Will care for you, know you, trust you, and love you unconditionally.”

This the also stone that we heard about in our reading from Paul McCartney,

When his mother Mary helped him transcend his hurtle of aloneness

And struggle with the words “Let it be.”

And this is stone we lay down when we bless our children here.

Remember how I ask a promise from all of us in these services?

I ask us if we, as members and friends of this congregation,

Will be here for the child in all the ways he or she needs us to be.

And every time, without fail, we say that we will.

And in so doing we lay down this stepping stone of community.  

And we help our children transcend.  

We guide them and companion them

In their climbing over the aloneness of life.

And now, perhaps after that stepping stone,

Let us put another down.

Let us lay down the stone of wonder,

The stone that helps our children transcend their disillusionments,

Their loss of hope, the cynicism they sometimes learn from us.

The writer Rachel Carson writes that “If I had influence 

With the good fairy who is supposed to preside over the christening

Of all children, I should ask that her gift to each child

Would be a sense of wonder so indestructible that it would last a lifetime,

An unfailing antidote against the boredom and disenchantments of later years,

The sterile preoccupation with things that are artificial,

The alienation from the sources of strength.”

And maybe the best we can ask of ourselves in laying this stone down

Is simply to get out of the way of the sense of wonder that our children

Are naturally endowed with, 

and that we, after years of work and worry and rushing about, 

tend to lose.

I confess sometimes to a numbness to the small, intimate beauties

Of the world that only my children and our children here can cure me of.

“Look at the sun setting,” they say.  “Look, look, look at the moon!”

“Look at this worm!  Wow, look at this bug!  

Wow, look at this pattern of the stones in the driveway!” 

“Look!” and “Wow!” are a regular part of our children’s lexicon 

as they observe the world  with their fresh eyes,

words that I confess I’ve all too readily replaced with “write this email”

and “stress” and “mortgage payment” and “the to-do list.”

Yes, I think the best we can do is just get out of the way

And not let ourselves or the world’s cynical edge completely 

Crush this stone of wonder, this stone of awe 

That can help our children transcend the disenchantments 

And disillusionments that eventually will come their way.

And after this stone of wonder,

Let us put down another. 

Let us put down the stepping stone of courage.

I suspect that for our children, and for us, too,

This is one of the hardest stones to come by.

Courage to risk.

Courage to fail.

Courage to be who and what you are.

Courage to be flexible and willing to change,

And courage also to stand to your ground.

We are, I believe, in the process of bequeathing to our children

A far more dangerous and uncertain world than the one we inherited,

and it’s going to take courage for them

To stand in the center of this uncertainty.

In laying this stone down for them we need to tell stories from our

Own lives when we have been brave,

Moments when we have been fearful but chose not to act out from our fear.

And as a church we need to tell stories from our history

About people who had the courage to risk – about our ancestors

The Pilgrims and Puritans who left everything to come here to these shores

For religious freedom; 

or about the early Unitarians who risked and sometimes lost their lives

because they preached the humanity rather than divinity of Jesus;

or about someone like the Universalist Olympia Brown, who risked rebuke

but had the courage to answer a call to become the first woman ordained

as a minister, in 1862.

I love what Ralph Waldo Emerson says on this.  

He says “heroes and heroines are no braver than anyone else,”

but they are brave for five minutes longer.”
Our children need us to show how they, too, 

can be brave and courageous for these extra five minutes,

how they too can be heroes and heroines in an age

that is in desperate need of them.

And after this stone of courage,

Let us now place down for them the stone of justice,

Justice here meaning the ability to transcend and make right again

The wrongs in the world,

Justice here meaning that our children

Lead lives not just for themselves, but for others, too.

How do we guide our children and ourselves, for that matter,

To a place of compassion that compels us to respond

To the pain of others?

How do we help them and us see through another’s eyes?

My answer is I think we show them what it’s like for others in the world.

Many of us and our children are privileged with material wealth

That is beyond the reach of most.

And because of this I think we need, as my colleague Dick Gilbert says,

To guide our children to the awareness that with great fortune

Comes great obligation – obligation to share our fortune, 

to use our power and influence to see that our abundance is more evenly distributed, 

and to have the courage (to step on one of our previous stones), 

To ask ourselves how much it is that we deserve.

Fairness is an expression of justice that our children will understand.

Fairness and sharing and giving back some of what we have been given.

And let us remember that our children will follow our lead on this.

They are always watching.

So we need to stay mindful of that old maxim we are teaching most

When we least think we are teaching.

And finally, after all these stones,

Can we place down for our children,

So that they may transcend some of their tallest hurdles and limits and boundaries,

The stepping stone of faith?

Faith not as blind belief.

Faith not as blind acceptance.

But faith as fidelity, faith as trust,

Faith in whatever holds us and won’t let us off or let us go.

The writer Annie Dillard tells the story that speaks to this,

One I’ve told before, years ago, 

About the time her son Sam, at the age of 2 or 3,

locked himself in the bathroom and grew increasingly

scared and frightened as the minutes went by.

While waiting for the locksmith and the fire department

To arrive,

Annie writes that she had to do something,

So she whispered to Sam through the closed door

To kneel down and place his fingers under the inch-wide

Crack under the door.

And as he did so Annie also knelt down 

And put her fingers under the door and touched her fingers to his,

And they stayed that way for another 5,10, or 15 minutes, 

Fingers touching, until help came.

And she writes how Sam eventually calmed down

And found enough assurance in this, in their fingers touching,

In her whispering softly to him that she was there and was never going to leave.

“This,” writes Annie Dillard, “is kind of what the experience of

faith and God is like for me – how I’m alone and scared on one side of a door, 

and how this reassuring presence is on the other side,

and our fingers are barely touching.

It’s never enough,” she says, “but it is.”

This is the stone of assurance, of faith, that I hope for our children – 

That they can trust and have faith

That love, God, parents, family, community, and congregation are

There for them, sometimes just on the other side of the door,

Fingers barely touching, voices whispering, 

giving them just enough and sometimes more than enough to transcend 

whatever real or imagined boundaries

They believe are standing in their way.

And I think, in the end, this is what we want for our children,

Our children who as Gibran says “are not our children

But our life’s longing for itself.”

We want to give them a path, a path built with stones

Of family and community and wonder and courage and justice

And faith and other countless stones you may have in mind – 

All which come together to make a path 

That will guide them higher and higher over their real or imagined boundaries,

Helping them to transcend the hurts and hurtles of life.

Be that guide whom love sustains, sings the hymn we are about to sing.

And I think the words are meant for us.

Because I think we can be the guides.

And we can be sustained by our love for our children,

And we are surely sustained by their love for us.

Amen.

