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My Life Shall Touch Other Lives: An Auction Sermon

This is an auction sermon, as in the sermon that was bid on and won by Dot

At the church auction last April,

Dot who gave us our reading and who with her high bid won the opportunity

To sit down with me and offer up our theme for today.

Every year I do this at our auction I am nervous about the topic you will give me,

Perhaps because I remember the time in a another congregation

That someone wanted me to preach on the subject of Monty Python’s film

“The Holy Grail.”

It turned out to be a pretty good sermon, actually, or at least that’s what I tell myself.

“I am struck,” Dot said three weeks ago over hamburgers at C&L Frosty’s,
“by how much and perhaps how often others are affected by what one
Says and does.”

And then, to help demonstrate, she drew with her finger on the formica table

Imaginary rings rippling out from an imaginary drop of water.

“Like this,” she said. 

And then she recited for me the prayer from her childhood,

The one that begins: “My life shall touch a dozen lives before this day is done,

Leave countless marks for good or ill.”

I hope, Dot, that I didn’t betray how my mind was already off and running

By then,

Reminded how this is something that our Unitarian Universalist faith teaches us,

How one of our principles we covenant to uphold, there in the opening pages

Of our hymnal, is this idea of our belonging to ‘an interdependent web

Of all existence,’

Which translated out of the flowery language means that we’re in this together,
That what we do and say make a difference,

That how live in the world has an impact.

That’s the good news.  

The bad news is that it means we’re all in this together,

That what we do and say makes a difference,

That how we live in the world has an impact.

I also found myself imagining the people, maybe twelve more or less,

I might have touched or have been touched by in the last 24 hours.

Have you ever thought about this? I mean really thought about this?
Well, I hadn’t, that is until Dot shared with me her words and asked her questions
And I found myself thinking much harder than I ever had

In the swivel chairs at C&L Frosty’s,
A spiritual detour to go along with my burger and fries.
So, let us say it is morning.
Say you are just waking up.

Some of us wake up in houses with partners and families.

Some of us wake up alone, children gone if we had any,

A spouse we loved whom we might have lost.

Among the lives we touch that day these are the closest,

The most dear, the most often taken for granted,

Including that life is ours, that is uniquely our own.
How shall we touch these lives today?  

This is Dot’s question.

Do we say Good morning?  Do we say I love you?  A hug on the stairs.

An encouraging word in the mirror.

Or perhaps the absence of all these things:  Anger.  A bad mood.

A unintended hurtful word.

For those of us who are not morning people

This is a dangerous time.

We are touching lives

And it is not yet even 8a.m. 
Say you then drive to work.

Let’s say you have, like I do, a bumper sticker on your car

That proclaims ‘Grace Happens,”

This the antidote, the pushback against that other bumper sticker

That may describe the mood our economy seems to be in.
Say you forget you have that sticker on your car 

– and though I’m certain that no one here can sympathize,

Because you have never, ever done this – 

So that when someone blares their horn at you from behind 
at the intersection of Woodland Street
And Church Street in Holliston you slam on your brakes,

Turn around in your seat and shake your fist at their impatience,

Their rushing, their rudeness,

Saying words that have more four letters rather than five, which 
If you’re counting is the number of letters that ‘grace’ has.

You remember that with her fingers Dot is drawing imaginary circles
around an imaginary drop of water,

Saying our lives touch other lives ‘like this,’ she says,

Meaning we should ask ourselves what rings, what ripples, what waves

We send out when we lose out temper, when we meet impatience with impatience.

Let’s say you have just read this poem we heard from Mary Oliver,

This poem that speaks to us about class, 
That describes the poet believing that poems should have birds

And trees in them, that should have us stand in a happy place,

But who has the ‘darkness ripped from my eyes,’ Oliver writes
By this cleaning woman in the Singapore airport

Who teaches her the ‘light the can shine out of a life.’

Let’s say you think of this poem after you meet a man that has come to your office door

At church because he says he needs money to help buy some food and clothes for his kids.

You know this man.  He comes to our church once every several months

With a similar request.

Let’s say this time he smells of alcohol, it is 10a.m. and he has been drinking,

And your desire to help him is running up against your worry

That he won’t use the money wisely, that he’ll spend it on beer
Rather than his children.

Outside there are birds and trees.

Outside the church looks like a perfect poem on a New England green,

But none of it compares to the poem being written here, you’re thinking,

As you pass along to him some gifts cards that you keep for times like these,

Not sure if you are helping him or hurting him,

Not sure if you are leaving a mark for good or for ill.
But this you know: there is light shining out of this man’s life

And today you don’t feel up to questioning his intentions,

And you don’t feel up to touching him with your doubt.
He tells you he is grateful, but it is you who ends up feeling grateful to him,
Because he has reminded you to look deeper,

To not be lulled into thinking that your job is to stand here

In a happy place, in a happy sermon without seeing the labor,

Without touching the lives that are hurting, without responding to the longing. 

Let’s say you then take a lunch break. 
Say that on any ordinary day you dive into your food without a thought or a care
For who and what helped to make your lunch be there in front of you – your pastrami sandwich,

Your fresh dill pickle, your yogurt (bad combo), your apple,

Your pretzels.

On any ordinary day you wouldn’t ask who and what breathed,

Sweat, lived, died, hefted, hoisted, packaged, and touched

So that you could eat this food here and now,

But today, because of Dot’s questions,

Because she has drawn with her finger on the formica table

Imaginary rings surrounding an imaginary drop of water,

And because she has said that our lives are like this,

That what we do touches other lives,
That we live in is this web of interconnection and interdependence,
You meditate on this bread, this meat, this fruit, this paper,

This wrap, this bag and force yourself to think of the people, the animal,

The seasons that lived and died and moved so that your body 

Could be nourished by this meal.

And it dawns on you how rarely you take the time to offer a 

Simple prayer of gratitude,

How rarely you pause before meals, before your desk,
Before your table and say thank you
For all that is not of our own making,

For all who sustain us with their work and their labor.

After lunch you return to your office 
And on your way you see two members of the church.

You shake hands.  You give pats on the back.  You give a hug.
“I am struck” Dot told me “how often in our speech and our actions

Touch and feel and hands are significant.”
You realize that on any given Sunday you touch anywhere between 130-150 hands.
Maybe this is why everyone is sick here in the winter,

Because I am the one spreading the bugs.

One word for us: Purell.

Do we ever consider how our touch might affect someone on any given day?

Shaking hands.  Holding hands.  An arm around a shoulder for comfort?

Or a cold shoulder?  A brush off.  A push.

An open hand.  A closed fist.  Hopefully no fingers raised, especially in traffic.

How some of us love hugs.  How others of us have a 3 foot boundary around us

Of protected personal space.

Our touch matters, says Dot. 
We send messages, we send rings, we send waves out to others

With our bodies as well as our words.   

You’re thinking: This is all beginning to feel a bit intimidating.
Because through talking to Dot you realize that you do have an impact on others,

We all do, we’re all interconnected, and often we have no idea

About the impact we actually have.

This awareness reminds you of the story Dot told you at lunch,

Dot who spent her career teaching at Wellesley College,
Who is now retired and occasionally runs into her students,

Now women in mid-career.
“One day long after I retired” explained Dot

“I went to a new doctor and realized upon seeing her that she
Been one of the students that I had taught, and
That I had even served as her advisor.

After the appointment she told me 

That she owed her career to me,

That she wouldn’t have become a doctor if it hadn’t been

For a question I had once asked her.

The doctor went on to explain how she had come to Dot

Late in her undergraduate years,

Burdened with the pressure and expectation she felt

From her family to go to medical school.

“And do you know what you asked me?”

Said the Doctor.

“You looked me right in my eyes and asked me:

“is this really what you want?”

After Dot’s question the young women

Decided to resist the urge to rush off to medical school

like her family had expected,

instead taking several years to come that decision on her own.

“I am sure,” said the doctor to Dot, “that had you not asked me 

That question I would have gone off to school not knowing 

Why I was there, and I would have dropped out

And gone on to do something different with my life.”


 After hearing this story you ask Dot how it felt hearing

This, that something she once said to a student, and that she had long

Since forgotten, had changed this student’s life. 
“Humbled,” she replies.
“You spend all that time working on lectures, thinking
That you’re teaching most when you’re teaching,
But it seems more true it is on the edges where we have our impact.”

And then she draws with her finger

Those imaginary circles on the formica table,

Surrounding a imaginary drop of water.

“Like this,” she says.

You have one final question for Dot,

Your head turning over the story you have heard,

Your mind turning over the people you have touched today,

And yesterday and years before,

Wondering what kinds of things you have said and done

That have touched them, that has left marks for good or for ill.

“So what do we do with this awareness?” You ask her.

“What does it mean for how we should live?”

She says: “I think it means we must always try to say

What we really feel,

Because if we are to touch people we should touch

With our authenticity, our honesty, our best words.”

And she says: I think it means we should be humble,

Because we never know how or where or when we will affect someone.

And finally she says: I think this is why I remember this prayer,

Because it helps us ask how we should be.
And so we pray:

“My life shall touch a dozen lives

Before this day is done.

Leave countless marks for good or ill

Ere sets the evening sun.

So this is the wish, I always wish,

The prayer, I ever pray.

Let me life help other lives

It touches by the way.”

Let us together say to Dot: thank you.

And let us say: amen.

