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 “What Are My Safe Places? (and other questions to ask during hard times)”
This sermon began for me at the dinner table several weeks ago,

On the night after Ash Wednesday,

When our Christian friends spread ashes on their foreheads,

Saying ‘remember you are dust, and to dust you shall return,’

Beginning the forty of days of Lent during which, at least in my Catholic upbringing,

Was marked by my volunteering to give up extravagances look root beer and black licorice,
Which at the time felt like extreme sacrificial giving.

“What would you give up for forty days?” was the question at my dinner table that night,

And rather than volunteer our own answers we answered for each other:

Emerson, the 8yr. old, we said would have to give up Wii;

Ella, our 5 yr. old, the beloved practice of eating frosted mini-wheats on the couch;

Karen – the internet (as if, she said).

And me – my bicycles, they said.  Never.
It was then that we all decided Lent could wait for another year.

I’ve spoken here in other years about this season of Lent we are now

In the middle of,

an alien word for some of you,

A concept best left behind for others,

But as I sat at my dinner table that night thinking of things we might give up

I called to mind the intent behind this practice of fasting,

Which is so much less about penitence and punishment and sacrifice,

And so much more about clearing out, shaking things up, stepping out of routine,
Breaking habits, asking deep questions, and even discovering something new.

Spring cleaning is how my colleague Gary Smith describes it, 
As in clearing away what is dead,

As in preparing the way for some new growth to happen.
Which, as I have thought about it more,

Is a practice I believe we might be in need of 

In these hard times, in these times of NPR gloom and doom,

And economic fear, sometimes it feels like fear mongering,

Fear that is viral, fear that is contagious.  

And so I come this morning with a little spring cleaning in mind

To help us respond to the hard times,
Some taking of deep breaths, 
some asking of questions that might draw

Us deeper, and also take us out of ourselves.
I ask that we forget you are sitting in stiff-backed pews.

Forget you are in church listening to a sermon.

And imagine instead you have a broom in your hand.
The windows and doors are open.
The news is off, the rooms of your soul, your mind, your heart, are quiet.

And you are feeling reflective 
As you open yourself to these questions:

Question #1: How do these words from John O’Donohue’s intersect with your life?

I was at a clergy retreat in Portsmouth, New Hampshire last week when this prayer
By O’Donohue,

“For Longing” was handed to us, 

Grateful that the longing I had for spiritual re-charging,
Maybe I should call it spiritual shock-treatment,

That had brought me there was greater than my sometimes bad habit
of staying up late and emailing, managing, tasking, over-functioning, and worrying.

How do these words intersect with your life?
Was the question given us by the retreat leader,

And immediately I thought of the title – For Longing – 

How it seemed to capture the national mood,

How longing might define the spiritual, physical, and economic season

We find ourselves in, the longing for spiritual uplift,

The longing for physical signs of spring,

The longing for any sign of economic uptick.
And now I’m imagining all of us yesterday and today in our still brown gardens,

Bowing down before the gods, one hand clenching the headlines

That say ‘wall street rally’ 

And the other coaxing the green buds out of the earth.

Beyond the title I’m breaking of the words of this prayer down,

I’m hearing little wishes, hearing little benedictions,

And I’m thinking of us, I’m thinking of our ministry:

Blessed be the longing that brought you here.

May your heart never be haunted.

May you have the wisdom.

May your dreams gradually reveal the destination.

May you enter generously into your own unease.

May you know the urgency.

And now, after each line, I find myself thinking of a name, a face,

Thinking of the stories you privilege me with,

The haunted heart there, 

the one seeking wisdom for some decision over here,

The one feeling some urgency there.

This is how these words intersect for me.

How are they intersecting you?

What is the longing that brought you here?

Can you consider that longing blessed?

A moment now to consider our answers.

Question #2: This one, part of series of discernment questions given me

by one of my mentors: What is my ministry?
And now in my mind eye’s I remembering the article

In The Economist I read this week,

The one with the cover that cried “The Jobs Crisis”

And I’m remembering reading the unbelievable statistics:

How in the rich world the job losses are starkest here in America,
Where the recession began.

Since December, 2007, the article said, the labor market

Has shed 4.4 million jobs,

With more than $600,000 in each of the past 6 months.

The unemployment rate hit 8.1% in February.

These aren’t just numbers.  These are people.  These are friends,

Relatives, people next to us in the pews, these are clergy I know

Whose churches and their budgets mean their hours are being cut.

Is it any wonder if we are feeling depressed, feeling scared?
I’m getting depressed all over again just saying these numbers out loud.
So this is why, in all this talk of job loss, lay-offs, cutting, losing

I am trying to refocus,
I am trying to tune out that sermon being preached everywhere

That is a sermon of scarcity, a sermon of fear, a sermon about loss.

And in its place I am trying to hear and write a different kind of sermon,

A hope sermon, the ‘I have a dream’ sermon that asks: 

What is our ministry, meaning what and who can we still serve,

Meaning what and who am I called to be if I am no longer _____?

Maybe this is what all the psychologists and therapists in the news

Are telling us, telling the country, telling particularly the unemployed

To get out and go out, to volunteer, to serve something or someone

That reminds you of all you have left to give, of all you have not lost.

In a season of scarcity what might it mean to cultivate a spirit, a soul,
And attitude of abundance?

This is the question.  This is our Lenten task.

What is your ministry?  What are your gifts?  What and who can you serve?

A moment now to think of your answers.

Question 3: What are you afraid of?  And its corollary, its balance:

What and who can you trust? What or who can you put your faith in?

When I, or someone I am counseling, is feeling overcome with fear,
One of the first tasks I recommend is put down on paper

All the things we are worried about and afraid of.

A qualifier here: there are two kinds of people in the world: 

people who love lists and everyone else.  I am a list lover kind of person.

But nothing seems to corral the wild horses of fear and worry more

Than putting down on paper what we’re actually scared of.

So here is an imagined list of fear questions in these days:

Will my job be safe?

If my job is gone will I be ok?

Will I be able to afford college?  Retirement?  Next months bills?

Will I lose my home?  

And once we write down those fears in a list, sorting what is real and rational

From what is us being overly anxious,
I tell myself and those I am counseling to put down on paper

All that we can trust, all that we can put our faith in.

So here is an imagined list of trust-worthy, faith-worthy items:

The unconditional love of family and a few friends.
That spring is indeed coming, and the sun will rise tomorrow.

That no matter how terrible the news, how terrible we are feeling,

There are still flashes of simple beauty and small acts of grace;

we just have to look harder.

Something else we can trust: this community of faith;

We have been here for nearly 325 years on this hill; 
And I believe we will be for next 325.
We trust this community to be a place of refuge, sanctuary, company, comfort,

In hard times.
For the baseball fans, that the Red Sox will thrill and disappoint this year.
For the fans of MLK, who gave us these words: that the arc of the universe is long, but it bends towards justice.
For those watching too much about Bernie Madoff, that in the end, at some point,

Dishonesty will lose out to the truth,
That there is a price to pay for the surrender to greed.

What are you afraid of?  And in the midst of your fears,
Your worries, what and who do you know you can trust.

Time now for your answers.

And finally, our last question, our sermon title,

An echo of the message Kate asked us earlier:

In these hard times what are your safe places?

And also, from the John O’Donohue’s prayer,

Is there in you a disturbing desire nudging you out of these safe places?

When Kate asked us earlier to close our eyes and put our hands 

In our lap and asked us to think of my safe place 

This is what I thought of:

I thought of home.  I thought of climbing the stairs

At night and going into my children’s bedroom,

Their misadventures of the day long forgotten,

And watching them sleep and dream.

I thought of my childhood home, my religious home,
And eventually the disturbing desire to grow and become my own person

Nudging me out of my safe place, my security, how hard that was,

But oh how wonderful the discoveries that awaited me.

And I thought again of our sanctuary, our faith – 

How this is safe place to feel, to wonder, to question,
A place where we are loved for who where are,

But much to much to let us stay there, that is always nudging us to grow,
To reach beyond our safe places and become someone more that we are.

These are my answers.  What are yours?

Think again of your safe places in these hard times.

Where and who is your refuge?  

Is there a desire nudging out of this safe places, asking you to stretch,

Challenging you to grow?

A final moment to think of your answer….
Spring cleaning is never easy.  It is hard work.  It is dirty work.
But is necessary work.  It is cathartic work.  
In these hard times, in these season of Lent,
In this season of almost spring, 

I wish for us the practice of brushing away what is dead,

And preparing the way for something new.

Blessed be the longing that brought you here.

Blessed be the faith, the trust, the safe places 

That carry us as we go out.

Amen.

