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First Reading

Our first reading this morning is from perhaps my most favorite

And most challenging prophets in the Hebrew Bible, Isaiah.

Isaiah was preaching and teaching in a time, between 740-681 BCE,

When the people of Judah were at rebelling against their faith

And political and religious corruption were widespread.

Here in this passage, Isaiah speaks about the practice of fasting

And the difference between good and false religious practice.

This passage is also the one that is read in many churches to begin the season of Lent, which is our theme for this morning:

“Why do we fast, but do not see?

Why humble ourselves, but do not notice?

Look, you serve your own interest on your fast day,

And oppress all your workers.

Look, you fast only to quarrel and to fight

And to strike with a wicked fist,

Such fasting you do today 

Will not make your voice heard on high.

Is such the fast that I choose,

A day to humble oneself?

Is it to bow down the head like a bulrush,

And to lie in sackcloth and ashes?

Will you call this a fast,

A day acceptable to the Spirit?

Is not this the fast that I choose:

To loose the bonds of injustice,

To undo the thongs of the yoke,

To let the oppressed go free,

And to break every yoke?

Is it not to share your bread with the hungry,

And bring the homeless poor into your house;

When you see the naked, to cover them,

And not to hide yourself from your own kin?

If you remove the yoke from among you,

The pointing the finger, the speaking of evil,

If you offer your food to the hungry 

And satisfy the needs of the afflicted,

Then your light shall rise in the darkness

And your gloom be like the noonday.

You will be guided continually,

And your needs will be satisfied in the parched places,

And you bones will be made strong,

And you shall be like a watered garden,

Like a spring of water,

Whose waters never fail.

Your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt;

You shall raise up the foundations of many generations;

You shall be called the repairer of the breach,

And the restorer of the streets to live in. 

 Second Reading

Our second reading is from the Unitarian Universalist minister and poet

Lynn Unger.

These are her words, titled simply “Lent.”

What will you give up for the season,

To help life along

In its curious reversals?

As if we had a choice.

As if the world were not 

Constantly shedding us

Like feathers off a duck’s back – 

The ground is always littered with our longings.

You can’t help but wonder 

About all the heroes,

The lives sacrificed 

In the compulsion toward the good.

All those who dropped themselves

Upon the earth’s hard surface –

Weren’t they caught in pure astonishment

In the breath before they shattered?

Forget sacrifice.

Nothing is tied so firmly that the wind

Won’t tear it from us at last.

The question is how to remain faithful

To all the impossible,

Necessary resurrections.

“Shaking Things Up: A Lenten Sermon”

We begin with Kathleen Norris, the popular author of “Dakota: A Spiritual Geography”

And “Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith” who spoke last summer

At our annual General Assembly of Unitarian Universalists,

Which is always part inspiration, part networking, part circus.

Speaking of those who are spiritual, not religious she said,

“Often what they do is the all-American thing, and they go shopping,

appropriating the beliefs and traditions of other cultures.

Anything, it seems, is going to be better than the boring old white-bread

Religion of their parents, which is usually Christian or Jewish.

“But its always a risky endeavor at a time,” she says, “when Native American names

are for sale on the internet;

it becomes difficult but ever more important to try to figure out what is a 

genuine spiritual journey, a good transition, a necessary transition,

and what is simply consumerism;

Of course it’s never wise to pass judgment on anyone’s religious journey,

But it can help to employ a detector, or in more spiritual terms, discernment….

I’m always suspicious when people must express their newfound conviction

And joy in a newly acquired faith by dismissing and disparaging the old one.”

I titled this sermon ‘shaking things up’ because that’s what Kathleen’s words

Did to me when I first heard them.

I thought for sure she was talking to me, 

as though she had been watching me for

The last 15 years as I left my Catholic faith, 

the phrase ‘rejected my Catholic faith’ is probably more accurate, 

and journeyed my way into this new and different

Unitarian Universalist faith, 

journeyed so far that I ended up becoming one of its ministers.

I gave up long ago the bad habit of disparaging my Catholic roots,

Recognizing that I needn’t put others down in order to feel affirmed in

My new beliefs.

But one thing I still struggle with is how not to dismiss or simply forget

Some of the religious observances I grew up with 

that might offer nourishment for our spiritual hunger,

Maybe because we can’t get past the words, the memories,

And for some, the foreignness, the other-ness, of what these observances lead us towards.

And no observance have I dismissed or forgotten more than the one that some of our Christian

Brothers and sisters are in the middle of right now that is called Lent.

Now if one is going to choose an observance to skip,

The season of Lent, at least on the surface, 

Might seem like an understandable choice.

It refers to the period of fasting, introspection, and prayer leading up to Easter,

When in orthodox Christian belief the resurrection of Jesus is celebrated.  

It begins with Ash Wednesday, which this year was February 6th,

When our Christian friends had their foreheads marked with ashes 

As the priest quoted for each the line from Genesis that says 

“remember now that you are dust,

And to dust you shall return,”

Which is a line I still remember hearing as a child and feeling rather scared by,

But now in adulthood having seen birth and death

hear as a reminder of our mortality and the circle of life.

After Ash Wednesday there follows forty days of discernment and some form of fasting,

The forty days referring to the number of days that Jesus is said to have spent 

fasting in the desert

Preparing himself for the public ministry that waited for him.

It was during this time in the desert that Jesus is said to have been tempted by the devil,

A part of the story I remember acutely because my Lenten practice always involved giving up some kind of food or drink that I loved, 

Which my friends then enjoyed tempting me with at every available moment.

I confess - 40 days was such a long time for a 12-year-old to go without IBC root-beer

Classic Lays potato chips,

so much so that later on I would tell the nuns and the Christian brothers who 

were my teachers that from now on what I was giving up for Lent 

was Lent itself.

They were not amused.

“Why do we fast?” Isaiah asks.

I think it’s difficult for a child to answer a question like this,

To experience a season of sacrifice and intended soul-searching as

Anything but something that has to be endured,

As anything but something that the white-bread religion of your parents is telling you to do.

But as I grow older, and as I spend more years ministering to you,

I find something curious happening.  

I find myself longing for a way, a practice, a holy time

During which we are asked to reflect on who we are and how we intend to lead our lives,

How we intend to treat ourselves, how we treat others,

How we say we want to move and act in the world,

And whether our intentions and actions are further apart than we want them to be.

I have a name for this time.  I have a title.

I’m calling this now the season of Shaking Things Up,

And while it is inspired by this season of Lent, 

And by my desire to reclaim rather than dismiss this most ancient of practices,

I intend it for all of us,

Whatever our theology or history or heritage.

To help us I reach to a familiar source, the writer and preacher Frederich Buechner, 

whose 5 questions for Lent, written in a little book called ‘Beyond Words,’

I first learned about several weeks ago from my colleague Gary Smith.

I invite us to hear the questions, taking each in turn.

I will share some of what my answers are to them, to model for us,

And then I will leave some silent time after each, so that you can begin

Reflecting on your own responses:

#1) When you look at your face in the mirror, what do you see in it

that you most like and what do you see in it that you most deplore?

I did this on Friday while writing these words.  

What I most like: I was having a good hair day, so good hair.

Younger features than my 36 years might reveal.

I like being tall.

Looking deeper, I also like who I have become.

Husband, father, minister.

I feel lucky to have so many people in my life,

So many ways to give and receive love and care.

I like the part of me that is bothered by the unfairness

And injustice in the world,

The feels guilty about the right things,

And I like that despite the word’s brokenness

I am not yet cynical or without hope.

I like that I can be moved by simple acts of kindness between people.

I like that I can’t see a sunset or a moonrise without saying, “God, look at that!”

I like that I know how to listen well, that I know how to be present for people

In their joy and also in their pain.

What I deplore, which is a stronger word than I would use, so

I’ll use ‘don’t like much:” 

the bags under my eyes that show up whenever I’m tired or stressed.

The hair line that is creeping up and thinning out.  

How from certain angles people tell me that I look like Mick Jagger,

Which I guess is better than telling me I look like Keith Richards, but still.

I don’t like that I sometimes care too much what other people think.

I don’t like when I get stressed out for one reason or another

And take it out on those I love most.

I don’t like when I get so wrapped up in myself, in coming up with that next sermon title

Or answering that next email that I only half-listen to Karen, Emerson or Ella

As they ask me a question or tell me about their day.

I don’t like that I could practice more what I preach 

about finding balance and spiritual renewal.

I don’t like when I’m not angry or indignant enough at the ways of the world,

When I’m caught up too much in my own wants and comforts and concerns.

And mostly I don’t like how hard I am on myself.

I don’t like how good I am at answering this part of the question.

When you look at your face in the mirror, what you do you see in it that you most like

And what do you see in it that you don’t?

A few moments now to begin thinking of your answer…

#2) If you had only one last message to leave the handful of people who are most

important to you, what would it be in twenty-five words or less?

When I did this I thought of phrases, not complete sentences.  

Here they are, twenty-five of them exactly:

“Thank-you.  Listen more, talk less.  Do you remember that time when------? 

Comfort is over-rated.  Grace happens.  Breathe.  I love you.  I love you.”

If you had only one last message to leave a handful of people who 

Are most important to you, what would it be in twenty-five words or less?

What would you want to tell them?

A few moments now to begin thinking of your answer…

#3) Of all the things that have done in your life, which is the one you would most like to undo?

Which is the one that makes you happiest to remember?

The first half of this question asks about regret.

I know that some people don’t believe in regret,

Believing instead that things happen for a reason and every moment in life

Is one that can be learned from.

Well, I believe that grace happens, but I also believe that opposite of grace happens, too,

And for as much as I have learned from my mistakes, 

I often wish this learning

Didn’t have to come at such a steep price.

So what would I undo?  

The one that comes to mind is the choice I made early in my career,

Out of desperation, to accept a ministry that I knew wasn’t a good fit.

Just out of seminary and with few job prospects, I was so eager to be a minister

That I failed to ask whether I was the right minister for that particular congregation.

I wasn’t, and what followed was one of the few “uh-oh” periods in my life. 

And while the whole experience taught me a lot and opened new doors, 

Including the chance to become the minister here, 

I would spare myself and that good congregation

And my family the whole experience if I could,

Because it was all just so hard.

I also like to think you would have taken a chance on me anyway.

What is something I’ve done that makes me happiest?

I can’t think of just one.

The moment when I climbed on that plane and headed for two years away in the Peace Corps

Comes to mind, thinking all the while:  “I have no idea what I’m doing,

But whatever it is this is pretty exciting.”

The night a year later, in Grenada, when I invited myself over to dinner

At the apartment of the woman I would marry – not because I was so courageous 

But because I was so hungry.

The day I first heard the sermon of a Unitarian Universalist minister, David Rankin,

Whose words at once woke within me a spiritual hunger and a vocation.

The days my two children were born, knowing then that I had a new way

Of understanding the words ‘miracle’ and  ‘miraculous.’

A wonder is what it was, and a wonder is what it remains.

Of all the things you have done in your life, which is the one you would most like to undo?

Which are the ones that make you happiest to remember?

A few moments here to think of your answer…

#4) Is there any person in the world or any cause that, if circumstances called for it,

you would be most willing to die for?

Yes.  The children, because you realize that your life is bound up with their lives,

And that wherever they go, they take a piece of you with them.

The desire to protect them is perhaps the strongest biological drive 

I have ever felt.

It’s why I can’t even fathom what it would like to lose a child.

It’s why I can only begin to understand how desperate so many parents

Must feel when, as in many places across the world, they have not enough resources to care for their children.  

Another person I would give my life for: Karen, because love is like that,

Because I would be driven by this love to save her rather than myself.

Causes I would die for:  

In reflecting on this question, I am troubled.

Does my relatively privileged life, where I have all my needs met,

My freedoms preserved, where I can travel where I want

and say what I feel without fear or threat,

where I don’t sit up an night worried if a bomb will reign down

on my house

or whether my children will have access to food, shelter,

and education 

mean that I am spared from answering this question?

In other words, is my life so free from desperate circumstances that 

I am filled more with well-intentioned goals and ideals

 than causes for which I am prepared to sacrifice?

I’m thinking now of the monks in Burma who last year risked their lives

To protest the brutal rule of the military regime;

I’m thinking now of the civil rights leaders who risked themselves to march for freedom

And I feel humbled, I feel challenged.  

Am I too complacent in face of the world’s brokenness?

Is there a cause I would sacrifice for, if not sacrifice my life,

Then at least sacrifice my own comfort, my own status quo?

I hear the title ‘shaking things up,’ I hear Isaiah saying

‘is this not the fast I choose, to loose the bonds of injustice,

to let the oppressed go free,’

and these are the kinds of questions that come to me,

this is the new Lenten practice that comes to mind,

the Lenten practice that is about asking the hard questions.

Is there a person in the world or a cause that, if circumstances called for it,

You would be willing to die for?

A few moments here to begin your response…

#5) And now the last one from Buechner, our teacher for today:

If this were the last day of your life, what would you do with it?

I was surprised and glad by how feely the answer came.

My list:

In the morning drink a tall cup of Pete’s Coffee, with whole fat cream.

Eat a cheese danish for breakfast.  Maybe two.

If I could choose the day, it would be in the middle of autumn,

The trees gold and yellow and crimson red,

The sky deep blue, the temperature cool, but not cold enough to see your breath.

My family and I would take a walk down the street to Winthrop Lake near our home.

We would stand on the beach and skip rocks across the flat, green-blue water.  

Later in the morning I would finish writing one last sermon or prayer,

Because writing these words are for me my best way I know how to touch 

And feel the sacred.

Afterwards, I go on my own for just awhile to the hospital, any floor will do,

Where I will visit with some of the patients for awhile, asking how they are,

Explaining to them as a minister one of gifts and privileges is being able to listen

To their stories and maybe help them feel a little less alone than they might otherwise feel. 

I make these visits on my last day of life because I know it is has always been true 

That I receive the most when I am giving, listening, sharing with others.

I leave the hospital in the mid-afternoon, it’s warm now, and I go home

For one last bicycle ride through the roads of Dover and Sherborn,

Which indeed are like heaven on earth.

This time, by some feat of engineering, my whole family is joining me

On a bicycle that has room for four – and though I’m pedaling alone,

My strength is such on this last day of life that we fly up and down the hills.

Back at home, stew for dinner and a dark ale.

At night we all gather on the bed and read stories,

It doesn’t matter what they are, 

I just want to listen to their voices and mine intermingle.

All of them fall asleep there.  

I am the last one awake.  This is the definition of peace.

Peace is watching those you love sleep and dream.

And then I close my eyes and I join them for one final time.

If this were the last day of your life, what would you do with it?

A moment here to begin imagining your answer…

“To hear yourself try to answer these questions,” Buechner says, 

“is to begin to hear something not only of who you are,

but of both who you are becoming and who you are failing to become.”

He says, “it can be a pretty depressing business in all,

But if ashes are at the start of it, maybe something like Easter may be at the end.”

Easter, Spring, new life breaking forth is still several weeks away.

In the meantime

I wish for us a season of Shaking Things Up.

May we shake free our deepest longings.

May we shake free our deepest doubts.

May we shake from our complacency, our comfort zone.

May we shake out of the doldrums.

May we shake free some courage.

May we shake free inspiration to live as though each day were our last.

Amen.

