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From “Letters to a Young Poet” by Rainer Maria Rilke:

“If you trust in Nature, in the small Things that hardly anyone sees and that can so suddenly become huge, immeasurable; if you have this love for what is humble and try very simply, as someone who serves, to win the confidence of what seems poor: then everything will become easier for you, more coherent and somehow more reconciling, not in your conscious mind perhaps, which stays behind, astonished, but in your innermost awareness, awakeness, and knowledge. You are so young, so much before all beginning, and I would like to beg you, as well as I can, to have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and to try to love the questions themselves as if they were locked rooms or books written in a very foreign language. Don't search for the answers, which could not be given to you now, because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer.”

Living the Questions Sermon for November 8, 2009


My mother and I are very close.  One of the things we have loved to do ever since I was quite young is watch movies together.  We’ll watch anything.  Oscar-winning dramas, fluffy romantic comedies, the latest action blockbuster.  For some reason our favorite genre, however, is really cheesy horror movies.  If it is in black and white, we want to watch it. If it stars Vincent Price or Christopher Lee, we want to watch it.  If it skipped theaters and went straight to dvd, we definitely want to watch it.  Halloween was our glory season because then we were more likely to convince my brother and stepfather to join the fun.

My mother lives six states away in Leesburg, Virginia now, so we don’t get to engage in our fright fests as much as we once could.  This October, for instance, we had to be satisfied with calling each other often to report on which awful scary movies we were currently subjecting our respective spouses to.  “We’re watching Black Sunday!” she’d tell me happily.  “Good choice!” I’d reply.  “Luke and I are watching the original House of Wax.”  “Oh! That’s a classic,” my mother affirmed.  
Now, even though my mother and I share a love for movies, we have very different viewing styles.  The first time I watch a film, I prefer to do so silently and with no distractions.  I study the movie as if I am going to be tested on it later.  
For me, watching the artful unfolding of plot and character on screen while watching a good movie for the first time, is one of life’s great pleasures.  I love it when a film can surprise me, delight me, make me think about something in a new way.  And the only thing that comes close to the thrill of watching a great movie for the first time, is watching that movie again with someone who is watching it for the first time.  Then I get to experience it all again through my friend’s eyes.  I’ll admit, however, that I have that very annoying habit of saying things like, “Watch this part!  This is really good.”  Or “Oh, man! I love this part coming up!”  
On behalf of everyone who does that, I’m sorry.  I know it’s irritating. I’m working on it.
My mother has an all together different viewing style when watching movies for the first time.  She likes to talk.  Mostly, she likes to ask questions.  Back when I was in high school, we went to see “Titanic” together.  Now, this was the first time either of us had seen it.  Throughout the film, my mother would half turn her head to me while keeping her eyes on the screen and ask me a series of questions:
“Who is that?”

“Why are they going in there?”

“Why did she do that?”

“Who is that guy?”

“Is he a bad guy?”

 “Is she going to kill him?”

“What’s going to happen?”

“What’s going to happen now?”

“Mom,” I kept saying, “I don’t know. I’m watching this for the first time too!”
I understand where my mom was coming from.  Even though my mother and I both went into that movie knowing perfectly well that that ship was going to hit an iceberg and sink to the ocean floor, we both spent most of that movie on the edge of our seats, wondering what was going to happen next.  
The funny thing is, the way my mother watches movies is often the way I live my life.  Suspense and surprise on the movie screen is wonderful.  Suspense and surprise in my life is a whole other animal.  What this basically comes down to is that I am not a fan of uncertainty.  This is a problem because, as I’m sure you’ve heard, there are no certainties in life.  
No guarantees.  
No risk-free investments.  
I hate this.


I want so much to have the world work like this: 
If I am diligent and do my research carefully, I will be able to discern the right choice in any situation.  Through a balance of reason and intuition, I will always be certain of the correct action to take and the outcome will be precisely as I have expected.  
Is that so wrong?

  Well. Kind of.  

I discovered Rainer Maria Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet, from which our reading came, at about the same time I started divinity school.  The section I shared with you became my own personal zen koan, or spiritual puzzle, because it advised me to do precisely the opposite of what I thought, up until that point, I should be doing.  


“Don’t search for the answers,” Rilke tells his young pen-pal.  “Live the questions now.”

WHAT?!?

I entered divinity school, in large part, because I wanted answers.  Searching for answers is what I did!  It is what I had always done!  I spent all of my grade school years looking for answers.  I went to college looking for answers.  I got a job looking for answers.  I went to divinity school because I wanted better answers, and by God, those world-renown professors and gigantic libraries at Harvard were going to give them to me!
During the first week of classes, one of professors told all of us earnest seminarians that divinity school was not going to give us any answers, it was going to teach us how to ask better questions.

“Huh.” I thought to myself, “That doesn’t sound like best use of my tuition money.”  I decided to trust the process, though, despite my misgivings.  
And so I started studying early Christian history, contemporary Muslim thought, family systems in congregational settings, and the gospels.  

And Rilke’s words kept following me, whispering in my ear as I studied in my dim basement apartment in Lynn or rode the T into Cambridge.  
“Don’t search for the answers, which could not be given to you now, because you would not be able to live them.  
Live the questions now.”
I tried to understand what was meant by that advice and to put it into practice.  I tried to live the questions that had brought me to seminary instead of searching for the answers all the time.  Questions like, “How can I be a peacemaker in the world when I can’t manage to be a peacemaker in my family?”  “How can I live with integrity?”  “How can I ease suffering?”  “How can I make my life count for something meaningful?”  
I tried to live within the open space of these questions without constantly grasping for answers.  Answers, which, if Rilke is to be believed, wouldn’t do me any good right now anyway.  It wasn’t easy with that little voice inside me always asking, 

“Why are we here?” 

“Are we doing the right thing?”

 “Is he going to help us?” 

 “Why is she yelling?” 

 “Are we going to have enough for rent?”

“What’s going to happen?” 

“What’s going to happen now?”


Often the best I could do was say to myself, “I don’t know! I’m living this life for the first time!”
“I would like to beg you,” Rilke writes, “to have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves.”
Live the questions.  Love the questions.  It seems like a simple request so why is it often so hard to do?
Strangely, I didn’t really have to search for an answer to that particular question.  The answer was obvious.  Fear.  
I’m afraid of uncertainty because it isn’t safe.  I seek knowledge because I think it is the antidote to uncertainty.  Yet, life proves again and again that all the knowledge in the world won’t keep me safe.  Knowledge won’t keep the people I love safe.
The poet Audre Lorde addresses this fear of uncertainty with characteristic skill in her poem, “A Litany for Survival.”

She writes:

And when the sun rises we are afraid
it might not remain
when the sun sets we are afraid
it might not rise in the morning
when our stomachs are full we are afraid
of indigestion
when our stomachs are empty we are afraid
we may never eat again
when we are loved we are afraid
love will vanish
when we are alone we are afraid
love will never return
and when we speak we are afraid
our words will not be heard
nor welcomed
but when we are silent
we are still afraid

So it is better to speak
remembering
we were never meant to survive.

We were never meant to survive.  That much is certain.
My desire for knowledge, for control and for the security I wrongly assume comes with them is one of the many, many reasons my Unitarian Universalist faith is so vital to my spiritual health and sanity.  
Far from my natural inclination to bash my head and fists against the brick wall of uncertainty expecting to destroy it and not myself, my faith teaches me that uncertainty is not the enemy of life.  

Uncertainty is life.  

And true living comes not through a constant struggle for control,

a constant demand for answers, 

but in learning to make peace with doubt,

in learning to live in the soft, shifting, grey spaces of questions.

This is just one of the reasons I am so grateful to be a part of a religious tradition that doesn’t shun doubt and uncertainty as being somehow incompatible with faith.  Ours is a tradition that doesn’t just tolerate questions, it celebrates them!  
Unitarian Universalists are incredibly wary of easy answers.  There are plenty of people and places in this world offering us easy answers.  If we wanted easy answers we wouldn’t be here.  We are here because we know our questions, the questions that led us to seek out this community in the first place, are too important, too precious, to be dismissed with easy answers.

Whether I knew it consciously or not, I was originally drawn to Unitarian Universalism because it contained the space for living the questions of my heart.  This faith did not try to put a defining box around mystery.  It allowed the contradictions I saw in the world and in myself to exist without the pressing need to reconcile them into a reasonable framework that made perfect sense.  This faith can bear witness to the paradoxes of life without trying to explain them.

How can harmony and chaos exist within the same person?  
          I don’t know, but they do.

Why does this world hold so much hurt and so much love?  
           I don’t know, but it does.

Why is fear a necessary element of courage? 
          I don’t know, but it is.

These are just some of the questions our faith is encouraging me to live at the moment.  It might be encouraging you to live different questions, to make peace with different paradoxes, to acknowledge different uncertainties.
It has taken me a while, but I am gradually coming to accept that life can never surprise me with delight if it cannot also surprise me with disappointment.  
That the questions that my mind keeps asking, “What’s going to happen?” “What’s going to happen now?” can be asked with a spirit of curiosity instead of anxiety.  
That when I am afraid, it is better to speak than to remain silent because we were never meant to survive.  
And because I need to be reminded often, I keep Rilke’s advice to his young poet friend close at hand.  Repeating often, 
“Don't search for the answers, 
which could not be given to you now, because you would not be able to live them. 
And the point is, to live everything. 
Live the questions now. 
Perhaps then, someday far in the future, 
you will gradually, 
without even noticing it, 
live your way into the answer.”

Please join me in saying Blessed Be.

