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First Reading

Our first reading this morning introduces us to our theme 

This morning.

It comes from Parker Palmer,

Someone I’ve introduced us to before,

Who is a writer and teacher on subjects of education and teaching.

He also happens to be an active Quaker.

This is a book he cobbled together from various lectures he had

Given throughout his career on the theme of vocation and calling.

It’s called “Let Your Life Speak” and I commend it to you.

Here is writing from his own experience:

“I was in my early thirties when I began, literally,

To wake up to questions about my vocation.

By all appearances things were going well, 

But the soul does not put much stock in appearances. 

Seeking a path more purposeful than accumulating wealth, 

Holding power, winning at competition,

Or securing a career, I had started to understand that it is indeed

Possible to live a life other than one’s own.

Fearful that I was doing just that, I would snap awake

In the middle of the night and stare for long hours at the ceiling.

Then I ran across the old Quaker saying, ‘Let your life speak.”

I found them encouraging and thought I knew what they meant:

“Let the highest truths and values guide you.  Live up to those

Demanding standards in everything you do.”

Because I had heroes at the time who seemed to doing exactly that,

I thought it meant living a life like theirs – 

Living like Martin Luther King or Rosa Parks or Ghandi or Dorothy Day,

All lives I saw as fulfilling high purpose.

So I lined up the loftiest ideals I could find and set out to achieve them.

The results were rarely admirable, often laughable.

And they were always unreal, a distortion of my true self.

I had simply found a ‘noble way’ to live a life that was not my own,

A life spent imitating heroes instead of listening to my heart.

Today, some thirty years later, “Let Your Life Speak” means

Something else to me, a meaning faithful both to the ambiguity

Of those words and to the complexity of my own experience.

“Before you tell your life what you intend to do with it,

Listen for what it intends to do with you.

Before you tell your life what truths and values you have 

Decided to live up to,

Let your life tell you what truths you embody,

What values you represent.”

There is a Hasidic tale that reveals, with amazing brevity,

What I speak of, this universal pull to want to be someone else

And the ultimate importance of becoming one’s self:

It’s about a Rabbi named Zusya.

Rabbi Zusya, when he was an old man, said “In the coming world,

They will not ask me me: ‘Why were you not Moses?’

They will ask me: ‘Why were you not Zusya?”

Second Reading

Our theme this morning,

About vocation and calling, led me into so many poets and their poems.

Maybe this is because only vocation, never the pursuit of money 

Or job security, leads someone to sit down and 

wrestle with words all day.

I could have chosen many,

But I ended up settling with our resident Unitarian poet, May Sarton.

This is May’s poem “Now I Become Myself,”

Written three years before her death at the age of 83.

Now I become myself. It's taken 
Time, many years and places;
I have been dissolved and shaken,
Worn other people's faces,
Run madly, as if Time were there,
Terribly old, crying a warning,
"Hurry, you will be dead before--"
(What? Before you reach the morning?
Or the end of the poem is clear?
Or love safe in the walled city?)
Now to stand still, to be here,
Feel my own weight and density!
The black shadow on the paper
Is my hand; the shadow of a word
As thought shapes the shaper
Falls heavy on the page, is heard.
All fuses now, falls into place
From wish to action, word to silence,
My work, my love, my time, my face
Gathered into one intense
Gesture of growing like a plant.
As slowly as the ripening fruit
Fertile, detached, and always spent,
Falls but does not exhaust the root,
So all the poem is, can give,
Grows in me to become the song,
Made so and rooted by love.
Now there is time and Time is young.
O, in this single hour I live
All of myself and do not move.
I, the pursued, who madly ran,
Stand still, stand still, and stop the sun!
“Let Your Life Speak: An Auction Sermon”

In my house, maybe like yours, 

the question provoking much discussion during these days

before Halloween has been: who do you want to be?

Dreams of becoming fairy princesses are vying with dreams

Of becoming ballerina dancers,

Neither dream willing to be seen with the older brother

who is not an older brother at all,

But rather an Attilla the Hun warlord, or maybe a ghost.

“Not a nice ghost,” we’re told, “a mean ghost.”
“Dad,” one of them says, “I have an idea.  You can be a fairy princess, too.”

“And what about mommy?” I say.


“Oh, that’s easy,” the older one replies.  “A nun.”

So there’s an image to begin the sermon – the tall fairy princess walking

hand in hand through the streets of Holliston with his wife, the nun, 

and their two sweet children in tow,

Attila, who’s 7, and the little fairy princess.  Or is she a ballerina?

What are you going to be?  Who are you going to be?

We’re used to asking questions like these around this time of year,

Around Halloween,

So why not a sermon to parallel the season.

The second half of our sermon title tells us this is an auction sermon,

And for those who are new what this means is that

One of you, during the church auction last Spring,

Bought one of two invitations I extended to sit down

With me to talk about a theme we might transform together into 

Words for all of us on a Sunday morning.

Several weeks ago one of the winners, Sarah McKenzie,

Called me on the phone on her way to work to talk about

The theme on her mind.

“What is our purpose?” she asked on her cell phone,

and the fact that I could hear some of the grid locked traffic all around her

seemed to drive the point home.  

“Who are we?  What are we doing?  What’s the point?

“We’re often so focused on what we have to do, on the day-to-day”

Sarah said, “that we don’t consciously ponder why we’re here 

And what our purpose might be.”

And when I asked Sarah how she defined purpose I received a wonderful answer:

What’s purpose, Sarah?  “Purpose is having an impact on something or someone

That is greater than yourself,” she said.  

“It’s knowing that I have a place, and that I have something unique to offer.”

“Preach it!” I said to Sarah.


“No, no” she said. “I’m the one that bought the sermon, not you.”

A story comes to mind as I think about Sarah’s theme for us,

But first let me tell you what I believe, because I get asked this all the time.

Do I believe each of us is called by God, by Life, to fill some purpose

In the world?

I do.  

I don’t believe in destiny, that there is a predetermined plan for each of us,

But I do believe in precisely what Sarah said to me,

That each of us has something to offer, 

that each of our lives speak, as Parker Palmer says.
And the question before all of us is: what do I want my life to say?

I believe, also, in liberating the word “vocation” from the 

Religious professionals, that I am not the only one in this room

Who is supposed to have a vocation.

I believe in Frederick Beuchner’s wonderful explanation of the word,

That vocation “is the place where your deep gladness 

and the world’s deepest hunger meet.”

I believe in the rule Beuchner proposes to find out what our vocation is,

How the kind of work we’re usually called to is the kind of work that 

a) we most need to do

And b) that the world most needs to have done.

Says Beuchner, “if you really love your work, you’ve met requirement (a).


But if your work is writing cigarette ads, the chances are you have missed

Requirement (b).  

On the other hand, if your work is being a doctor in a leper colony,

You’ve surely met requirement (b),

But if most of the time you’re bored and depressed by it,

The chances are you have not only bypassed (a), but probably aren’t

Helping your patients much either.” 

In other words, I believe that vocation is more than just doing good works.

It’s also doing work that we love.

I believe this work can be defined broadly, that it includes what we do with

Our careers, but that it also includes the work we do in our relationships,

At home with our families, and how we spend our time.

I believe that some of us find this purposeful work early in life, 

And that others discover it much later.

I believe our vocations change as we change, 

And while I believe there are no guarantees that we will find that place

Buechner speaks of,

I also believe its never too late.

“Now I become myself,” says May Sarton, at 83.

It’s taken time, many years and places.

But now I stand still, I live all of myself.”

I believe this same discovery is possible for all of us. 

A story about glimpsing purpose, glimpsing vocation,

Having an impact on something larger than ourselves.

It’s fitting that today we’re giving the plate collection to help

Our next New Orleans crew buy building materials 
for their trip next week,

Because the conversation I’m remembering happened last spring,

When the first group of us went down.

It’s toward the end of the week.

We’re all tired, but good tired,

And I remember feeling proud enough about my work hanging sheet rock that day

That I start thinking that if this ministry thing doesn’t work out,

Maybe there are some construction crews back home that could use me.

After dinner I find myself talking with one of the people from

Our church about what we accomplished that day.

“I put up like 12 sheets of sheetrock,” I say, exaggerating,

Basically lying. 

“That’s nothing,” this person says.  “I put up sheetrock, plastered the seams

of the sheetrock, and I moved that dead rat we found downstairs.”

You win,” I say.

But then the conversation turns, goes suddenly deeper.

 “You know,” this person says, “I sometimes think I’ve lived

basically a selfish life.  I like to be comfortable.  I like to have nice things.

I drive a nice car.  

In all my years,” they said,

“I’d have to say that this is probably the best thing that I have ever done.”

I remember thinking….This?  This sweaty work?  This swinging of the hammer,

This taping and painting, this sheet rocking, this sleeping in a communal

Gymnasium with your minister and some folks you happen to go to church with?

And of course, it made sense to me,

Because when we feel like there is purpose behind what we’re doing,

We are willing to do just about anything, and we often end up loving it.

“Purpose” Sarah says, “is having an impact on something

Or someone greater than yourself” and the truth is some of us 

Are just absolutely starved of the feeling 

that we’re making any kind of difference…
And this worries me, because you and I 

Are among some of the most privileged people in the world.

If it’s anyone who can make a difference, create purpose, it is us.

What’s the problem?

I think one of the problems has to do with time,

About having the time to be still and discover 

Where our deep gladness lies.  

Sarah and I talked about this,

Sarah who spoke about finding purpose and vocation later

In life because she learned how, she said,

To step outside the task at hand, and get outside of the day-to-day.

You frequently talk to me about this, how rushed you are.

How your whole Saturdays are spent getting somewhere,

Coming after whole weeks of getting somewhere,

Being Human doings rather than human beings,

So that when you can come in here on Sundays you sometimes tell me,

“Nathan, no need for a sermon this morning.  Just let me listen to the silence.”
Says Parker Palmer “Before I can tell my life what I want to do with it,” 
“I must listen to my life telling me who I am.”

And I wonder sometimes whether we know how to pause long enough

To ask: Who I am, anyway?   Am I this or this and not that?

Where does my deep gladness lie?  Where is the world’s deep hunger?

Where do these places meet for me?  How can I make a difference?

There is a problem if these questions are foreign to us, 

If we’re so focused on the how of tomorrow that we never

Ask where we are going.

The remedy, I believe, is stillness, is listening.

Listen to your life, Parker says.

I live all of myself when I stand still, May Sarton says.

I learned to step out of the day-to-day, the task at hand, Sarah says.
Another problem, paradoxically, ironically, is that we get stuck.

Sarah spoke about this, too, about

Finding purpose only when she discovered that professional achievement

Didn’t cut it, that purpose didn’t flow from the raise or the promotion.

“I now look to other things,” she said.

Her words reminded me of a story, a story on the way to the ending,

That Parker tells in his book

About the time in mid-life when he took a year-long sabbatical 

From his work as a community activist in Washington D.C.

To live on a Quaker retreat center in rural Pennsylvania.

There he spent the better part of his time in the craft shop making

What he described as 

“heavy clay mugs that weighed more,

And looked worse than the ugly clay ashtrays I made in high school”

While he brooded about his future, about his unhappiness in his work

And his struggle to find his place in the world.

When he told others about his struggles they told him not to worry.

“Have faith,” they said. “ A way will open.”

Frustrated by the cliché advice, one day he took his troubles 

To an older Quaker woman well-know for her candor.

“Ruth,” he said, “people keep telling me that a ‘way will open.’

So I sit in silence, I pray, and nothing comes.

I’ve been trying to find my vocation for a long time, I’m thirty-five –

I’m getting older – and I still don’t have a clue what I should be doing.

No way is opening for me.”

And Ruth replied, after silence, “I’m a birthright Friend,

And in sixty-plus years of living, a way has never opened for me.”

She paused and Parker writes that he started to sink into despair.

Then she spoke again, this time with a grin.

“But a lot of ways have closed behind me, and that’s had the same guiding effect.”
Says Parker, “I laughed with her, loud and long.

Ruth’s honesty gave me a new way to look at my journey,

That there is much guidance in what does not and cannot happen in life

As there is in what can and does – maybe more.”

This is what Sarah speaks of.  She says, “professional achievement 

Didn’t cut it, the raise, the promotion.  So I had to look to other things.”

And so this is what we do, too.  Isn’t this our story?

We pursue goals that we will think give us the purpose we seek.

Maybe we climb the ladder.  Maybe we fall off.  Maybe a door closes.

Maybe in the closing of one door a new door opens.

Maybe we’re forced, in this forced stillness, to consider 

Where we’re called, to take Beuchner’s test,

To ask: what is the work I most need to do? 

What is the work in the world that most needs to be done?

Where do these places meet in my life?”

“Now I have become myself,” May Sarton says, 83 years young,

two years before her death.

“Time, many years and places;

I have been dissolved and shaken,

Worn other’s people’s faces...

But now in this single hour I live

All of myself and do not move.

I, the pursued, who madly ran,

Now stand still, stand still, and stop the sun.”

May we all know so such stillness.

May our lives speak to us there and then.

May they tell us where our deep gladness meets the world’s deep hunger.

May we discover that our purpose is found in this meeting place.

May we be guided by all that happens for us life.

May we also be guided by all that does not happen.

May this good news free us, encourage us,

And embolden us on our journeys.

Join me saying “Amen.”
