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First Reading

This past Tuesday evening I joined 17 of you 

For the first session of what will be 5 part Bible study class this fall.

Among other things our first session was proof that that while

The Scriptures can be read alone, they are much more easily 

Understood, argued with and even enjoyed when you are reading

In a company of others.

In this spirit for the next four weeks I will be bringing some of the texts

We are wrestling with to us in worship,

And this morning I want to share a few of the passages we will explore

From a session on the Bible as a source of spiritual or religious comfort.

Here, then, are a few of the passages that folks tell me they often look to

For solace during difficult times:

From the well-known, well used 23rd Psalm:

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.
He makes me lie down in green pastures;

He leads me besides still waters; 

He restores my soul.

He leads me in right paths,

For his name’s sake.

Even though I walk through the darkest valley,

I fear no evil;

For you are with me;

Your rod and your staff – 

They comfort me.

From the 121st Psalm:

“I lift up my eyes to the hills –

From where will my help come?

My help comes from the Spirit,

Who made heaven and earth.

The spirit will not let your foot be moved;

The spirit that keeps you will not slumber.

The spirit is your keeper;

Your shade at your right hand.

The sun shall not strike you by day,

Nor moon by night.

The spirit will keep you from evil;

It will keep your life.

It will keep your going out and coming in

From this time forward and forevermore.

From the Gospel of Matthew, in the words of Jesus:
Therefore, I tell you, do not worry about your life,

What you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body,

What you will wear.

Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?

Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns,

And yet they are fed.

And can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life?

Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow.

They neither toil nor spin.

For if the Spirit clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today,

Will you not also be clothed and taken care of?

So do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own.

Today’s trouble is enough for today.

And finally, this one sentence from Ecclesiastes:

For everything there is a season and a time for every matter under heaven.

Reading
Our second reading this poem comes from the poetry of Elizabeth Spires,

Whose poetry I first heard on National Public Radio.

This is a poem of hers called “Moment Vanishing”:

Now, the quietude of the evening, the dove comes.

It does not flash its feathers, does not

Make a sound, but feeds on what the finches

Leave behind.  How little in needs.

A few hard seeds.  A drop of water.

It is late summer.  It is always

Late summer here.  The air is hot and dry.

Brown leaves like hands in the yard.

There is no place to turn.  No place to stop.

We are hurried along, pushed farther into our lives.

Moments are vanishing all over the earth

As bombs explode, the victim is hooded,

Great populations scatter on endless dust roads.

It is too much.  We avert our eyes.

We wait like children for the coming of the dove.

And if I were allowed one question,

One question, of the evening dove

Who asks nothing, whose pleasure

Is a few small seeds, whose heart I covet,

I would ask, O What Will I Become?

“Postcards from the Sacred Edge”

The poet says we are hurried along, pushed farther into our lives.

She says moments are vanishing all over the earth

As bombs explode, the victim is hooded,

And great populations scatter on endless dust roads.

It is too much, she says.  We avert our eyes.

We wait like children for the coming of the dove.

If all this sounds a bit heavy, please know that I agree with you,
Please know I do not intend to be a ‘gloomster,’

Which is a word my 8-year-old brought home with him from school.

But these do feel like heavy times.

Maybe I’m reading too many newspapers.
Maybe I shouldn’t keep that free issue of the Economist Magazine

On my nightstand, where its headlines seem to invade my dreams;
Maybe it’s a bad sign that I keep scorecards during the presidential debates
and have paid such close dattention to the race

That I can tell you how many Electoral College votes are up for grabs

In the state of Maine – that would be 4 if you’re wondering.

Maybe, in other words, I am just paying too close attention;
Maybe I am holding on too tight; maybe in my obsession

With the news I am less able to notice other important vanishing moments

That are happening all over and through my life.  

And because I know many of you are probably not that different,

I wonder this morning if you are feeling the same.
So this is where I want to lead us this morning – 

Away from some of the headlines, 

Away from Sarah and Joe, Barack and John, 

away from the sermon series

On the election that I am in the middle of and will pick up again 
the Sunday after next,

away from sub-prime mortgages and squeezing credit markets and bail-out bills,

away from the sirens, the Breaking News, that little “Da-ding” sound our
computers make when a new email lands in our in-box.

The world of events and tasks and worries is out there and it will wait for us,
But here now we are gathered in our sanctuary.  

This morning let us hear and define that word literally:
Sanctuary, a place where you are not hurried along.

Sanctuary, a place where you are not pushed farther into your life.

And while we are here together,
In this place of listening and not rushing,

I want to share with us several moments that nearly

Vanished for me over these last weeks,

Moments that had something to teach, but which

I nearly missed because I was so pre-occupied with 

The more glaring headlines happening everywhere else.
A colleague of mine calls these moments “postcards from the boundary between

Heaven and earth.”
And before we all climb on that thought train of asking 
What heaven is and how can we get there

What I take him to mean are the moments which happen to us and around us

That have the power to teach us an important, some would say

sacred lesson.

Here is one postcard I received this month, 

This one about breathing in the midst of strain and stress 
and life and news and headlines

And candidates who say things that make you want to scream.

It floated down to me of all places on the soccer field
As I stood there with all the other soccer moms and dads

And watched our children play herd ball,

Because that is really the only description for what it is 7 and 8-year-old boys
Do on the field.

After the scrimmage one night, 

Coach Adam pulled the kids in and said this to them,

Which I overheard:
“Now guys,” he said.  “you are all running great; 

I could see last week how fast and quick you can be.
But I also noticed that while you ran almost all of you

Closed your mouth, clenched your teeth, and held your breath.
This week as you run I want you to breath – breath in and breath out.”

And then Coach Adam had them practice the technique.

And before I knew it I was practicing, too,

Because God knows that I often run through my life holding my breath

And clenching my teeth as well.

“Breath in,” he said.  “Breath out,” he said.

And as I did so, it occurred to me that Coach Adam 
had become my own personal Buddha in that moment, 
sending me this postcard from the sacred edge of the soccer field 
to release my worry, my anxiety, my stress

And draw in the breath of life.

Am I at once angry and relieved about the bailout?  he seemed to say. Breathe.  

Am I anxious about the election?  Breathe.

Am I worried about the economy, how it will affect me, 

How it will affect family, friends, and you, my parishioners?  Breathe.

And so I wonder: What postcards are being sent to us all the time in the midst of our frenzy?
What is telling us to draw in and draw out the breath of life?

Who might be dropping these notecards of calm at our feet?  
Do we read them?  Do we notice?
Another postcard I received:

Last week I attended a clergy conference where the afternoon speaker,

John Weston, who is head of our settlement office at the UUA,

Spoke to us about the need for ministers to be willing to change,
Who as a presence in the lives of you, the congregants,

Need to have the courage to change, at least partially, in response to your lives.

What he was talking about was ministers being willing to grow spiritually,

And to demonstrate this growth in public.

His words transported me back to earlier this month when,

As most of you know, we had one among us, Tom Martin,

Who was not well-known here, even by me, die suddenly one Sunday morning

At the relatively young age of 61.

During moments like these, especially as I stand up here in the pulpit

And try to speak to the families assembled in the first pew there who 

Are devastated by their loss,

I am nearly always amazed by clergy I hear about who seem to have

Such ready answers and explanations for what sometimes happens to us.

I hope it will not disappoint you too much to hear that I do not have these answers;
That instead I point us to those comfort passages in the Bible and tell

You that the God I believe in offers company and comfort during loss,
Not reasons and plans.  

But this is not the postcard I speak of; this is not the growth moment.

That comes when Tom’s 26-year-old son, who never got to say good-bye

To his dad, stood up here and spoke from the heart those things he never
Got the chance to tell his father.

I am still not sure if he told us this exactly, but the postcard I received that morning

Was to waste not a moment and go home that day, that very day,

And call my own father to share words that at least in my family

Do not come easily between two grown men.

And let me tell you: I could feel my spirit grow as I did.

But if I had not been listening that day of Tom’s memorial service,
if I had been caught up in my own preoccupations or worried
too much about what I had to do next as the officiant that day,

I know the moment would have vanished and I would have missed

 this reminder sent me from the sacred edge of someone’s loss.

And so I wonder and I want you to wonder with me:
what postcards are being sent to us here or there about saying the true
words to those we love?

Need we wait until one of us is gone to speak what we feel?

Can we agree that when it comes to sharing ourselves openly and honestly,

There is almost never a time that can be too soon,

Precisely because there is indeed a time when it is too late?

Another postcard, mailed to me just this Tuesday

As Rosh Hashanah began.

I spend a good deal of my time, especially here in the pulpit,

Talking up the beauty of our religious diversity,

How we grow when we join in community with those who believe

Differently than we do.

And unless I’m careful, it is so easy for this sentiment to come off 
sounding like a platitude, like a preacher who likes the sound of his own voice.
So this Tuesday I made my feet follow my mouth
And I accepted a sudden, ‘off-the-cuff’ invitation 
one of you extended to go to temple

With you for Rosh Hashanah services.

Can you believe it was my first time?

Never mind that I grew up Catholic in the mid-west.

Never mind that I didn’t have the opportunity to engage

With someone from a faith different than mine until college.

Sitting there in the midst of hundreds of people reciting the prayers

Of renewal and forgiveness,

Trying my best to follow along with the Hebrew,

The postcard I received on Tuesday was that 

I should have sought these opportunities out earlier and more often; 

The postcard I received was that I will try harder to 
expand my religious boundaries,
Not least because I might hear something that will challenge or change me.

Afterwards, I was so enthusiastic about the service that the person I went with,

A parishioner here, wondered if might have inadvertently converted 

His minister to Judaism.  

He has now taken to referring to me as his ‘temple buddy.’

But that is another sermon.

What I’m asking in this sermon is this:
Can we let ourselves be changed?  Can we let ourselves grow?  

Can we ask with the poet “O what will I become?”

Or are we too busy being who we already are?
Because I believe sermons are being written to us all time
And most of them are not preached to us in the quiet

Of our sanctuary. 

They are preached instead during the random, vanishing, sacred moments
That happen to us on the edges of busy, full, 
sometimes all-too-easily unnoticed lives.

Postcards from the Sacred Edge is how these sermons were described to me.

Perhaps a final image will help us, to drive the point home:
Imagine your soul is door.

Imagine that in that door you have a slot through which are dropped notes

Of wisdom, urging, and questioning sent to you by the lives and life happening outside.

Imagine that the part of you that is distracted, frenzied, worried, bored,

Or stuck in the status quo has stepped up to this door from the inside,

And now imagine that at your feet, up to ankles, are these notes sent to you 

From the sacred.
What are they trying to tell you?

What are they trying to say?

Let our answers to these questions lead us to living renewed lives.

Amen.

