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First Reading

Our first reading this morning

Is selected from a book that rested on top of the pile

Of my summer reading list,

Competing only with Grisham for my attention.
It’s called “When God is Silent” by the wonderful writer

And preacher Barbara Brown Taylor.

The book arose from a series of lectures she gave

At Yale Divinity School on the value that humility

And restraint have on the art of preaching.

She is talking here to preachers about sermons,

But in reading her words I found they might also apply to this year’s election

Season and all of the speaking and speeches we are hearing.

So I invite us to imagine Barbara talking to Obama and McCain, Palin

And Biden with these words:
“Our job is…to say only what we know to be true, to say it from the heart,

And to sit down.

In a time of famine, it is more important than ever to set a simple table.

A preacher (or politician) does not have to be a gourmet cook,

Whipping up cream sauces and stuffing squash blossoms with wild mushroom

Mousse.

Hungry people may sicken on a meal like that.

What they need are fresh ingredients in small portions.

The clearer the broth, the better.

In a word-clogged world, the only words that stand a chance of getting

People’s attention are simple, honest words that come from everyday life.

Most of us are ‘damaged trusters’ where language is concerned.

We have been seduced and dumped by language,

We have been bullied and tricked.

When people come at us with words, we would like them

To hold their hands out first where we can see them,

To check for weapons.

We would like them to keep their distance until we have

Had a chance to sniff the air for explosives.

Our listeners are no different,

And we don’t grow new ears when we walk into church.

Folks are on the defensive, most of them.

They reserve the right to decide for themselves

Whether or not what we say is true.

Far more important than that is their reading of our integrity.

Does what we say match with how we are saying it?

Do we look as if we live in the same world they do?

Are we going to tell the truth about that world,
Or are we going to pretend?

Second Reading

Our second reading this morning is from a source you might not expect
To hear in church, that source being Ken Kesey, 

The iconoclast and often far-out writer 

Who among other things wrote the script for One Flew Over the Coo-Coo’s Nest.

The following is a eulogy he published in Rolling Stone Magazine

For the famed leader of the Grateful Dead, Jerry Garcia.

I know what you’re thinking – Ken Kesey and Jerry Garcia in church?

But when you hear Kesey’s words,

You’ll know why they fit with this emerging theme of language

And the value of not being preachy with our words:

Hey, Jerry-- what's happening? I caught your funeral. Weird. Big Steve was good. And Grissman. Sweet sounds. But what really stood out -- stands out -- is the thundering silence, the lack, the absence of that golden Garcia lead line, of that familiar slick lick with the uptwist at the end, that merry snake twining through the woodpile, flickering in and out of the loosely stacked chords...a wriggling mystery, bright and slick as fire... suddenly gone. 

And the silence left in its wake was-- is-- positively ear-splitting. 

Now they want me to say something about that absence, Jer. Tell some backstage story, share some poigniant reminescence. But I have to tell you, man: I find myself considerably disinclined. I mean, why go against the grain of such an eloquent silence? 

You could be a sharp-tongued popper-of-balloons when you were so inclined, you know. You were the sworn enemy of hot air and commercials, however righteous the cause or lucrative the product. Nobody ever heard you use that microphone as a pulpit. No anti-war rants, no hymns to peace. No odes to the trees and All things Organic. No ego-deaths or born-againnesses. No devils denounced, no gurus glorified. No dogmatic howlings that I ever caught wind of. In fact, your steadfast denial of dogma was as close as you ever came to having a creed. 

And to the very end, Old Timer, you were true to that creed. No commercials. No trendy spins. No bayings of belief. And if you did have any dogma you surely kept it tied up under the back porch where a smelly old hound belongs. 

I guess that's what I mean about a loud silence. Like Michaelangelo said about sculpting, "The statue exists inside the block of marble. All you have to do is chip away the stone you don't need." You were always chipping away at the superficial. 

It was the false notes you didn't play that kept that lead line so golden pure. It was the words you didn't sing. So this is what we are left with, Jerry: this golden silence. It rings on and on without any hint of let up...on and on. And I expect it will still be ringing years from now. 

Because you're still not playing falsely. Because you're still not singing Things Go Better With Coca-Cola.. 

Ever your friend, 

Keez

“Too Much Faith Talk? First in a Series of Election Sermons”

I think it was Wednesday of this week
When I sat with a group of other ministers,

All of them much older than and close to retirement than me,

That I considered holding off on writing this first in a series of election 

Sermons for today so that I could focus instead on this week’s financial crisis

And what it has done to our nerves and our spirits.

As one of the ministers told us that his retirement account had lost $100,000,

Meaning he would have to keep writing and preaching sermons for another
Ten years instead of building that home in New Hampshire he always dreamed of,

I started coming up with titles for this sermon I didn’t write: “Disaster Season”

Was one possibility; so was “Stuff Money Under Mattress and Pray.”
A word here, as I do a side-step into this sermon:

I know there are some in our midst who work in the financial services industry;

We can only begin to understand what kind of week you have had.

I also know that there are others, indeed most of us,

Who have watched these markets and wondered what will happen with our 401k’s,

Our retirement accounts, our children’s college savings, our dreams for the future.

Will I be ok?  Will I have to work forever?  Who can I really trust
To make good decisions with my money?

These are the questions we have likely asked this week
And maybe brought with us this morning.

I know I have.  

But I decided to go forward with this theme of elections and politicians

And seeming zeal they show for using religious language only I after I heard one of them, 
or maybe it was all of them,

Include in their stump speeches this week lines about keeping faith during
These difficult times.
Those two words – keeping faith – however innocent, however well-intended,

were the proverbial pieces of straw that broke this preacher’s back 

in an election cycle that has seen all candidates talk at least as much

about their religion as they have about the issues.

Why are we likely to know more about Obama’s former pastor,

McCain’s definition of evil, what Palin believes God’s plan is,
Or Biden’s Catholicism than we do about the specifics of their policies?

Is it because we haven’t been paying attention?

Or is it because there is simply too much faith talk by our politicians?
For the last 20 months, all through the primaries, all through the summer,

All through the conventions, often quite without my knowing it,

I have been writing an open letter to our candidates with these questions in mind,

Wanting to ask them about the words they use and why they are using them
In the way they do.

What follows, from here to the end,

Is this letter as I imagined it:

Dear John and Barack, Sarah and Joe:

First things first, why on earth would anyone want the job you’re running for?

Haven’t you noticed that almost every president before you, if they weren’t grey already,

Has had their hair go almost completely white during their term?
Reagan doesn’t count; he certainly dyed it.

What I’m saying is: the job is stressful.

Two of you barely have any hair left to lose.  Are you sure you want this?

Do you know what you’re doing?  Are you prepared?
I’m writing you from Massachusetts, not a swing state as you know,

But I hope you will read this anyway.  Would it help if I made a donation?

What if I tell you that I’m a member of the clergy?

I bet I have your attention now,

Given how much all of you seem to love to talk religion.

Yes Barack and John, it’s true my congregation isn’t as large as Rick Warren’s 

Saddleback Church where you met for your first joint campaign appearance
Back in August.
It’s true I don’t get 22,000 in attendance every Sunday, or preach 

To the evangelical base that some say has the power to swing the election.
But I do have some pull.  For example, I know folks with Red Sox tickets.
But let me get serious.  Let me ask you all: 
Are you sure you  are running to be President Of the United States?  
Because sometimes you talk as though you were 

Running for something else, like you wanted to become our National Pastors.
You say things like ‘God Bless America’ at the end of every stump speech.

You all talk about how you are people of faith.  
You’ve told us what you pray about and what your favorite Bible stories are.  

You’ve shared each in your own way your conversion experience,

 How you had your ‘road to Damascus’ moment – 

 All of which is fine, I guess, but I do wonder sometimes:

Are you talking this way because you’re being true,
Or are you talking this way because you want my vote?

I mean not to be cynical, but can you blame me if I were?

My colleague in ministry Barbara Brown Taylor describes

Us, your constituency, as ‘damaged trusters’ when it comes to hearing 

Words from the pulpit or stump.

And what she means is that we don’t trust that our leaders 

will speak honestly from the heart;
we don’t trust that you will give us your sincerity rather than your slogans and your spin.

Remember the phrase “Compassionate Conservatism?”  

Need I say more?

As someone who wrestles with faith language every week,
Who tries to preach to those of us who are ‘damaged trusters’

Sunday after Sunday, let me get specific.

Let me ask, first, about how you all describe yourselves as people of faith.

“As a person of faith,” you say; 
“My values are informed by my faith,” you say; 
“Keep the faith,” you say.

So what I want to know is: whose faith?  
You talk as though all faith is the same,

As though all faithful people believe the same things,

As though all the people of faith out there in the battle states 

will be glad you’re one of them, glad enough to vote your way.
I’m sure these are good tactics, but I do wish you would stop.

All this talk of faith cheapens the word, I believe. 

It deprives us the beauty and challenge of our religious differences.

And it encourages some – too many, if you ask me – 

to care more about how often you do or don’t go to church,

Than about what exactly you will do to lead the country.
Barack and Joe, John and Sarah,
Remember that line in the scriptures (of course you do),

That says “by their fruits you will know them”?
Well, that’s what I mean, that’s what I want.
What I want is you telling us less that you have faith,

And you showing us more what you will do and how you will lead

Because of what your faith inspires in you.

Don’t you think we deserve that?

Don’t you think we deserve to see in sharp relief the differences between you?

To borrow a line from my own Unitarian Universalist faith,

Don’t you want us to choose you based on your deeds,
Not your creeds?

Or is winning by any means how this game is played?

Now that I’m getting warmed up, another word I’ve heard you speak
Of – the word ‘God.’  

As in “God Bless You and God Bless America.” 

As in “sending our troops out on a task that is from God.”

As in, “praying to be an instrument of God’s will.”
All of these are direct quotes from you – it’s amazing what

You can find on Google.

I hope you will agree with me that God is one of the most loaded 

Three letter words in the English language,
That the moment you say it everyone who hears you 

Is off running in a thousand different directions with a thousand different meanings.

When you speak of God, what kind of God do you mean?

Do you mean a God who is all knowing and all powerful?
Do you mean a God who plays favorites who hears our prayers and

 blesses our nation more than another?

Do you mean a God that is embodied in nature, 
aka Ralph Waldo Emerson’s God?

Is one of you a secretly a Unitarian?

Whenever I speak of God I get afraid,

As though I have crossed into some ocean far deeper,

And far more vast than my words can ever carry me.

Case in point:

The other night as I put my five-year-old daughter to bed,
Just as I was almost out the door and thought she was asleep,

She sits up and says to me: “Daddy, what is God?”

And even though I am supposed to be a professional at this,

Even though you would think I would have a ready answer,

I knew in the dim quiet of her pink room that any word I could 

Say was bound to fail.

I felt stunned into silence.

Barack and Joe, John and Sara, what I’m wondering is:
Do you know something about God I don’t?
Because you seem to talk and pray with such confidence, 

as though you’ve been to the mountaintop and heard what God is saying.

Don’t words sometimes fail you?

Don’t you sometimes doubt your invocations?

I mean, as long as we’re riding the straight-talk express and speaking the truth

And talking about change and becoming mavericks,

How about admitting just once that when it comes speaking of God
Our words are just too fragile, our presumptions just too great.

How about doing something truly different and stunning us with your silence;

How about being known, Kesey says of Garcia, for the notes you didn’t sing.

I know I’m going over the top now;
I know because I just implicitly asked you, 

one of whom will be the next President, to be more like

Jerry Garcia of the Grateful Dead than an actual politician. 

But this is what it has come to in my search 

For leaders who will speak to me straight from the heart,

In ways that don’t bay belief or pretend to know God.
You see, it’s not your dogma or your faith-talk that we need;

It’s your vision and your plans.

I know how all of you say you love prayers, so let me close with this one,

Adapted from my colleague Bill Sinkford,
Dedicated to all of us living in this season of partisanship, rhetoric,

Debates, division and politicized religion:
“Spirit of Life and Love,

We seek the blessing and the wholeness that come from knowing we

Are bound together.

Let faith, hope and love abide with us.

May we open our hearts, finding there the discipline to avoid

Stridency.

May we open our hearts, finding there courage to join hands

With other people of faith with whom we do not always agree.

May we open our hearts, finding their humility,

Knowing that many who disagree with us are in a faith

As deep as our own.

May we always acknowledge and honor the humanity

Of those whom we disagree.

May we remember what religion is:

A binding together of that which has been torn,

For in this remembering, we lay wide the possibilities for reconciliation and healing.”

Yours truly and sincerely, in words straight from the heart,

Signed Nathan Detering,

Minister of the Unitarian Universalist Area Church

At First Parish in Sherborn, MA.

Amen.

