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Prayer and silent meditation  


Listen:

Something comes this way…

And not all our troubles or cynicism

Not our weariness nor memories of ancient wounds

Nor forethought of loss or disappointment or death

Can still in us the ancient longing…

To be once again or be for the first time 


a child well-loved and cared for


able to be surprised by wonder


and caught out by the simplest joy ---

for one or two moments when the edge is visible between 

how we have worn ourselves down, settled for much less


than there inside us we know we are.

In this season of waiting, it comes, 

seeking a home in the heart

And, there are moments


when the door of our house opens 


and we are found.

--- silence for a time ---

and we are found.  So may it be.

Reading – An old story by Lewis Hyde, in The Gift; the erotic life of property

Once a man and his wife were sitting outside the front door with a roast chicken before them [that] they were going to eat between them.  Then, the man saw his old father coming along and quickly took the chicken and hid it, for he begrudged him any of it.  The old man came, had a drink, and went away.

Now, the son was about to put the roast chicken back on the table, but when he reached for it, it had turned into a big toad that jumped in his face and stayed there and didn’t go away again.

And, if anybody tried to take it away, it would give them a poisonous look as if about to jump in their faces, so that no one dared touch it.  And the ungrateful son had to feed the toad every day, otherwise it would eat part of his face.  And thus he went ceaselessly hither and yon about in the world.




[from The Gift, the erotic life of property, by Lewis Hyde]
Sermon – “The Gift Must Always Move”


My teacher, Jeremy Taylor, used to say that in every dream the dreamer receives or gives a gift.  Like the dream, the fairy tale often is about someone bearing a gift or series of gifts; and how the characters treat the gift: and, thereon hangs the tale...or the toad.

Trobriand Islanders of the South Pacific have an elaborate ritual way of passing gifts made of shells.  The shells themselves are nicely wrought into the armbands and necklaces that become the gifts.  But, it isn’t the intrinsic value of the item that gives the gift its importance.  It is the ceremony attached to how the gifts move from island to island, and from person to person.  
It is important how the next receiver is chosen to receive the gift.  It should be someone who has not had the necklace or armband for some time.  Armbands get passed one way around the islands, and necklaces move in a circle in the opposite direction.  These objects are carried from island to island by canoe.  And the journeys take much preparation and take several days and cover hundreds of miles.

The current owner carefully plans when and how he will give the object to someone else.  The one who is to receive the object waits and wonders when it will come.  The whole thing goes on with great decorum and with particular valences attached to how long one person keeps one of these necklaces before passing it on.  Reputations are made by how people participate in the giving and receiving.  It may take two to ten years for an object to make the rounds of the islands.

The important thing with the Trobriand people is that to have the gift is to give it - “someone who owns a thing is expected to share it, to distribute it, to be its trustee and dispenser.”

In the Trobriand world of gift, you not only can have your cake and eat it, too; you can’t have your cake unless it is eaten, that is, unless you give it to someone else.  The gift is the whole process – the necklace and the planning and the expectation and the giving and the receiving, and then it starts all over again.

Lewis Hyde first began to think about gift economies and market economies when he went to a rare book fair and discovered some of his favorite books.  There were books by Whitman and Thoreau and Crane – books that he probably had loved and read and re-read. The books Hyde found at the book fair, though – all the Whitman and Thoreau – were neatly packaged inside heat shrunk plastic with price tags on the inside of the wrapping.

Hyde said that somehow the addition of airtight plastic to these works of art had transformed the books.  Instead of books he could touch and open to read, their plastic wrap had transformed them “from vehicles of liveliness into commodities, like bread made with chemicals to keep it from perishing.”

In commodities exchanging, it is as if buyer and seller were both in plastic wrapping --- there is no contact possible, none is intended nor wanted.  There is no motion or emotion because the point in such giving is to keep the balance, to keep stable, to not shake up anything, to not give or expect any spirit in return.

With shrink-wrapped Thoreau, there is no bargaining, no discussion of Walden, no feeling for the leather cover or the rough-cut pages.  It is about as far as one can get from Thoreau’s own cry of “Simplify!  Simplify!” The value of this century-old Walden, then, is not in the words inside, but in the current market value of its thing-ness, based on its age, the near-to-perfect look of it, as if it had never been read.

Hyde writes of the relative poverty and affluence of materialistic versus non-technological cultures.  On modern scarcity he writes:

Modern capitalist societies, however richly endowed, dedicate themselves to the proposition of scarcity.  Inadequacy of economic means is the first principle of the world’s wealthiest peoples.  The apparent material status of the economy seems to be no clue to its accomplishments…

In other words, in an economy where value is assigned by price and being able to afford to pay it, there is a lot of poverty, and not all of it is among the poor.  The commodity moves to turn a profit.  The gift moves toward an empty place.  To be a gift, the gift must always move.  And when the gift stops moving, it is no longer a gift; it is a thing, a mere commodity, a collectible. 
These thoughts are antithetical to our culture, I know, our market economy.  We have been taught, and we have learned well, that to own is good.  Acquiring is smart.  Saving is good, not giving.  Keeping is wise, keeping until the value appreciates.  What we get, we tend to keep.  Or we invest wealth it to make more, which is not giving it up, but which is making it perform tricks for us.  

But, for many, all this having and keeping has begun to seem curiously unsatisfying.  Our lives as “consumer units” and our squeamishness about giving and receiving often replace the older expectation that “as we give, so shall we receive.” 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

The Survivor is a memoir Terence des Pres wrote about life in the concentration camp.  He wrote that in the camps, those who stole from others in order to eat or keep warm, and those who did not share their meager sustenance, the ones who did not give the shirts off their backs, were often the ones who did not survive.  Very often a person’s hoarding was the surest sign that he was going to die soon.  Those who repeatedly gave of their little goods, who kept moving the bits and pieces and crusts of value, not only helped others survive, but their unselfish acts increased the odds that they themselves would survive. 

I can only assume from this that there was something in the person and in the spirit with which the gifts were passed on that was the essential element - not only the things themselves.  Des Pres speaks of crumbs of bread.  Literal scraps of material.  One of a pair of clogs.  A spoon.  Buttons, threads from a coat, margarine secreted on one’s lapel while, in a moment of cruelty, one was forced by an SS officer to lick it off the ground around his boots.

But, here’s the thing:  The hidden margarine, retrieved, became the oil, and the wooden clog became the holder for the eight buttons, which became the cups, and the threads became the wicks for a hanukkiah that was lit, one thread a night, for eight nights, making the Hanukkah celebration of freedom and dedication even in the midst of that alien universe, making a celebration that the human spirit could survive, even in that place.

Clearly, it is not merely the substance of the gift, but the intent of the giver and the expectation of the one who receives that, in these moments, provided the life-sustaining properties of the gift.  And in some instances, as with the margarine, the cruel intention by one person to humiliate another is subverted by the intention of yet one more to hallow even the profane and make of it a gift in spite of itself, in spite of the circumstances.

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

In one of his early books, Unitarian Universalist minister and author, Robert Fulghum writes about “The Brass Rule”:

Let us get it straight, once and for all ---

It’s not true that ‘what counts is the thought and not the gift.’  I repeat --- it is not true.

I am here to tell you that I’ve collected a lot of gift-wrapped trash over the years from people who copped out and bought a little plastic cheapie to lay on me under the protective flag of ‘good thoughts.’

I tell you, it is the gift that counts.  People who think good thoughts give good gifts.  That’s the rule.

God, who it is said, started all this, cared enough to send the very best.

And, the Wise Men did not come bearing tacky knick-knacks.

I don’t believe Fulghum is talking about price, here.  He is talking about intention, about creating a gift economy, about taking the time to round the circle of worth and recognition, and about the multiplying of good that comes about by taking the time to care about giving particular gifts to particular people because we see each one in their particularity, as one-of-a-kind, not as an item on a to-do list of people who must receive gifts from us, in order to balance an equation.

Now, this cannot be accomplished all at once.  It will take time to pry us from this commodities-, shrink wrapped-oriented way of doing things.  It probably does take a lifetime of mindfulness to understand what is the essential truth in the gift economy.  The truth is: you are the gift.  And you do not give yourself in the same way to everyone.  No matter what the thing is that you wrap and put under the tree, it is you yourself that rests in the center of the package.

Some of my favorite gifts are used or made.  Touched by the hands of people I love and who have loved me:  An afghan big enough for two, made by my mother, and given to Ann and me, when Mom understood that we would rest under it, together.  There are pictures drawn and colored by children I know.  Some of the gifts are used up, long gone:  a pound of potpourri, on the occasion of the call to my first church, because the call was a long time coming, an extravagant gift at a time of extravagant emotion.  

Once, several of us toasted with a particular martini poured into iced blue glasses the memory of a man who loved martinis.  There are meals and parties; there are times and places and people that I will not see again.  But, without the continuing gift of the memories of all these, my life would be much less.

Some of the gifts are still around, though much the worse for wear --- Florence, the chimpanzee, is the first stuffed animal given to me as an adult, by a friend who knew I’d appreciate the expression on her face; a marked up, falling apart translation of Martin Buber’s I and Thou from my teacher, Harry Scholefield, with his notes on the end papers.  It came from Harry’s hands directly to mine.

As you give, so shall you receive.  This is not a contractual statement.  This is a theological statement, and it means that giving and receiving are twin acts on either side of a hyphen, like the word, I-Thou.  And, if you try to hold onto the gift, or keep from sharing it, or hide it when someone comes along who needs it; or if you give of your lesser goods while trying to save yourself some trouble or expense, doing that will attach itself to your countenance like a toad.

And while we are worrying that our children get a horrendous case of the gimmees this season, and maybe, we, too...we might remember that the trouble is not that we want so much, but that we want too little of the really good stuff.

But, how do you wrap peace in the heart?  In what size subscription do you acquire peace in the home?  And, how big a box do you need for peace on earth?  Forget wrapping it, where can we get it, and what size batteries does it need, and how long will the delivery people get it here on time? And replacement parts, where do we get those?  And, does it ever come with a warranty?  Or is some assembly necessary every day, and some tinkering to get it right, moment by moment?

If I could give one gift this year, I would throw on a glamour to make myself tall and thin and tan and irresistible, and put some sparkly stuff in my hair, and a little mistletoe over one ear, and I would sidle up to any one of the powers that be and whisper in its ear: Psst...The world really can be saved.  Do it!

But, alas, I don’t know any of the “powers that be.”  I only know you.  But, you are right here.  So....

Psst...the world really can be saved.  And you really are the one who can pull our chestnuts out of the fire. You can save the world.  Just like you believed you could when you were younger.  But... You have to learn to do it like a baby learns to live on earth --- incarnated as an oh-so-human being, and one day, one small step at a time, with lots of tears, and needing help with the basics, and falling down a lot.

So, what if the messiah is already here, and may be known by the gifts she gives, the gifts he gives?  What if the messiah is in the very next seat?

What if this is the gift you are given --- that you are the gift who with each living day spreads blessings about in the world?  What if, if you don’t do it, it won’t get done.  If you accept it, you won’t get your name mentioned in any important books.  What if you have to start today?  What if you cannot refuse the gift of being a saving peacemaker?  What if you must accept this gift of being anointed?  Do what saving you can do.  And, pass it on.

Pssst... The world really can be saved.  Pssst…  And you really do hold the Fragile Presence in your own two arms.  Pass it on.  Pass it on.  Pass it on.

Benediction – Pssst… Go, being peace.  Pass it on.
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