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Worship Associate 

When the haunting comes, I often turn and run and then I have no notion of what I’m running from.  But when the haunting comes and I stand still and turn, it’s always Fear I see.  I’ve been running from Fear.  

And when I inquire into this Fear it’s always a particular fear, the fear of death.  And when I inquire further, I find that the death I fear is always a particular species of death: my death or your death, the death of someone or something precious to me.  

And when I inquire further still, I find that behind these deaths is emptiness.  The thing I love is gone.  You are gone.  I am gone.  And in place of these there is emptiness—a vast, cavernous, yawning, gaping, open hole.  Nothing.

And that appears to be the end of Fear.  No further inquiry seems possible. So is that it then:  I fear nothing?  Yes, I fear nothing. 
Sermon 

There are thoughts that haunt me, live in the rooms in my head and pace back and forth.  I have found out that is true for you, too.  In recent weeks, in what begin as simple conversations, a few people have told me they are afraid.  Afraid for the future.  As a pastor, I ask them what frightens them, and listen closely to see if there is anything I can ask, or say, any mood or inflection I can invoke into our conversation that will help dispel the fear.  Usually, they talk themselves down --- more people think about making an appointment with the minister than actually do.  They talk themselves down in imagining what they’d say to me.  It may be true that there are no simple conversations.


These people who are telling me they were afraid for the future are people I care for and respect, people who don’t ordinarily present themselves as being afraid.  So, I sit up and take notice, and listen especially hard to what they are saying.  What they say haunts me.  They each say it differently, but there are common margins.  


Fundamentalism --- not only the Shia and the Sunni, but good old home grown United States fundamentalism that claims this country is a Christian country, that claim the whole of Western religious canon for themselves and call us secular because we do not ascribe to their views of God and Jesus.  And, they call others – Muslims, Buddhists, others – heathens because they don’t believe in the same Gods, use the same religious language or rituals.  Fundamentalists draw a circle around themselves and insist that theirs is the only truth.  That’s not my United States, my America; not the America of Jefferson and Franklin, and Adams and Margaret Fuller and James Reeb.


What scares me is the implied exclusion of immigrants now coming to this country from a besieged Middle East, and from Africa --- Muslims…supposedly, people not like Americans.  Another spoke of the world economy and that we have fallen very far behind in technology, and that Microsoft is collaborating with universities in China and Korea to educate thousands of computer scientists and software engineers, and India is not far behind.  But, the US is behind.  Although, the conservative pundits on the McLaughlin Report yesterday were yelling at the liberals saying we’re fine, we’re just fine.  Another haunting thought:  when I am worrying about the state of the world, whose utterly confident pronouncements do I worry about? --- McLaughlin or Buchanan?  Jon Stewart or Mike Huckabee?  Who’s right?  As far as I know, without knowing a whole lot more than the average person, there’s no way to tell. 


I am reminded of conversations we once had when a group of us were meeting to educate me a little about capitalism.  One of us said something astounding that is probably true for most of us:  Most middle class people in the United States are no more than two generations removed from poverty.  That’s true for me – my immigrant grandparents, with no more than third grade educations, arrived here with nothing but what they could carry in their cardboard suitcases and their duna, a big comforter, stuffed with feathers from their own geese, and filled with the things they valued.  


No more than two generations distant from being poor.  And, we don’t want to go there again.   I am afraid that I have too many things and value them too dearly.  They are all transitory, after all; everything is impermanent.  My things will not keep me from ignorance, or from death, or keep my loved ones from sadness and death.  Some days the things I have in my 900 square foot condo press in on me and I want to get rid of my stuff.  Nonetheless, I am afraid of poverty, of losing the things and people I love, afraid, too, of a poverty of spirit that can come from too much stuff --- busy-ness and things.  These ghosts and other phantasms visit me.


And, one or two of you have mentioned to me how you enjoyed Valerie Holton’s sermon on Association Sunday, but were stunned by it, too  --- stunned that Unitarian Universalism has so few members [only 160,000 in the United States (about what we had when the denominations merged 46 years ago)], and it worried them that our faith might pass into fond memory in the next couple of generations.  


I, too, am afraid that this faith to which I have given my life will fade away --- that although I have heard it said we are doing better than other mainline denominations at keeping the members we have, we are nonetheless suffering:  maybe from taking our faith for granted, from paying our dues and thinking that’s all we need to do, from not searching for the ways we can better understand what is at the center of why we come here week after week, what claims us here.  


From all these things that keep me awake at night it is a short jump to be concerned about the racism in Jena, Louisiana where white students hung three nooses from the “white” shade tree where black students had sat.  An incident followed in which black students fought with white ones and were charged with assault.  What did seeing those nooses feel like to the black students?  Were they not a violence, an assault?


And, at Columbia University an African American professor who spoke about the racism in Jena discovered a noose hanging from the doorknob of her office.  It’s a short hop to looking at the difference between the administration’s response to the fires around San Diego and its response to the flooding of New Orleans.  I know the situations are different --- California government is better, the national government wasn’t going to be caught with its incompetence showing in the next disaster, whatever it turned out to be.  But, still, the difference in responses adds to my worry and haunts me with its implications.


And I think of my father, dead now 11-1/2 years, and I miss him, and I miss what I lost of him in the years he was still alive but being erased by Alzheimer’s, and the years before Alzheimer’s when we argued and drifted and left each other.  Sometimes, the big things come home to roost, as Shakespeare said, in the porch of my ear, like poison, and all my small fears and worries and grief compound and join with the worries of the world until the specters crowd out my reason and I can’t see straight or think straight.


It is comforting, in an odd way --- to know I’m not the only one who takes in the news and occasionally obsesses about the awful state of the things.  But, it is hard to hear people talk and know I do not have certain and reliable comfort to give them that will take away the sufferings of the world.


I say “occasionally,” because I don’t stay in that state.  I cannot.  I lie awake and stew; but then I do tonglen, breathing in the shadowed, claustrophobia and breathing out light, bright spaciousness: for myself and my loved ones, and for people that I’m mad at, and for people who are mad at me, and for everybody in the world, and eventually I calm down, and finally I must fall asleep, because the next thing I’m aware of is that the sky is getting light and it’s a new day.  


Or, I sit before my computer waiting for the words to come – I know they’re in there – but sometimes they are long in coming, or they come hackneyed – a surfeit of chaff and debris.  But, I cannot stay that way.  So, when my mind is dull or too sad for its own inspiration, I look up and scan my shelves.  


And, as I look up I remember that this has been going on for a long time – the despair of the world has gone on a long time, and so have the antidotes to frustration and fear and its partner anxiety, gone on for a long time.  Just read the Psalms and there in our Western canon is a record not of perfect people, not of a shiny theology all buffed and polished - and American - but the record of human beings struggling with being captives to governments - administrations, if you will - that starved them of hope, that took their tax and invested it in the accoutrements of war, and that then asked those captives for songs of praise.  These are the laments of human beings trying to find out what it means to be human in the face of an all-powerful deity who nonetheless can do nothing about suffering and captivity and death.


Did they cower and wait?  Sometimes.  For a while.  And, the Psalms record that they wished their captors ill, and prayed to have their babies dashed against the rocks.  They did this for a while, as if to say to their God, Here I am, Lord, I am this too.  But, then, that most human of all tendencies emerges again, and again:  people want to live; the organism wants to wake up and live.  In the dark of their despairing, the people wake up – the psalmist only describes it in song – and one of them bumps up against another one of them, and they say, excuse me, and then they eat together and figure out a way to go on.  They find some water and prepare some food.  Maybe they even find something to laugh about.  And, some time later, perhaps, they speak aloud to their God, and say, “Thank you.”  Not perfect, but human.


Ralph Waldo Emerson, a Unitarian minister before he was a famous Transcendentalist, felt that “in the face of conditions and circumstances beyond our control, the only question that matters is, ‘How shall I live?’”


Scott Russell Sanders, in his book, Hunting for Hope, writes:

It is reassuring to feel we are not alone in a hostile universe, but rather we are allied with a creative power which seeks us out, which strengthens and inspires us, which needs our eyes and ears and tongues.  We are not puppets tugged by invisible strings, but free players in the drama of Creation.  We learn the script as we go, and we also help to compose it, we and all our fellow beings.  In our search for knowledge and our struggle for expression we are carrying on the Creator’s work [Sanders says], and in that work we are aided by the Way of things.  To recognize the possibility of such aid is to believe in grace.  So we are justified in feeling not merely human optimism, based on our own intelligence and skills, but cosmic optimism, based on the nature of reality.


Rebecca Parker, President of Starr King School for the Ministry, my seminary, talks about a “Spiritual Practice for Our Time.”  In her essay she speaks of James Baldwin’s narrative of the “depth of loss and grief experienced by people of African descent in North America,” about how “self-loathing grows in a culture that tells a child he is not welcome, how a sense of the sacredness of other human beings is lost, how ugliness comes into all aspects of living, and how despair descends over people’s lives.”   But, at the end of his essay, “The Fire Next Time,” Baldwin invokes “the rhythms of jazz, and the resilience of [hard oppressed people], and the freshness of new life he sees in children” and the question that remains for him is, “What to do with all this beauty?” 


Parker goes on to say “This question challenges me more than any other in life:  How do I live in a way that keeps faith with beauty --- with the beauty I have known, the beauty of all people everywhere, the beauty of the earth?  How do I resist the violence that tears us from one another and the earth?  When the violence goes deep into the core of the human soul, as it has mine, how is the heart restored?”  The answer she finds leads her to understand that “if I am to recover from violence, live in love, and contribute to healing and transformation, I need to engage in spiritual practices that preserve knowledge beyond what the dominant culture tells me about who I am.”


Her practice involves keeping the Sabbath and tithing.  By doing these things she finds:  “I open myself up to what the old theologians called the means of grace…to remembering who I am and what life is, what is precious and what it is to feel,…connected intimately to earth, to history, to other human beings and what it is to live justly.  When I remember this, I know what to do with all the beauty. //  I know, with Rumi, “There are a thousand ways to kneel and kiss the ground.”


This has been going on a long, long time.  This despair, and rediscovering what to do with all the beauty.  


When the European invaders came, certain traditional pottery designs were lost to the Hopi.  Left with nothing but shards of the old pots, the Hopi lost track of the old designs and have only rediscovered them in the last few decades.  Scott Russell Sanders tells this in Hunting for Hope.  


….A potter from Acoma laughed when she told me how the recovery had come about:  “My mother went to the museum and looked at pots the scientists had glued back together.  She drew pictures, right there in front of the glass cases, and she brought the pictures home.”  As the woman spoke she was grinding minerals in a mortar.  Now she paused to rub a pinch of the dust between index finger and thumb, judging the texture.  When she resumed grinding, she resumed talking.  “We looked everywhere on our own land, but only found what we needed in the museum.  Think of the poor scientists digging in the hot sun and picking up tiny pieces!  So much work!”  Again the potter laughed.  “First, the white grandfathers tried to break us apart and now their grandsons try to put us back together.”


Are we going to give in?  Some of us will die of despair.  The suicide rate in Iraq among our troops is mounting.  We’re all going to die.  But, in the meantime, do we cower and wait?  


Is it enough --- or could it be the whole thing --- to touch each other with kindness and keep reading the Psalms or whatever hopeful thing your eye falls upon when you scan your shelves or your memory of your dear departed, and even now recover the beauty of the human spirit, the beauty all around us in the resilient human spirit, in all those people who insisted on beauty and truth and who could not and cannot leave it alone.  What shall we do with all this beauty?  


And, I find the beauty in all of you who come here to find your own answers, who ask and who listen; who say when you are afraid and keep going on.  I find beauty looking at the tables when we have lunch here after the service --- all the love that goes into making the food, the blend of ages and conversations at the tables.  I find beauty in our planning for the future, for those who will come after us, even in the face of uncertainties.  I find beauty in the welcome we provide for new guests and for each other.  One of you also told me this haunting thought this week, after she had spent a few days in retreat with the Benedictines:  For 1500 years the Benedictines have welcomed people; the Benedictines have welcomed everyone who came to them, for 1500 years.  


I find beauty in the resiliency of children who survive abusive childhoods to become caring adults; the persistence of people with cancer who insist on living while they are alive; in the day by day sobriety of alcoholics who know they can never depend on it, but who keep their promise to themselves, day by day; I imagine that in people surrounded by war there are twin emotions of fear and the will to stay alive, and some do, day by terrifying day.  In the human spirit, I find great beauty.  Even in the midst of the haunting of war, terror and death, great beauty.


We aren’t really in control.  We are afraid of tomorrows that may not come the way we imagine they will – what arrogance, to think we can bring them with our thoughts, and so worry they will come to pass.  It is important to look at our fears.  To sit with them and look fearlessly upon these hungry ghosts that haunt us.  


We cannot let ourselves be afraid to see the hungry ghosts that gnaw at us.  They are part of us and require attention, yes, and welcome.  We have to let ourselves sit with them, and acknowledge them, calm them down, and then see beyond them to the beauty - all this beauty - and say Yes to it, let it claim us and so find the ways it shows us to restore our hearts.  It is enough --- it could be the whole thing --- to keep reading the Psalms and each others faces, and the resiliency of the human spirit, and its courage and to touch each other with kindness this brief time we share.  It might be enough.  It is enough.  Let it be.

Closing words – by Joseph Campbell

So, if you really want to help this world, what you will have to teach is how to live in it.  And that no one can do who has not themselves learned how to live in the joyful sorrow and the sorrowful joy of he knowledge of life as it is.  The only question that matters is, “How shall I live?”

Benediction  

Go in peace, 

and when the violence of the world goes 

deep to the core of your soul, 

as it has mine, 

ask the question your soul also knows how to answer:  

How shall my heart be restored?  

Go in peace.
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