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The Rev. Ms. Barbara J. Pescan

Prayer 

Weather

Sweet moment, come

borne through cold and cloud

Come, Spirit of change

You keep the crossing

between the night and the shallow day

where the clenched fist of winter 

and the first gestures of spring
touch

that meeting flickering in our peripheral vision

One profligate day tricks us into relaxing our stiff-fingered grip

on mittens   hats   down coats

then, as the sap has truly descended to the roots 

we, too, descend, 

locked down into small movements, 

our faces hidden, 

too cold to fight   we seek close shelters

guerillas from another climate   we

huddle against the mountain of winter 

biding our time.  

Winter insists – wind chill, thunder-snow

an ache in the bone from    too much   too deep   too long ---

tells us old cold stories of other seasons of our souls

we survived but barely

our dignity salvaged by a scrap of memory, an intention

to prevail.

We forget we are so sturdy.

I suppose we should thank these months for the practice

of remembering of what we are made

of what we make of each good day

and to what end we push against the holdfast door ---

To welcome face to face what comes   eyes open

sitting up,

standing up to meet unbound

when we recognize it 

that moment that comes to claim us 

again
 (for the time is coming)

for living out in the open 

together.

 “…all they said it would be…”

 The Rev. Barbara J. Pescan


It may be that the purpose of our life, of our whole lifetime, is to find out what love is and what it means. 

My title this morning was inspired by from a lyric by Jane Siberry:  “Love was everything they said it would be.  Love made sweet and sad the same.”  In the words of Zorba the Greek, “The full catastrophe.”  It may be that the purpose of our whole life is to uncover the truth that love, sweet and sad, is not a catastrophe, but both openings to more love - deeper, wider, more inclusive love.

If we are fortunate, we know love as babies when someone holds us and speaks or sings softly to us, and for whom we are the center of the new world.  We may figure out long after we are adults that our parents loved us even when we were teenagers.  They loved us even through those long, hormone-steeped years with a love that was anxious and strong.  They remembered our baby-years with a contrasting fondness.  We aren’t able to fully imagine that unless and until we have teenagers of our own.  The reason they held on is that they loved us, even then.

When I was nineteen I had an idea that love was romance and passion, the kind you read about in books and see in the movies, that feeling you get when you discover the power of sexuality, the first-time risks of entrusting someone else with what you think is the truth about yourself.  You can hardly keep the top of your head from floating away.  You can hardly keep your heart behind your ribs, and you don’t want to.


When I was twenty-three, love meant being angry at my father because I wanted his love and acceptance so much and he was not capable of giving that without a lot of requirements and rules.  

When I was thirty-three, I became nineteen again for a while, as I really fell in love for the very first time, and what a surprise that continues to be.


When I was forty-five, I sat at the foot of my father’s hospital bed as a nurse fed him ice cream from a cardboard cup, and I witnessed the terror in his eyes because he did not know who my mother was, or who I was, or what was happening to him.  And, it was love I felt as I cried from the bottom of my gut and mourned the loss of him then into forgetfulness, even though he lived for eight more years.


Eight years ago I sat in the waiting room of Akron General Hospital waiting for news of my sister’s surgery to remove the cancer from her body.  In that anguished waiting huddled my love for her, and for her minister who waited with me.  And, when her surgeon came out after four hours and told us she would be several more hours in surgery, his concern for us felt like love, too.  I looked in his eyes and knew deep appreciation for him and for the skills of the all the surgeons then operating on my sister, and for whatever drew them to prepare for all those years to use their intelligence to save lives.


These are moments that words can hardly capture, and that we often do not recognize as love.  When life happens to you and the people you care about…you know, when ordinary, daily life with love sewn around the edges, comes unraveled a little, and you need to mend it again, from time to time.  

You know, when love pushes its way through the narrow spaces between arguments, love that will not go away no matter how angry you get from time to time.  You know the moment, perhaps, when love also shows up as your integrity the day you understand at last that you must leave the relationship or give up your self.


You know.  Love is the thing that --- after you’ve been married for about a hundred years, and the house feels, as one author put it, like a “domestic gulag,” [Laura Kipnis, in Against Love] a life sentence, a wasteland where no tenderness can survive --- you could move toward the mirage of “that feeling” you get in the presence of a co-worker or family friend, move toward someone else to find your passion again, but the moment ends and you pull yourself back from that edge of attraction to try, in truth and with integrity, one more time with your spouse.  

And, you know, too, that love could also be what leads you and your spouse to call it quits, finally, because you once loved each other, and it was good then, but is no more and there is something in “we once loved each other” that you want to preserve, even though the intention and the strength you brought to that love are long gone.

You know.

~  ~  ~  ~  ~

Brian Swimme is a mathematical cosmologist. Mathematical cosmology examines the mathematical aspects of the origin, structure and evolution of the universe.  Swimme speaks of the universe in terms of allurement, and equates it with creativity. Doing this, Swimme asks: "How will you awaken your creativity? By responding to the allurements that beckon to you, by following your passions and interests. Alluring activity draws you into being, just as it drew the stars into being. Our life and powers come forth through our response to allurement." . . . 

Then he says, “Love begins as allurement - as attraction. Think of the entire cosmos, all one hundred billion galaxies rushing through space: At this cosmic scale, the basic dynamism of the universe is the attraction each galaxy has for every other galaxy.” [Brian Swimme home page, Internet]
In a physical and mystical sense, then, we live and move and have our being in the very structure of the systems that emerge in the physical laws of the universe.  From the allurement of galaxies down to the forces of subatomic particles that hold the molecules of matter together, to the gravity that keeps us on the ground, to the tropisms of plants that move them toward sun and water --- everything relates to everything else, moving toward each other, each thing moving toward what it needs to continue being.  

Out of our place in these nesting systems we understand that we are part of this vast system of connections, from subatomic particles to galaxies.  Somewhere in the midst of these nested realities we live our lives, and discover the allurement of human love.

I am not sure if she originated this phrase, but when we met to talk about this service, Ann McCallister, our Worship Associate said, finally, after an hour of our conversation:  Love is always opening beyond any narrow bounds.  And, there is where the truth abides for me. Love is always opening beyond any narrow bounds.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

In my very beginning study of Tibetan Buddhism, everything I am learning so far leads me in this same direction.  Love is always opening beyond any narrow bounds.  The study leads me in a twofold path:  First, the path says, No matter how committed we are to unkindness, selfishness, or greed, the genuine heart of bodhichitta cannot be lost.  [When Things Fall Apart, Pema Chödrön, Shambhala] What this means is that no matter how entrenched we are in cynicism, argumentation, and violence to our own and others’ lives, the human heart does not lose its capacity to awaken, its capacity to find tenderness within the pain that cynicism and violence try to hide.

Second, in countless ways human beings are drawn to the path of the inspiration of loving kindness even when everything in our minds and culture militates against it, perhaps even especially then.  Even when the culture we have created inside us and among us suggests that the way out of our sadness and violence is to run from them, something in us, when we listen, allows us to abide with the pain, and so draws us toward love.

Everything wants to live.  Right up to the time it can no longer sustain life, each thing wants it, leans into it, acts to enhance life, and moves toward what sustains it.  Every person, every being, every mosquito, every rat, raven and rhizome:  life simply wants more life.  We forget this, we humans even actively fight against it, because so often this leaning into our lives means opening to the pain and sorrow of the events that happen to us and to others, near by and far away.  Religion is one way that human beings try to make sense of understanding our lives between these two realities:  we are alive, oh, miracle; and, oh, amazement, we will one day die.

Because almost everything around us in culture asks us to trivialize our experience, does violence to the loving heart in us, we have to work steadily to understand this broad concept of love as compassion.  We have to practice to see this love as something we understand as first nurturing ourselves and as a capacity in ourselves that will not die, the creative force in everything we do, that reaches beyond our narrow bounds.  We have to practice to make our vision larger, make the embrace of our lives bigger and bigger, to include more of us, more of our daily interactions.  To understand this love, we have to look clearly at what we are already doing.

Every day I am witness to some act of love that asks me to open my heart.  This week several of our members helped one of us move to a new home.  Each box lifted, each piece of furniture arranged, each confusing moment of ‘where does this go,’ and ‘how will I find that’ --- was witnessed and encouraged and supported by the love of friends.  This week some of us began planning a birthday party for one of us who has moved temporarily into a nursing home for rehab.

This week I had a conversation with a man who is working to help his service organization transition from being a small, mom and pop affair to the sort of organization that can get grants to continue their good work of serving the poor and the marginalized.  The change is not turning out to be easy.  Latecomers to the organization don’t understand that it was the love and commitment of the founder and his friend that have made it work for all these years.  The man I listened to is afraid the love and the commitment will be lost, and that he will not be able to fulfill his promise to his pastor to see things through.  Right now he is sad and struggling --- he is struggling to make sure the love doesn’t go out of the effort, that the love will continue to underlie all the rest:  the 501[C] 3 status, the grants and the more sophisticated organization, are the stakes for the root of the effort, which continues to be one man’s vision, the commitment of his friend, which is love opening beyond any narrow bounds.

We find when we hit bottom, or when the rug is pulled out from under us, that there is something more in us, more grit, more sturdiness, more courage, more capacity for abiding and taking the next steps.  Anyone who has taken a vow of sobriety discovers one day at a time, one hour at a time, that he or she can touch that courage and overcome the attachment to seeing him or herself as hopeless.  This is love opening beyond the narrow bounds of addiction.

Anyone who has received a diagnosis may go through all the stages of grief at imagining her or his life play out in a more limited way, and entirely differently than planned.  You may imagine yourself lost and weak and needy and diminished…and then, having been angry and depressed, having denied and bargained with God, you may yet uncover deeper wells of courage and joy in you than you dreamed were in you.  This is love opening beyond any narrow bounds of fear.

And, the thing is, we don’t have to wait until we hit bottom, or until the floor drops away, or until the doctor comes into the waiting room.  We don’t have to wait until a moment that is unexpected or seems tragic, or challenges us in an extraordinary way.  The thing is that every day, every blessed day, we can pause, take a moment, to see what is around us and what is in us already --- and when we do pause, we can see that love is always opening beyond any narrow bounds.

We have to pause, though, and make room in the midst of the confusion that surrounds us --- all the noise, the traffic, all the busy-ness, the habits of negation and the tightness, all the habits of cynicism and the fear that we aren’t up to it.

When we pause --- it helps to take two or three conscious breaths when we pause --- when we pause we can sense an opening in the barriers that separate us from this love.  When we pause, we can see the light shining through the opening in the walls, and feel the freedom of movement in our bodies when we recognize that we can loosen the bounds from our side.  In that gap, in that pause --- even if the gap is for only a few seconds --- we become part of the breathing of the universe, in harmony with everything, and we can realize that love is all they said it would be.  And, you know, we are sturdy enough for love.  We are meant for love.  

…all they said it would be… 2-10-08        1

