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FIRST READING    from a poem by John Ciardi called “White Heron”

What lifts the heron leaning on the air
I praise without a name.  A crouch, a flare,
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a long stroke through the cumulus of trees,
a shaped thought at the sky – then gone.  O rare!
Saint Francis, being happiest on his knees,
would have cried Father!  Cry anything you please

But praise.  By any name or none.  But praise
the white original burst that lights
the heron on his two soft kissing kites.
When saints praise heaven lit by doves and rays,
I sit by pond scums till the air recites
Its heron back.  And doubt all else.  But praise.

SECOND READING                                from poet Jane Kenyon

Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks

I am the blossom pressed in a book,
found again after two hundred years. . . .

I am the maker, the lover, and the keeper. . . .

When the young girl who starves
sits down to a table
she will sit beside me. . . .

I am food on the prisoner's plate. . . .

I am water rushing to the wellhead,
filling the pitcher until it spills. . . .

I am the patient gardener
of the dry and weedy garden. . . .

I am the stone step,
the latch, and the working hinge. . . .
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I am the heart contracted by joy. . .
the longest hair, white
before the rest. . . .

I am there in the basket of fruit
presented to the widow. . . .

I am the musk rose opening
unattended, the fern on the boggy summit. . . .

I am the one whose love
overcomes you, already with you
when you think to call my name. . . .

To Play Your Piece 10,000 Times

The Unitarian Universalist minister who supervised my internship was the
Reverend Shannon Bernard at Community Unitarian Church in White Plains, New
York.   She was a brave and cogent preacher, a rigorous administrator, a
compassionate, wise pastor, and in many ways an impossible supervisor. She
swore like a sailor, kept in her desk drawer at all times a bottle of scotch and four
crystal glasses (she was not an alcoholic, but she did like to entertain), and she
smoked nonstop those little cigars that look like cigarettes. It was apparent to us
early on that our styles of ministry were very different, and also that we respected
one another, and loved one another deeply.

Shannon died twelve years ago of cancer. She left me a large box, containing
sixteen packages all wrapped in green wrapping paper, and each with an envelope
scotch-taped to it: “For Hope – age 3,” “For Hope – age 4,” “For Hope – age 5, 6,
7,…” all the way up to age 18, and there was letter instructing me to give one
package to my daughter every year on St. Patrick’s day.  Each card was signed “To
Hope, from your own leprechaun,” and the gifts were all small and all green –
socks, a little bear, books, a snorkel one time, each age appropriate as she has
grown. It happens every year, and Hope has no idea who it is nor how it happens.
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Every year in the middle of March, I remember or Ross reminds me to go down in
the basement and find the gift for this year and put it under her pillow.  Every year,
I sit then for a long while in the dark and think about Shannon, how weird and
wonderful she was, how infuriating she was, and how grateful I am to her for
sharing with me her fierce love of this vocation, her love of ministry, and for
helping me to understand that as with all things in this life, each of us must carve
our own way.  I wish I could tell you that every year on St. Paddy’s Eve I toast her
with a glass of good whiskey in between drags on a little cigar.  I don’t – but I can
smell the smoke and I am grateful for this annual, punctual visitation.
Remembering Shannon, sitting with her memory, on purpose, is a stop on the
wheel of my liturgical year and it will continue long after the leprechaun gifts have
all been opened.

I think of her also at this time of year, because she wrote a beautiful prayer for
Thanksgiving.  She said:

May I never again
take for granted a friend
objectify a stranger
be indifferent
to falling rain
falling leaves
falling snow
eat bread without thought
hear music without care
laugh without praise
Thus
shall I ever give thanks.

How often do we remember to be grateful?  How often, how punctually, do we
remember to love this world, praise this world, to notice this world, this life, while
we’re in it, to notice and love each other, while we’re still in it together?  How
often do we eat bread without thought, hear music without crying or laughing or
dancing, take for granted a friend?  How can we keep this life from slipping like
sand through our hands?

Recently, someone asked me whether I have a daily spiritual practice.  This was in
a gathering of ministers, so the question was daunting, but one by one each person
risked sharing just a piece of what they do each day. This was very moving to me,
and somehow reassuring that within our movement, colleagues I respect very much
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are attending not only to efficiency and productivity and the budget’s bottom line,
and bearing witness effectively in the public arena and building membership and
buildings and carrying the bright beacon of liberal religion onward and upward
forever … Here was a small circle who spend part of every day in prayer,
contemplation, in attentiveness to something larger than themselves, something
other than themselves, but to which the self, the soul, the heart, and mind are
tethered, whether we nurture the lifeline or not. The things I had to share seemed
sort of thin and paltry until the others started speaking, and then I knew that there
was substance there:

• I try to walk with my dog before dawn every morning in the woods, and to
clear my mind for that two miles of everything that does not have to do with
the woods, the dog and the morning itself, the fact of sunrise.

• Later on, I try to sit still for a little while, without reading and without
writing, most often in this room, in the ghosted silence here in which I hear
your voices, and other voices, and no voices.  I try to listen to all of that and
discern what right response, if any, might be called for in the day ahead, the
weeks ahead.

• Hours later, I try to eat dinner every night with my family, a practice that has
been eroded in this unusually busy fall, and the loss I feel there is not only
guilt, but a kind of erosion of spirit – and that’s how I know it is a spiritual
practice, and not just a habit or commitment.

• Later still, I try to write something, or read something, that is not
immediately required.

None of these things are dutiful disciplines I have to drag myself to do, but just the
opposite: these are the small gestures through which I feel the most awake, alive,
aware, attuned, and at home.  But I do have to make the time.  Clear the space.
Make it happen. Guard the gate from distraction (often very noble distraction).
Above all: try not to fall asleep.

Sometimes I’ll be sitting here in the morning and suddenly come to my senses with
a jolt of remorse that I’ve been wasting time, not doing anything. I wonder what
the people in the office will say when the phone rings: She’s not available right
now.  She’s… uh… awakening to mystery in the … uh… “other room.”  She’s
gathering her gratitude and trying to give it words, gathering her fortitude and
trying to shape it into clear intention, she’s repenting for uncountable small and
large sins (and God only knows how long that’ll take…), she’s looking at the light
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dancing on the floor, she’s listening to voices of people who aren’t even in the
room, she’s praying – but don’t worry, it doesn’t look serious.

We live in a moment in history when the simplest, most essential and in some
ways the most ancient aspects of our nature as humans, the most basic instincts,
have become so complicated, so difficult to accomplish, so unfamiliar to us.  How
do we remember to be grateful, to give praise, pay attention to dogs, trees, and one
small rising star each day, to honor the dead, honor the living (including
ourselves), come to terms with everyone, with everything, nourish the lifeline,
think about god, think about light?  You have your own list of things to do, and not
do for a while, your own string of prayer beads, your own ten thousand things to
notice, cherish, and love without ceasing.

Lao tse, the Chinese philosopher, said that if we would know the One Thing, the
great truth, the great mystery, the Holy, we must know it though the ten thousand
things - meaning that the sacred, or god, or whatever It is, can only be known
through the ordinary, through the ten thousand ways that nature shows itself to us,
or art, or other people, or tables and chairs, all these earth-bound, earthy, worldly
things.  Our relationships with each other and with the known world indicate the
relationship we would have the Infinite, the Eternal, the One.  If only It weren’t so
infinite and eternal, we could grasp It and know It face to face, but as it is, with our
little hands, we can only grasp each other; with our little, limited eyes, we can only
see this world, see and love and praise these ten thousand things.  It’s through our
day-to-day practices, our habits of being, through ritual, sometimes, or ways of
ordering the day, or arranging our communities, all these practices which seem
intuitive and automatic but are really quite deliberate, quite intentional, that we can
glimpse, or feel, something of the “One Thing,” something of the sacred.

“Briefly it enters,” writes Jane Kenyon, “and briefly speaks…” and whatever “it”
is, it comes in through things so simple, so mundane, that if your eyes aren’t open
and your heart’s not open, your mind not clear, you might miss their significance
entirely.

I am the blossom pressed in a book / found again after two hundred years…
I am food on the prisoner’s plate…
I am the patient gardener of  / the dry and weedy garden…
I am water rushing to the wellhead/ filling the pitcher till it spills…
I am the stone step,/ the latch, the hinge..
I am there in the basket of fruit / presented to the widow…
I am the musk rose opening unattended…
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I am the one whose love overcomes you, already with you
when you think to call my name…

The opening of eyes and heart, the clearing of mind, must be done deliberately.
That’s what spiritual practice is, whatever you do – walking your dog, praying
your prayers, chanting your chant, remembering to remember the good friend who
died, to make a little clearing in the year, every year, and arrange to meet her there,
and see if she’s got anything more to teach you.  It’s about looking at herons, and
knowing, with the poet, that just as surely as their work in this world is to lift from
the pond to the sky in one incredible motion, our work in this world is to notice.
More than that – our spiritual work is to place ourselves in the presence of herons,
deliberately, punctually, regularly, or in the company of whatever bird or music or
blank journal page or scripture or poem or silence or circle of loved ones, whatever
sacred presence or holy absence will call us back to who we are.

Notice.  Look.  Wonder.  Give thanks.  Mourn.  Repent.  Repeat.

It’s the repetition that does it, over and over and over.   I think of Shinichi Suzuki,
a great innovator of musical education for children in the 20th century.  His method
teaches them to play the violin, the cello, the piano from memory at first, and it’s
based on his observations of the acquisition of language. A tiny child repeats what
she hears over and over, until a word becomes so familiar, she can use it with ease,
and then add more words, one by one.  He taught music like that, and said once
that if a student plays a piece ten thousand times, then after that it will become so
familiar to him, so much a part of him, that he will begin to love the music and
take it into himself and make it his own then.  Practice, he said, was the way into
the music.

I’m not sure Suzuki ever really did the math on this.  At our house one dismal
afternoon we calculated that it would take about 11 years to get to 10,000 with one
Mozart sonatina, and that’s if you played nothing else, and quit school, and quit
eating and sleeping. We stopped counting somewhere around 48 – but still that
piece is being played, and still there is something to his idea, that if you practice
over and over, not just to get the practice over, and not as an end in itself, but if
you stay open to whatever might come through this discipline, this ritual, this
gesture, then music might come, or love of music, or a sense of ease with the
music, a relationship to it. This is exactly what people who pray say about prayer.
The prayer is not the thing itself, the practice is not the thing itself, but it opens you
to that thing.
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Recently I took part in a three day consultation convened by the Growth Team of
the Unitarian Universalist Association.  Convened by the Association’s President,
Bill Sinkford, the Growth Team is comprised of ministers, lay leaders from
congregations across the country, and UUA staff.  They invited the ministers from
12 congregations they perceive to be growing deeply – not only in numbers, but in
spirit, in depth and breadth. (These were the people, by the way, who inquired
about spiritual practice.) We represented congregations with 100 members to over
1,300, all growing dramatically over a sustained period of time, and the UUA
Growth Team wants to know why that is.  They told us they perceived in the
congregations we serve a certain joyful gravity, a serious, grounded, playful
gladness, a bright spark, and they wanted to know if their perceptions are accurate.
I felt a little sheepish going by myself -- it’s you they really want to see and hear,
experience and understand.  You’re the bright, sparky ones – but to put a thousand
children and adults on an airplane would have been impractical, and so I was
honored to go in your name.

We met last week, though the invitation to this consultation came over a year ago,
and so you’d think I would have remembered the one assignment we were sent
ahead of time, months ago in fact. I’d deleted it somehow from my computer and
my brain, and so was horrified in the first moments of the first meeting, the
opening worship service, when the first hymn died away and the leader said,
“Now, we invite each of you to share with us, in a few short sentences, your
response to the question we offered you last winter.”  (This was like an anxiety
dream come true.)  Fortunately, she repeated the question, and it is a beautiful,
difficult, worthy question:

What is the saving message that your congregation means to proclaim to the
world?

Each of us was to step one by one into the circle speak that saving message.
(“Saving” I take to mean “healing,” and hopeful, explicitly loving and brave,
spiritually urgent – that kind of “saving,” that kind of salvation, and not any other
kind.)

They were not asking us to tell how many members we have, how many children
in Religious Education, how many in attendance, what kinds of classes, projects
and activities we offer.  They were not asking us to say whether our congregations
are primarily humanist or theist, pagan or liberal Christian, nor to talk about
theology at all; nor to discuss our governance models, our long range plans, the
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reporting relationships of staff and volunteers, our politics or our internal politics,
our physical plants and square footage. They want to know what’s underneath, and
around, and infusing all of that.  They wanted us to tell them what we know by
heart.

Each person spoke powerfully, and with great care, almost tenderly, the messages
their Unitarian Universalist congregations are trying to speak and live out.  They
spoke authentically, sometimes with cracking voices. And so I took a breath,
stepped into the circle, and stood there for what seemed like an eternity of blank
mind, trying to conjure not my idea of what we’re trying to do here, what we’re
trying to be, but yours, ours together, because that was the assignment.  I said,

You are beloved of god.
The universe is glad to see you.

Everyone has a place at the table.  Everyone is welcome. Everyone belongs.
Everyone is accountable.

It is so easy to forget this.  It is so easy to be reminded.”

I’m not sure that all of you, or any of you, would choose to use this language.  I’m
not sure that I would choose to use this language if I’d taken ten months to think
about it, but when I am asked why I think this church has grown in recent years, I
know it’s because this intention, whether whispered or proclaimed, is heard in the
services on Sundays, it’s spoken in the ways we hold our children and our teens, in
our work for peace and justice, the kinds of work we’re called to and we choose.  It
buzzes through the coffee hour and at the coffee house and at the Big Band dance,
and it sings everywhere, in every note, and in between the notes of all the music
here, and all the art.  It echoes through every memorial, and every baby dedication,
and in our Call to Worship:

The universe is glad to see you, and as living, human representatives of the
universe, we are here to tell you that. We will make a point of it. Everyone is
welcome, everyone belongs, not just in this house, but in this world.. You are
beloved of god, you yourself a living fragment of the sacred, and we’re all
accountable to that.  You also are accountable to that.

I wanted you to hear this from me first, in person, before you see the video they’re
making of this conference and wonder what all else I’m out there doing in your
name.  Because I really do believe it: I have found over nine years here that this is
exactly the preaching that you practice here, and part of it’s about being friendly
and radically so, and informal and open, and unusual and proud of it – thatÕs what
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you practice here.  You’ve played that piece ten thousand times, sometimes
haltingly and clumsily, a little out of tune, sometimes with breathtaking perfection.   
It is not an accident.  It’s purposeful.  The openness, the friendliness, the order, the
lack of order – all of this is how you practice your religion. When we are at our
best, this message permeates everything we do here, everything we say, every little
thing, ten thousand encounters between you, among you, and between each of you
and others you know and work with and love, between each of you and whatever it
is for you that briefly enters and sometimes speaks to remind you that you are
beloved and accountable and blessed.

Everyone is.  It is so easy to forget this. It is so easy to be reminded – if only we
would remember to practice.

___________________________________________________________

Question

What is your daily spiritual practice – just one part of it, one small thing you try to
do?  What keeps you tethered, calls you back to who you are?

_____________________________________________________________

These words in closing come from Geoffrey Weedon, a Quaker:

Draw Breath

Breathe in the quiet purpose of this place:
Through outward stillness, seek a calm within.

Here we can find forgiveness and forgive,
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Here feel the healing miracle begin.

Breathe out the busy world, the teeming mind,
The follies, fears and failures of the week.

Breathe out contention, pettiness and pride,
and wait in trust for that of god to speak.

Breathe in communion, friend with quiet friend,
Each drawing closer in the timeless hour,

As all our differences, needs and gifts are drawn
To the one source of comfort, love and power.

Breathe out, at last, the heart’s full thanks
That we have known this vision, known this grace;

Renewed through love, let us that love extend
Though all our daily lives beyond this place.


