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READING #1  from Lesek Kowlakowski contemporary philosopher from Poland



The rationalist’s world is not a Cosmos; it displays no order and no meaning, it
generates no good or evil, no purpose and no law. We have to face an indifferent
chaos which produced us as aimlessly as it will eventually annihilate us; we have
to accept that all human hopes and fears, all ecstatic joys and dreadful pains, all the
creative torments of scholars, artists, saints and technicians are going to vanish
forever without trace, engulfed in the wanton and boundless sea of chance.

Consistent atheists have been very ready to accept those conclusions: some, like
Hume, with melancholy resignation; others, like Nietzsche, Sartre, Kafka, Camus,
with the painful sense of a tragic conflict which would ever tear us asunder: the
unbridgeable abyss between our search for meaning and the world as it is and is
bound to remain.

And yet most of those who were ready to stare at the icy desert of a godless world
had not given up on the belief that something could be saved from the impersonal
game of atoms. That “something” was to be human dignity, the very ability
fearlessly to face one’s own freedom and to decree a meaning by the sheer act of
will, in the full awareness that one was decreeinghis meaning, rather than
discoveringit in nature or in history.

READING #2 William Wordworth

from LINES COMPOSED A FEW MILES ABOVE TINTERN ABBEY,
ON REVISITING THE BANKS OF THE WYE DURING A TOUR,
JULY 13, 1798

And I have felt
A presence that disturbs me with the joy
Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime
Of something far more deeply interfused,
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,
And the round ocean and the living air,
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man;
A motion and a spirit, that impels
All thinking things, all objects of all thought,
And rolls through all things. Therefore am I still



A lover of the meadows and the woods,

And mountains; and of all that we behold
From this green earth; of all the mighty world
Of eye, and ear,--both what they half create,
And what perceive; well pleased to recognise
In nature and the language of the sense,

The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse,
The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul
Of all my moral being.

MEDITATION  from the poet Zelda

Each of us has a name
given by source of life
and given by our parents

Each of us has a name
given by our stature and our smile
and given by what we wear

Each of us has a name
given by the mountains
and given by our walls

Each of us has a name
given by the stars
and given by our neighbors

Each of us has a name
given by our sins
and given by our longing

Each of us has a name
given by our enemies
and given by our love

Each of us has a name



given by our celebrations
and given by our work

Each of us has name
given by the seasons
and given by our blindness

Each of us has a name
given by the sea
and given by our death.

Dear Frank ...

Today’s sermon is more than a year overdue. Frank Winsor purchased the right to
choose today’s theme at our Service Auction in 2006, and the stars and our
calendars are only now aligning. When Frank told me a few weeks ago that the
topic he’d chosen was “This I Believe,” I thought he was joking, in that kindly,
playful way he has. When we finally sat down to talk about it, I was sure I could
deflect him, and instead of “This I Believe,” which was his bought-and-paid-for,
rightful choice, I was pretty sure I could shift it to “This Frank Believes” — which
would be a far more interesting topic. But I underestimated Frank’s gentle tenacity,
and his skill as a businessman, and also his kindness. For I know, as do many of
you who’ve been asked to do this thing, that the invitation is a gift — not welcome,
perhaps, in the moment, but a gift just the same.

Frank and Laurel have been members here since 1997. They first joined a
Unitarian church in 1954, in Georgia, where Frank was stationed. They were both
Methodists, graduates of Hamline University, but when they went looking for a
church, in that place, in that time, all they heard from pulpit after pulpit was
segregation, and race hatred, and fear. They gave up their search in
discouragement, and thought hard about what the country was coming to. One day
Laurel saw in the paper a little advertisement announcing the sermon at the Atlanta
Unitarian Church: “Civil Rights Are For Everyone.” They went, and they joined,
and Frank and Laurel have been defending that faith ever since.



It is an honor answer Frank’s invitation, unwelcome as it was. It is an honor and a
gift to serve the congregation of which he and his family are members.

This month Jill Schwendeman, our Director of Youth Programs, and I have been
engaged with our 7" and 8" graders in a whirlwind tour of the bible. We’re
meeting with them on Sunday afternoons, wandering with them through the desert
of the ancient world and trying to see how these sacred stories speak to their lives
now as Unitarian Universalist teenagers. Jill gave them a beautiful gift in the first
session: she translated the meaning of each of their names into ancient Hebrew,
and spoke their names in that beautiful, strange language, and wrote each one out
for them to copy from right to left on their nametags. In the second session, she
told them their names in ancient Greek, and again wrote out the elegant, unfamiliar
letters. They are enchanted by this, to hear that Gavin may come from “Gabriel,”
which means “angel of God,” or that Rachel means Ra’quel, or “ewe,” the mother
of flocks that give life to the people, or that Veda indicates “the gathering of great
wisdom,” or Erin, which means “peace” in Gaelic, must translate to “shalom.” It’s
like giving them a blessing, this naming, reflecting back to them a bright glimmer
of who they are, whom we see when we look at them. It’s what all our work where
with youth and children tries to be about. It’s what all of us try to be about in this
community,that gift of naming, that reflecting back to each other,that blessing.

Each of us has a name
given by source of life
and given by our parents

Each of us has a name
given by our sins
and given by our longing

Each of us has a name
given by the stars )
and given by our neighborsE

I think of a question posed by William Sloan Coffin, the great preacher of
Riverside Church, some years before he died: “Who tells you who you are?” He
said some people rely on money to tell them who they are, and it’s a desperate



standard. Some rely on status or power or position, and some need enemies to tell
them who they are. (“Whatever I am, [ am not that.” — a small and cynical
defining.) Too many of us, too often, he said, allow our own mistakes to tell us
who we are. We look through the murky lens of shame or regret at our own
shabby jumble of stumbles and sins and define ourselves by these alone. No other
measure will convince us. There is grandiosity in that kind of isolation. Who tells
you who you areoffin answered the question by quoting the prophet Isaiah: “I
have called you by name. You are mine, saith the Lord.” For him, a Christian
preacher, this meant, “For one thing, you never have to prove yourself. God’s love
is poured out universally on everyone, from the Pope to the loneliest wino on the
planet; God’s love doesn’t seek value, it creates it. Our inherent value is a gift, not
an achievement. So you never have to prove yourself, with money or power or
perfection. You only need express yourself, and abundantly return the love you’ve
been given so abundantly.”

We might phrase it a little differently here, but he’s captured there the core of
universalism, the radical and not so new idea that everyone is worthy, everyone
belongs, not by virtue of anything we’ve done, or anything we’ve earned or own,
but by virtue of what we are, which is human, which is inherently dignified, which
is beloved.Even if you don’t believe in a single, all-powerful “Belover.” We do
that for each other.

Who tells you who you areWho reflects a bright, convincing glimmer back to

your eyes, a truly honest rendering? Douglas Steere, a Quaker teacher, asks it a

different way. He says that the ancient question, “Who am 1?” inevitably leads to

another one, a deeper one, “Whoseam [?” — because there is no identity outside of
relationship. You can’t be a person by yourself. To ask “Whose am [?” is to

extend the question far beyond the little self-absorbed self, and wonder, Who needs
you? Who loves you? To whom are you accountable? Whose life is altered by
your choices? With whose life, whose lives, is your own all bound up, inextricably,
in obvious or invisible waysThis is a beautiful, complicated question. It radiates

out, infinite in all directions.

Who are you? Whose are you? Who tells you who youHie& are the
questions that came to mind when Frank told me his topic and would not be
dissuaded.



I was told who I was for the first time by the Adoption Agency of Westchester
County, New York, in February 1959. I think babies there were probably named
the way hurricanes are named by the National Weather Service, in alphabetical
rotation. I know very few things about the first 31 days of my life, but one of them
is that for that brief period my first and only name was “Tammy.” Who are you?
Nobody knew. Whose are youRo one could say. Those have been, for me, in
certain moments, particularly poignant questions -- but I believe that all of us are
asking them and answering all our whole lives long.

My parents read to me a book that I still have called “The Chosen Baby,” which,
despite its title, reinforced in me an early instinct that I carry still (and not
unhappily): that random chance and accident and luck are powerful forces in this
world. How is it that I landed in this family and not a different one, without
credentials, without portfolio, with no biography or even medical records, no roots
in any family tree except the human family? My parents were honest, and made no
effort to answer unanswerable questions with inadequate answers. I grew up with
broad loyalties and wide kinship, with a permeable boundary around my
understanding of family, defined not by blood, but by choosing. I had a sense of
belonging not exactly to anyonéut absolutely with everyon&e’d all landed
where we did, somehow. And no one ever said it, but I always knew that things
could easily have been very different: maybe my birth mother, or the next adoptive
mother on the social worker’s list, was “the loneliest wino on the planet;” and
maybe she was Ingrid Bergmann. I knew that I was where I was and not elsewhere
through no effort, no virtue, and no fault of my own, and somehow I knew that this
must be true for everyone, no matter how they came into the world, into their
circumstances, dropped into their families.

I remember a girl named Lilah Thomas in my first grade class, an African
American girl who cried and cried one day in the cafeteria. She said something
that stayed with me for a long time, has stayed with me still. She cried and cried,
and finally said in a whisper, “I wish I was white. Like you.” I was shocked. Why
would she say that? Did | ever wish | was black? No. Why not? Because black
kids were treated so badll.remember my six year old brain clicking through this
logic.) Why? Because they were black. Was this fair? INeas given an early
glimpse then of how randomly privilege falls upon the shoulders of some and not
others. This made a deep impression on someone who already understood at least
subconsciously the power of accident, the presence of chance, and the difference
between virtue and luck. Somehow, by luck or grace, [ began to know even as a
young child that there’s the life that you’re given, over which you have no control,



and the life that you try to make, over which you have some control. They are
related but they are not the same thing.

I remember the first time I saw a picture of an astronaut floating in space, how
moving it was. I now know that [ must have recognized him as a kindred spirit,
someone who seemed to come out of nowhere, not quite connected, not grounded,
not trusting the ground. And then I saw that thin line tethering him to the

spacecraft that was not in the frame, the life cord binding him back to life and earth
the other astronauts, his friends, everything- that fragile, essential bond. This also
made a deep impression, though I didn’t understand it then. It was the power of
human relationship. It was belonging. It was the echo of those questions: Who are
you? Whose are you? Who tells you who you are?

I am tempted, and I always have been, by two theologies, two very different ways
of sizing up the world, two different ways of holding and feeling held within
beauty, truth and holiness. I’ve felt this paradox for as long as I can remember,
though the names and frames and paradigms, the philosophies, theologies and
words to describe such things came later as | grew.

On the one hand is the sense of wonder, under the stars, deep in the woods, on the
edge of the ocean, in the presence of birds, or trees or fire or wind. This wonder in
the natural world is wilder and deeper than enchantment; it is reverence. It is not
sentimental. Sometimes it is fearsome, and yet there’s comfort also, a sense of
calm that prevails even in a thunderstorm, a hurricane, even when nature is (by
human standards) unkind; I know a sense of deep belonging, even in the strangest,
most unfamiliar landscape. Like the poet - like so many poets and artists,
scientists, naturalists and mystics, like so many infants on the very edge of life,
amazed by the play of light on the wall, the play of light on their own little hands,
or the sound of running water; like so many old women and old men, on the very
edge of death, amazed by the play of light on the wall, the play of light on their
own wrinkled hands, or the sound of running water - I have always felt this
connection, this belonging, and this knowledge: everything’s connected,
physically, and more than physically. Everyone’s connected. The poet said,

| have felt a presence that disturbs me, a sense sublime of something far more
deeply interfused, whose dwelling is the light of setting suns and the round ocean
and the living air and in the human mind, a motion and a spirit that impels all



thinking things, all objects of all thought, and rolls through all things. haath
pleased to recognize, in nature and my senses, the anchor of my purest thought, the
guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul of all my moral being.

I am tempted to believe that something infuses this natural world and us within it
with a power or presence transcending anything you could detect with a
microscope or a telescope. It is not supernatural. It’s whatever we were before we
were born, whatever we’ll be after we die, and we’re part of it now, it’s part of us
now, while we’re alive. It’s the spirit of life. Some call it God, and maybe it is.
I’m not troubled by the wording.

So that’s one theological temptation, this hunch that the natural world holds
inherent beauty, purpose, power and meaning, and our work in this world while
we’re in it is to apprehend it, to give it words and shape and form in the living of
our lives. Sigurd Olson, the great naturalist and scientist, wrote about “the pipes of
Pan,” a music he experienced in the north woods from the time he was a boy, an
ancient, inaudible song without words. I can’t remember not knowing that song,
not trying in some way to tune the instrument of my being to that key.

So in one ear I hear music— but in the other there’s nothing but silence, and this is
the second theology that pulls me: a silence so loud, an absence so profound, a
sense not of radiant presence, infusing everything, but of absolute absence. This is
the random universe, that exploded out of nothing into being, and back to nothing
may return. We have no say in that, no claim, no power there. There is no first
cause that we could ever possibly discern, no purpose, only accident, the arbitrary
evolution of elements and collision of particles. This is not the popular new-age
universe insisting that “everything happens for a reason.” This 1s an older, perhaps
colder universe proclaiming with no words, “Things happen. There is no reason.
And those few with ears to hear and eyes to see, those few (meaning humans) who
require reasons and who long for meaning, purpose, order, explanation: you will
have to make these on your own. These things do not exist outside of you.”

Lesek Kolakowski, a philosopher and historian of ideas, wrote in his book called
Religion

[This] world is not a Cosmos; it displays no order and no meaning, it generates
no good or evil, no purpose and no law. We have to face an indifferent chaos
which produced us as aimlessly as it will eventually annihilate us; we have to
accept that all human hopes and fears, all ecstatic joys and dreadful pains, all the
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creative torments of scholars, artists, saints and technicians are going to vanish
forever without trace, engulfed in the wanton and boundless sea of chance.

What kind of child would be comforted by this? Somehow it made sense to me. It
felt right to me, and held out to me (and still does) an exciting kind of invitation.
Kolakowski goes on:

We need not simply stare at the icy desert of a godless world. WeOve always known
that something yet may be saved from the impersonal game of atoms. That
OsomethingO Iuman dignity, the very ability fearlessly to face oneOs own

freedom and to decree a meaning by the sheer act of will, in the full awareness that
you are decreeing this meaning, rather than discovering it in nature or in history.

One by one, and then together in communities that are families, households,
marriages, tribes, neighborhoods, nation-states, denominations, congregations —
one by one and in overlapping and interconnected communities, we are the
architects of the moral law, the creators of justice, the designers and definers of
evil and good, beauty and truths. We make it all up, each on our own but also, and
more importantly, in deliberate, covenanted relation. it rolls through generations;
we imagine, we collaborate, we covenant, and we pass down what we’ve made.

In another place, Kolakowski says,

The cultural role of philosophy (or religion) is not to deliver truth, but to build the
spirit of truth, and this means: never to let the inquisitive energy of mind go to
sleep; never to stop questioning what appears to be obvious and definitive, always
to defy the seemingly intact resources of common sense; always to suspect that
there might be Oanother sideO in what we take for granted; and never to forget that
there are questions that lie beyond the legitimate horizon of science and are
nonetheless crucially important to the survival of humanity as we know it.

[ am at home in the big-bang universe, at ease with mystery and with unknowing
(which is not the same as ignorance). [’ve always been wary of those who know
for sure things that can’t be known for sure, always resisted God-given truths, or
church-given, school-given, parent-given, habit-given absolutes. I know that we
need one another to make out of chaos a world that makes sense, a world of
freedom, justice, beauty, and love.
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[ am a few weeks away from being one year away from being 50 years old.
Perhaps it’s age-appropriate now to awaken bolt-upright in the night and lie wide
awake for hours thinking about things. Anything will do it; these past two weeks,
it’s been the bright full moon, knocking loudly on the window.

Hey - did you know IOm shining out here, full and round, radiant, amazing? Did
you know you have only 40 years left, if youOre lucky, maybe 50, to notice me,
adore me, wait for me each month and wonder how many millions of people are
looking at me now, think about Neil Armstrong walking on me with his little lifeline
and his bouncy boots? 40 years to read all the poems and sing all the songs that
people have written for me in the last 10,000 years?

The moon slips behind a cloud, and across the hall my daughter sighs in her sleep.
I listen to her breathing as intently now as I did when she was a newborn baby.

Do you IOm sleeping over here? Growing while | sleep? Do you know | will be
here in your house for only a little while longer, and you have maybe 40 years,
maybe 50, to get to know who | truly am, to discover my true name? Do you know
| have only that long, to hear you tell me who I am? Do you want me to tell you
who you are, in my opinion, which is young and strong and entirely my own?

I lie there and think of friends who’ve slipped away, ones I’ve let slip away, and
my parents and their parents, and so many teachers I’ve known. I think about Ross,
sleeping beside me. Where does one person leave off and another begin, in any
human relationship? 27 years of marriage, and over and over we learn together
how to answer that question.

I think of you, specifically, faces and voices drifting back from the day, from the

week.

Did | love them well enough?

Did this shine through?

Did | call them by their names?

Thank them for the honor and the joyful, hard privilege of walking with them here
for this little while that weOre together?

Did | listen well enough today, will I listen more closely tomorrow, to what they, to
what you, have to teach me?

I think about the round, green earth, my only home.
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Did | check all my fragile lifelines, reinforce them?
Have | checked and cherished well enough, as well as one woman can, the bonds
that bind us each to each and each to everything?
Have | done what | could to strengthen the bonds?

Did | leave the oven on?
Does the dog need to go out?

And then, soon enough, the alarm clock goes off, and here we are.

These words, in closing, come from Yehudi Amichai:

Sometimes it seems to me my life isnOt worth

The skin of my body that wraps around it, not even

These fingernails with which | hang onto my

life. 10m like a person who holds his wrist up

to catch a glimpse of time, even when he doesnOt have a watch on...

| know how slight are the threads that tie me to my joy.

But from those slight threads IOve woven me strong clothing
like a soft armor, the warp-and-weft of joy

to help me cover my nakedness and protect me.

I know how slight are the threads that tie me to my joy.
Who are you?

Whose are you?
Who tells you who you are?



