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Good morning.  This is my second sermon in the 35 years since I left the ministry.   A lot has changed in that time, including me.   I've forgotten many things; but forgetting makes room for new ideas...and I've jammed a lot of them into this sermon..   As many of you know, another change is I have Parkinson’s Disease.  I mention this only because it has changed my voice and my face...both have lost expression.  I hope I'm not as dull as I may sound or appear.

Let us pray.

God of Wonder, no words can describe you.  May my words be more pathways than barriers to our understanding of you and your call to us.

Amen.

Healing

D. H. Lawrence

I am not a mechanism, an assembly of various sections.

And it is not because the mechanism is working wrongly, that I am ill.

I am ill because of wounds to the soul, to the deep emotional

  self

And the wounds to the soul take a long, long time, only time

  can help

And patience, and a certain difficult repentance, realization of life’s mistake, 

   And the freeing of oneself

From the endless repetition of the mistake

Which mankind at large has chosen to sanctify.

(This poem was read as part of the call to worship)

I think there are three interconnected aspects of our faith.  One is radical acceptance: no matter who you are or what you have done you are a child of God and welcome in the community of wounded and imperfect pilgrims.  In spite of our success at acceptance, there is always more to do.   The second aspect of our faith is our justice work...which we also do quite well.  But we should be careful  to not congratulate ourselves too quickly or too often.

In these two  behavioral aspects of faith we have rather clear guidelines and congregational and personal objectives. It is the third aspect which is the deep internal foundation for the other two that we are less clear and less unified.  That is the spiritual realm of transformation or mystic union with the Holy One.  

At the center of all of the worlds major religions is the call for this transformation.   Call it conversion, enlightenment, awakening, discovery of the true self,, empty yourself,  or yes, new birth.  Much of this makes us as progressives or liberals  uncomfortable.  We  are modern or post modern folks committed to the ability of science to ultimately explain and perhaps even improve everything.  We are trained in deconstruction to discover the basic verifiable “realities.”  or truth. In contrast spiritual stuff is not just the unknown, but the unknowable, the ineffable,that is to say beyond words.  This doesn't fit the model of contemporary life.  Many of us are not even sure another world exists., let alone consider being connected to something beyond our known realities.  

But consider those times in your life when the ordinary became extraordinary; the mundane became an epiphany, the natural became supernatural; coincidence became synchronicity; when messages seemed to come from somewhere else; when you said to yourself  “I can't believe what happened” and for fear of embarrassment or  that you might be crazy, you never shared it.

Consider for example

The time the sun moving below the horizon as a beautiful sunset became a numinous experience enveloping you in all Beauty.  

or

The time your first child was born and handed to you with what seemed a glow around her and you were taken out of this world for a moment. 

Or

 When in emotional or physical intimacy you felt as if the boundaries between you and the other melted and you became one. 

 Or

The time your were convinced that a deceased ancestor was present and spoke to you.  

Or

When at a time of great suffering, you felt lifted up in protective arms 

These all could have been spiritual experiences of the holy, from a world outside ourselves ....experiences that were out of this world.  Not something we created or sought but just happened, some gift of ecstasy, peace,  or awe.  This is the mystic, transformational aspect of the spiritual life.  Not merely a change in belief or thinking but total change in who you are..maybe all at once, maybe not but over time you realize “I'm not who I used to be.” “Behold, all things are  made new.” And all things are all new.

Perhaps none of this happened to you or it was merely a fleeting glimpse, through a  glass darkly.  Yet you know the bible stories of radical transformation: all those people who get their name changed and a new mission after a visitation by God, the crossing over of water which is the mythological metaphor for transitions, Jesus' initiation in the desert; his parables of  new wine skins, new cloth, salt, leaven, and his repeatedly saying “you have heard ...But now I say to you.”  You know the stories but that was then and this is now.

In many ways the tradition and practice of mystic transformation has been lost,...and us with it,  like the widow's coin.  This is where  Lawrence takes us in his poem  “Healing.”  the life that is not a mechanism, not scientifically verifiable, not fixed or healed with technologies or commodities because it is a wound to the soul.  A wound that is the missing “something else” of life. It is the loss of meaning.  It is being trapped in either/or dualistic thinking that sees only two roads diverging, only two sides to a coin, only the orthodox and heretical.  

The soul-wounded life,  this “mistake” that “mankind has chosen to sanctify” can only be healed by a “difficult repentance” and “realization” of its error. This is again where religious traditions and practice lay the foundations of faith: transformation occurs through surrender. And through repentance which is not confession of sins but a turning around.  Surrender is not to be avoided but embraced. 

Embrace Surrender?  Surrender sounds weak. It seems to deny the absolute importance of freedom rides, protest marches, Stonewall, speaking truth to power, and personal empowerment.  We are not normally encouraged to surrender but to fight, to challenge, to expect our individual and community freedom and independence.   You might say “I'm not going to give in or give up! Maybe I'll surrender when I die.”  Probably not since we are so busy running from death that it will catch us from behind; we end up backing into death.  Besides the good news is not that much about getting to heaven some time, but more about being in the kingdom of God now. The kingdom of God is within you.

If it is not safe to surrender to God and trust good will come from it then what kind of God are we worshiping. What happened to the God of whom we say with confidence “Nothing can separate me from the steadfast love of God which endures forever?”  Surrender is not taking yourself out of the picture of life, but knowing with confidence that you are part of it, but not all of it.  It is not the denial of the ego,  but the rejection of an imperial ego.  

Surrender includes letting go of the things we cling to:  our illusions and deceptions  of ourselves, the lies we tell ourselves. In spite of our fear of what we will find we must pull back the coves of our lives and see the naked truth. And try to accept our imperfections as God does.  What may make us perfect is that very  acceptance of imperfection because it is then perfectly us that we know.   We incorporate the dark side, the shadow of our life and bring it to the Light. This is enlightenment, internal transformation, not external new academic achievement or insights.  Better to experience this transforming struggle than a bag of our shadow self, the sorrow and anger of our unlived lives,  the evil that will live after us, the unforgiven pain, our public and secret failures,  a bag we drag behind us that left unopened will be our legacy.  If our pains and buried feelings are not transformed they will be transmitted.  

Surrender is letting go of our attachment to possessions, to the baggage of stuff we live with.  It is not “a” gift but“the” gift to be simple and that gift is faith. It is interesting to know the Latin word for baggage is impedimentia, stuff is an impediment on our spiritual path, we have to lug...gage it around.

Surrender is giving up the effort and the illusion of control.  The success that 12 step programs have is in a big way due to step one: “I am powerless before my addiction and turn it over to my higher power.”  This abdication of control occurs most readily in two circumstances: first in nature.  It is clear to us at both the conscious and unconscious levels  that we don't control nature.  Therefore we are already closer to that surrender of our little self to the True Self. To merge our story with The Story, to give authority to the author of  our lives. The natural world is the first bible so to speak, the first revelation of the Holy One.

The second situation of readiness for transformation is suffering, pain, loss, or hardship of any kind.  Again because we are more readily able to experience our lack of control; if  I was in control things would be a lot better than this.  So as our confession this morning suggested, it is the suffering that is actually a  pathway to transformation.  Consider some of the most powerful, heartfelt writing we have comes from prisoners: Kings Letter from Birmingham Jail, Bonhoeffer’s Prison Letters, or Mandela's Long Walk to Freedom, or Peltier, or the apostle Paul. But we wrongly run from pain and suffering, pray to be free of it,  we deny it, we drug it, we project it, we blame others and thus miss an opportunity for transformation. and for new life.  When we come to a painful dead end of religion,  psychology, belief or of life two options  are left to us:  look inside deeply and find the kingdom of God is in you, that deep inside the timeless answers have been there, from before time God knew you.   Secondly our option is to turn around to see where we have come from, what is missing. What was left behind or discarded on the journey of western civilization and the contemporary church is the mystic experience of God. 

Mystics are not inclined to kiss papal rings or royal signets and thus are  not popular with the powerful.  When told that  Caesar get his and God gets Gods the mystic is confident that Caesar isn't the one to decide who gets what.  If mystics are free in the face of power, not addicted to the consumer culture we can see why this essential thread of the spiritual life was happily replaced with  domesticated religion. Yet this lost thread would fulfill our longing for meaning and community. Thus the intensity of the widow's search for her lost coin seems like a good idea.

But finding our naked true self and surrendering to God is contrary to most of the  messages we get from the culture and church.  We are willing and able to go only so far.  As singer song writer Greg Brown sings, “Oh Lord I have made a  place for you in my heart.  Now go away and leave me alone.”  We tend to make conditional surrenders or trade offs rather than total surrender.  I don't want to let  the pilot light go out in my individual domain just in case things don't turn out as well as the proclaimed terms of surrender.  As a result my search for the valuable coin goes on and the celebration in heaven is on hold.

Perhaps a look at the crucifixion will help us to finally turn in our claim to be self made and in control of our destiny.  Many of us have difficulty dealing with the crucifixion and what it says about sacrifice, transformation and resurrection.  

Part of the problem is with literalism, the great heresy of the church, that confuses factual with Truthful, and replaces Mystery with history.  The literal leaves no place for the eternal. 

The cross is a symbol long used by many cultures to depict the intersection of the divine and human , the vertical and horizontal aspects of the world, the upper and lower worlds.  As such it is the meeting place of contradiction.  We should expect tension and suffering at this cross point.  Jesus bears the pain and suffering of the cross as the embodiment, the incarnation of the divine and the human.

Sacrifice is more than giving up something.  The word means “to make sacred.”  It is in the letting go of something of value for something of greater value that makes the ritual process and its elements sacred.  The suffering becomes transformed to the holy.  Where fundamentalists go wrong is their failure to recognize that this is the way for everyone, not just Jesus.   There is no re-birth without labor.  Each of us must fully experience our own suffering.  Transformation comes first from below, from the lowly; you have to go down before you go up.  Nothing is resurrected unless it has died first.  Again you know the bible stories:  Joseph in the well, Jonah in the whale, the exile in Babylonia, the stable birth, Noah and the flood,  Zacchaeus and the paraplegic through the roof come down to meet Jesus, the rich ruler told to give it all away, the tax collector, the Samaritan,  the donkey, the foot of the banquet table, the tomb and on and on.  The same pattern exist in the hero myths of many cultures. 

So the sacrifice of letting go of our allegiance to science as if it were religion and of possessions as if they were saviors makes our surrender a sacrifice with sacred consequences.

But Jesus doesn't stay on the cross.  His suffering is sacrificed into new life, resurrection.  Again, this not primarily about an afterlife.  It is about the little deaths of pain, sorrow, loss, sickness, injustice, and the related resurrections in the present.  In experiencing fully the little deaths we receive the gift of new life, of hope and promise.  Wisdom hides in death.

We move from belief in the existence of God to knowing God through union with God that is to say now we have faith in  God.  As Buddha said to the hot dog vendor “Make me one with everything”  More accurately make me aware that I am already one with everything, that is the mystic desire.  In union with God who is Oneness we  have community. Mystics don't argue over theology, they humble themselves in wonder and worship and service to the needy of the One Community.  The language of the mystic, of transformation, is not literal but story, myth, metaphor, poetry, music, and art. Notably not sermon.

 The mystic life is one that lives fully in the present but is open to the wisdom of the  past.  Mystics are humble that they might be exalted. Mystics find multiple meanings in the same stories, and the same meanings in different stories; are not afraid of solitude and treasure silence. We will be taking the elements of communion in silence and see what the sound vacuum fills with while we bear the discomfort..  Mystics are not isolated, or absent from the struggles and pleasures of acceptance and justice; instead they are engaged at a deep level because they know that Everything is Everything . We are all One., transformed by the mysterious and transcendent alchemy of Grace.

Amen.

This sermon was significantly influenced by the writing of Peter Kingsley, Michael Meade, Richard Rohr, Sam Keen, Mary Hynes and Robert A. Johnson. 

