Outdoor Worship ~ Sunday 10/27/15

The words of this homily are adapted from Mary Pipher’s book THE GREEN BOAT–Reviving Ourselves in our Capsized Culture—from the chapter, “Interconnection, Deep Time and Bliss.”


In her sermon last week Shayna nudged our congregation to move away from being a management driven church to one that is inspired by vision.  And, as part of finding our vision and inspiration, this morning we will pay attention to current day writer and psychotherapist, Mary Pipher as we contemplate our spiritual and social place in the family of things

“Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.”  ~ Albert Einstein


Our species is consuming, contaminating, or destroying almost everything:  rivers, oceans, topsoil, prairies, fisheries, and forests, not to mention cultures.  But it is important to sound the positive note that we are behaving this way not because we are cruel, but rather, because we are caught up in what Mary Pipher calls a Great Acceleration.  And, we are having a hard time slowing ourselves down and thinking things through.  We are living in fragmented ways, disconnected from not only each other and our Earth home, but also from our pasts and, most critically, our futures.


Healing our disordered relationship with the web of life will involve reweaving our most primal of connections and relationships within this sacred web.  Interconnection can be seen as a spiritual belief, but it is also a scientific fact.  We are all in this together.  There is a philosophy in ethics called enlightened self-interest which is sometimes articulated as, “we will do well by doing good.”  We would do WELL not to destroy an old-growth forest, for when we do we lose many plant and animal species that could be of great use to humans in fighting diseases.  We would do WELL to preserve the rain forests, otherwise the planet loses its lungs and we all will die.  When the insects disappear, how do we plan to survive?  We humans don’t know how to pollinate fruit.  Enlightened self-interest should make environmentalists of us all.


But that word, ‘environment’ is problematic.  Our disordered relationship with the earth and all her inhabitants is deeply influenced by the distinction that the English language makes between humans and their environment—an “us” versus  “it” distinction.  And a sense of separation is implied by the word “nature” itself, as if we are somehow different from nature, and that nature is something apart from us.  Thich Nhat Hanh tells us,  “We need to move beyond the idea of ‘environment’ and fall back in love with Mother Earth.”


“We need to move beyond the idea of ‘environment’ and fall back in love with Mother Earth.”


To adaptively cope with what Mary Pipher calls our global storm, we need to enlarge what she calls our moral imaginations to include all living beings in our circle of caring.   For if we do not expand our vehicles of mercy and ways of helping each other, we will destroy ourselves.  


At its most basic, the moral imagination is respect for point of view.  It is similar to empathy, but more complex. Empathy is a simple and often short-term neurological process that involves what are called ‘mirror neurons,’ like the instant identification we feel with a person who falls down or a kitten who hisses when it is afraid.  Our moral imagination, however, neurologically, is a more whole-brain response to other people’s, or other beings’ situations.  And, it is slow to develop and it is longer lasting.


She says that “When I understand that I have a moral imagination, and that it is about respect for the point of view of not only other people, but of all other beings on Earth, it allows me to have a clear and simple value system.  ‘Good’ is that which increases my own and/or the collective moral imagination.  ‘Evil’ is that which decreases these things.”  And Mary Pipher says she believes that the purpose of life is to grow our moral imaginations and to help others grow theirs.


The purpose of life is to grow our moral imaginations and to help others grow theirs.


With a well-developed moral imagination, there is no “us” and no “them” or “it.”  We are all us ~ similar to Martin Buber’s “I-Thou” relationships rather than “I-It.”  The moral imagination allows us to make every relationship we are in—with our families and friends, with our coworkers and the clerks at the stores, and with the animals and plants around us, and indeed with all the world’s peoples—it allows us to make every relationship a sacred relationship.


We come into worship to stand on holy ground together.


May it be so.


We’re going to sing.  This past Monday, 9/21, was the UN International Day of Peace.  And this year the UN’s theme is ~ Partnerships for Peace: Dignity for All.  Maria is going to lead us in singing a song for peace.  Let our singing be a prayer that all our relationships be partnerships for peace, and that truly there be dignity for all.

