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In Wouldn’t Take Nothin’ For My Journey Now, the late author, poet, and Noble Prize winner Maya Angelou recalls the earliest memories of her grandmother, “stepping out on the word of God.”  Obviously a woman of unwavering faith, we learn from this short reading that Mamma’s life was not without significant challenges.  She was a single black woman, living in the South, during the depression, and she was caring for her crippled son and two grandchildren, as well.  Angelou notes that the depression was difficult for everyone, but I doubt that any of us here today can imagine the weight of the burdens Mamma, and so many women like her, carried.

And so, when it became too much for her and her alone, Mamma would draw herself up to her full six feet, clasp her hands behind her back, look heavenward and proclaim, for anyone within earshot but mostly for herself I suspect, “I will step out on the word of God.” “I will step out on the word of God.”
Angelou writes, later in this same piece, that when Mamma would raise this particular proclamation heavenwards, immediately she would see Mamma, “flung into space, moons at her feet and stars at her head, comets swirling around her.”
  Mamma was six feet tall and Mamma stepped out on the word of God often and so, writes Angelou, it wasn’t difficult for her to have faith.  Through the faith of Mamma, Angelou, “grew up knowing the word of God had power.”

I, on the other hand, grew up knowing nothing of the word of God, which isn’t the same as growing up knowing nothing of God.  I have always had an experience of that which I call God, even as a small child.  But in the absence of formal religious education, I never learned about the word of God, or perhaps more precisely, the words of humans who were trying to comprehend the existence of God.  I knew nothing of the power or beauty of these words until I studied them in depth while in seminary some fifteen plus years ago.

This fact makes me smile today, especially in light of the importance all those words now play in my life.  But to be perfectly honest with you, I still don’t “believe in the word of God”…well, not enough to step out on it anyway.  Not in the way Angelou’s Mamma did.  And there are days when I wish I did.  There are days when I wish my faith was that solid.  There are days, many of them, when I am experiencing the raw injustice that is so much a part of our world, and I wish I could “step out on the word of God” and know it would be fixed.  There are days when my heart feels like it will certainly splinter into a thousand pieces under the weight of this or that sorrow, and I wish I could “step out on the word of God” and trust that what was broken would be fixed.  There are days, many of them in fact, and many reasons, that I wish my faith was such that I could “step out on the word of God”, or at least threaten to with conviction – but that’s just not how I roll, faithfully.
In matters of faith, I’m much more of a “Backside Redemption” girl.  I believe, at the end of the day, in the Universalist principle that we are all redeemable and that we, in fact, seek backside redemption.  We seek to be transformed in one-way shape or another.  As Rev. McTigue puts it, “We don’t want to stay exactly as we are.”  And that deep urge moves us forward whether we want it to or not, in a herky-jerky manor, “filled with wrong starts and wrong turns, lessons we learn but then have to learn all over again.”

My faith is a sloppy, backside redemption kind of faith because it emerges, every day, from the primordial ooze that is lived human experience. It is seldom, if at all, packaged with anything like the beauty of a six foot tall “cinnamon-colored woman…standing thousands of feet up in the air on nothing visible”.
  It rarely reveals itself in a timely manor and it often arrives in unseemly packaging.  It is in the uncertainty of the hopes and dreams that enter a room when the new baby is born.  It hangs in the air between family members who have gathered around a loved ones deathbed.  It is the sweat pouring off bodies of rescuers fighting to save the life of a total stranger.  It is in the rhythm of individual lives put aside in order to join the collective and accomplish some greater good.  It is the tenacity of struggles that span generations.  And it is bounteous in the ordinariness of our every day lives.
One does not step out and proclaim this backside redemption.  We do not even find backside redemption most of the time.  Most of the time backside redemption finds us, like, “when a wrong turn takes us to a place that brings us up short and makes us stop and stare in amazement.”
   It finds us when the plans we’ve made come completely off the tracks, or the mistakes we’ve made blow up in our faces.  Backside redemption is what rises from the ashes of our disappointments and our losses when we are graced with new insight and new direction.

I have come to know many people through my work in ecumenical and interfaith circles who are capable of stepping out on the word of God…and I’d be lying to you if I didn’t concede a little envy at their ability to do so.  I confess that I have no idea what the long-term efficacy of this faith practice is, but I have witnessed it’s capacity to offer immediate assurance in times of deep distress.  There are, indeed, days when I wish I could step out on the word of God…but it’s just “not my thing”, if you will.

There are days when I wish I could step out on the word of God, and today I wish I could do that and take you all with me!  I wish I could stand before you all this morning and say to those of you who are deeply saddened by David’s departure, those of you who may be energized by it, those of you who are tired of change and those of you who are awaiting it with baited breath, “Fear not beloved children of spirit and light.  Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid. Believe in God…and together let us step out boldly on His almighty word.” [John 14:1-2]  There are days – and today is one of them – when I wish I could say something like that… and it wouldn’t be the last time I was ever invited to speak in this sanctuary!  There are days when I wish our lives and our faith were straight foreward enough and contained in such a way that stepping out on the word of God, or threatening to do so, was enough.

But our lives and our faith tend to be neither simple nor contained in such a way as would allow that practice to be helpful. 

MIT Professor and author Peter Senge once wrote that, “People don’t resist change.  They resist being changed.” And this may give us some insight to the complexity of our lives in general, and our lives at the intersection of our faith in particular. Because change, or transformation, is at the very core of our being and at the core of what being in a faith community is all about.  In fact, if the truth were to be told, many of us would have to confess that ‘transformation’ played a significant role in our being part of a faith community to begin with!   
But let’s face it…transformation is hard. It requires work on our part.  Serious work.  Heavy lifting.  Change, it could be said, is like every-day cleaning the house.  Spring cleaning – you know, when furniture is moved, curtains go off to the cleaners – spring cleaning is transformation.  I can clean my house in about an hour or so.  But spring cleaning – that takes planning and at least a couple of days.

Transformation is work.  Transformation is like spring cleaning.  But ohhhhh, when it’s done don’t you feel so good?  And you want to be in your house.  And you want to invite other people over because it’s such a nice place to be! Spring cleaning – transformation – is hard work…it’s backside redemption work…it’s messy and we sweat and get dirty in the process.  
The famous Greek philosopher Heraclitus of Ephesus once stated that, “the only thing constant is change”.  Comedienne Rosanne Barr once stated, “Know ye the truth, and the truth shall make ye nuts!”  In light of the former statement, I think we can agree that the later stands on its own.  Change IS constant.  And in light of that fact we can either learn to run with it, or be run over by it.  Running with change allows the process of transformation to take place naturally…in the course of life itself.  This doesn’t save us, but it does shape us. And this shaping and re-shaping is, at the end of the day, what being people of faith is all about, and this fact, this reality,  is something I feel we can all step out on.
Over the course of the next six months we will have some time to be in this shaping process – this process of transformation – with one another.  Together we will step out not so much on the word of God, though I suspect that for some of us that word may offer more than a little guidance and insight, but rather on the love and trust that has been built here and upon which we will build further still.  I pray you will all be driven by a deep desire to engage the process.  I pray for time to reveal truth. I pray for a renewed birth of the spirit within these walls and beyond.  I pray for the presence of laughter.  And, having stepped out on the shoulders of love and trust into this never ending sea of transformation, I pray we will all be found by a little backside redemption.

Won’t you step out with me now into a moment of prayer?

Spirit of Life, Love and Transformation

May we come to Understand,
that blessings are everywhere,
that our attitudes will effect outcomes,
that challenges are often gifts in disguise.
May we come to Trust
that most things can get better, with time,
that our instincts & gut feelings have value,
that a positive attitude makes things go smoother.
May we come to See
that each of us have many skills & talents we can use,
that we are a positive influence on many people,
that there are those around us who wish us well.
May we come to Value
that today is a blessing to be enjoyed,
that each person is unique & important,
that each moment of our lives and the lives of those around us 
has meaning beyond our comprehension.

Spirit of Life, Love and Transformation

It is a blessing to be here together

It is a gift to be here

It is good to be.

Blessed be and amen.
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