Readings for 1/18/2015 PUUC

From “It Was On Fire When I Lay Down On It” by Robert Fulghum.

[Villard Books, New York. © 1989]

Americans, it is observed, prefer definite answers.  Let your yea…be your yea…,  and your nay…be your nay.  Yes or no.  No grays please.

In Indonesia, there is a word in common use that nicely writes around the need for black and white.  Belum is the word and it means “not quite yet.”  A lovely word implying continuing possibility.  “Do you speak English?”  “Belum.”  Not quite yet. “Do you have any children?”  “Belum.”  “Do you know the meaning of life?”  “Belum.”  It is considered impolite and cynical to say, “No” outright.  This leads to some funny moments.  “Is the taxi on fire?”  “Belum.”  Not quite yet.

It’s an attitude kin to that behind the old vaudville joke: “Do you play the violin?”  “I don’t know, I never tried.”

Perhaps.  Maybe.  Possibly.  Not yes or no, but within the realm of what might be.  Soft edges are welcome in this great bus ride of human adventure.

Is this the best of all possible worlds?  Belum.

Is the world coming to an end? Belum.

Will we live happily ever after?  Belum.

Can we do without weapons of war?

I don’t know, we never tried. 

Is it hopeless to think we might?

Belum.  Not yet.
*****************************
From “It’s Easier Than You Think; The Buddhist Way to Happiness” by Sylvia Boorstein.  [Harper: SanFrancisco ©1995]

The Second Noble Truth: Clinging Is Suffering
The First Noble Truth declares unflinchingly, straight out, that pain is inherent in life itself just because everything is changing.  The Second Noble Truth explains that suffering is what happens when we struggle with whatever our life experience is rather than accepting and opening to our experience with wise and compassionate response.  From this point of view, there’s a big difference between pain and suffering.  Pain is inevitable; lives come with pain.  Suffering is not inevitable.  If suffering is what happens when we struggle with our experience because of our inability to accept it, then suffering is an optional extra.
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Two young fish are swimming along one day when an older fish passes them heading in the other direction.  “Nice water today boys, don’t ya think?” says the older fish to the younger ones.  They continue to swim on for a bit until one of the younger fish looks at the other young fish and asks, “What the heck is ‘water’?”

It seems that, while fish are born into water, spend their entire lives in water, eat, breed and die in water, they have absolutely no concept of it whatsoever.  It just is, you know, all around and within – the very substance from which they, and we, draw life – and yet, they cannot conceive of it.

A wise man once observed that, if one wanted to teach a fish about water, one would need to grab said fish by the tail and lift him, or her, out of it for a spell.  The thinking here being that once the little fish experienced air, the fish would know water, especially once reintroduced to it, and this is how we might go about nurturing enlightenment in a community of fish.  
As it turns out, humans are not all that different from fish.  Sometimes we too can be surrounded by something and be completely oblivious to it.  Sometimes we can find ourselves in the midst of something - something that is working on us, or we on it - and it may even be significant enough to become the thing from which we are drawing our very sustenance.  And yet, we are so busy going about our daily tasks, so caught up in managing this thing we are working on, that we fail to notice something that is very real, something that is having a very real impact on our lives.

The title of this morning’s sermon is Squirrel’s in the Liminal Zone.  Now, I’m assuming everyone here knows what a squirrel is, but let’s focus for a moment on this notion of ‘liminal zones’ or ‘liminality’.  The wise sage Wikipedia reveals the origin of the word liminality as arising from the Latin word līmen, meaning "a threshold".  It is the quality of ambiguity or disorientation that occurs in the middle stage of rituals when participants no longer hold their pre-ritual status but have not yet begun the transition to the status they will hold when the ritual is complete.

Liminal zones are places of liminality.  They are ‘in between’ places, periods of time in which a thing is no longer what it was, but it is not yet what it will be.  Liminal zones are places of great possibility, much like the word belum from our Robert Fulgham reading.  And so it is no great wonder that we, Americans - New England Americans – Unitarian Universalist New England Americans – it is no great wonder that we might find ourselves a bit off center in a liminal zone, or in the place of liminality.  As Fulgham says, we prefer definite answers…no grays please.  We prefer definite answers and to have our feet on solid ground.  We are more inclined to validate that which exists in time and space – that which can be seen, touched, quantified.  Most of us are less inclined towards those matters upon which faith, and faith alone, must rest.  Maybe we don’t feel like we need to pay any attention to that stuff.  Maybe we’ve just not really thought about it for a very long time.  Either way, at the end of the day most of us are just more comfortable dealing in this realm, and so being in the liminal zone or in a place of liminality can make us feel a bit squirrely.
But here’s the thing – and it’s the thing every good Buddhist knows – and that is, that life is change.  Change is always happening and we are always in the midst of it, like fish in water, and if Sylvia Boorstein is correct we can either accept and open to our experience with wise and compassionate response or we can suffer.  We can accept and open to our experience with wise and compassionate response or we can suffer…but remember, suffering is optional.

Life is change and we are always in it.  It is always around us and within us.  We are fish and change is water.  If it were not so, and if humanity hadn’t been struggling with change all these years, it probably wouldn’t show up as an archetype, as a prototype, or standard in stories about humanities struggles to evolve.  Think about it.  The Epic of Gilgamesh with all of its challenges and transformations emerged 26 centuries BEFORE our Common Era (BCE).  Fast forward almost 2300 years to the story of the prophet Jonah in the belly of the whale – sloshing around in all that stomach acid while it worked on him, broke him down.  By the time Jonah was barfed up, “on dry land” (Jonah 2:10b), he was not the same guy who had entered the belly of the beast.  That was life, and life was change.
Fast forward almost another 2300 years and we see humanities efforts to live out this archetype of epic of transformation in the person of an Italian sailor known as Christopher Columbus, who threw himself and his crews into the liminal zone of the Atlantic Ocean.  Columbus’ efforts forever changed the European view of our planet, but that was life and life was change.  And what about that rag tag lot of elitist intellectuals who had this crazy idea to declare America’s independence from British rule in 1776.  That was life, and life was change.  The struggle for civil rights, for peace during the Vietnam war, for women’s rights and marriage equality, or campaign finance reform, and yes, even the struggle of the Peterborough Unitarian Universalist Church to successfully navigate this time of transition – all of these transformations come complete with their own liminal zones – all of these changes require a time of liminality – a time in which we are no longer what we were, but are not yet what we will become. That’s life, and life is change.  It is the water we swim in and we can accept and open to our experience with wise and compassionate response or we can suffer…but remember, suffering is optional.
Let’s suppose, for one reason or another, that as a community, we decided to open ourselves to this experience of transition and transformation here at PUUC with wise and compassionate response.  Suppose with me here this morning like we were window-shopping and you could try anything on without being obligated to buy it at the end of this sermon!  Suppose that we opted, as a community, all together, to suspend suffering for a time and accept and open to our experience with wise and compassionate response.  What would that require of us?

Well first off, we’d need to develop an awareness of the water we are swimming in.  That’s some of what we’ve been talking about this morning.  The fact that change is all around us, always happening, and that in all matters of significant change there are liminal zones, or times of liminality. 
But water is also our response to being in a state of liminality.  How do we respond, individually and as a community, to being “in between”?  That’s an important awareness to have.  Because, have you ever noticed that when we don’t pay attention to our individual responses, they tend to get all over others?  Have you ever noticed that? (Well if you haven’t, it’s probably because you weren’t paying attention!  Ask the people you live with about it, or your really close friends.  They generally know when our pants are on fire even when we don’t!)  When we don’t pay attention to the fact that we are having a response to something our responses can get all over others.  

And when we don’t pay attention to our collective responses, we can sometimes miss extraordinary opportunities to grow our communities.  What’s an example of a collective response, you may be asking?  Sometimes it’s hard to tell when you are part of the collective.  It requires a spiritual practice of stepping back and taking the long view.  This is the equivalent of grabbing one’s own tail and lifting one’s self out of the proverbial water and, as you can imagine, this little feat requires a great deal of practice. But even then it can be hard to register the collective response when you are part of said collective.  
This is why, on the eighth day, God created transitional consultants!  Sometimes it takes someone from outside of the system to see clearly what the system is doing.  Often times it is just easier to let someone outside of the bowl lift us out of the water we are swimming in so that we can re-enter as enlightened beings.  I have no doubt that Olivia’s work with us will be enlightening in this way.

In the mean time friends, in this liminal time, while the distant shore is still beyond our view, let us be gentle with ourselves and with one another.  Long, dark, cold New England nights are a wonderful time to make quiet time and go deep within.  They are a great time to gather friends around a warming hearth, share hot beverages, and talk about the deepest things we know.  Awaken to the dormancy of the earth in this season of snow and ice, and allow her silence and stillness to lead you to your own.  After all, we are trying to accept and open to our experience with wise and compassionate response.
Are we there yet?  Belum.  Not quite yet.
What about all those squirrels?

Let them play!

Won’t you pray with me?

Mystery of Light and Life-

Help us not fall in love with the darkness that separates us

From You and from each other,

But to watch large-eyed, wide hearted,

Open-handed, and eager-minded-

To dream and hunger and squint and pray

For the light of the unexpected and a fullness of life for each other.

Amidst our white-knuckled,

Furrow-faced busy-ness of our days,

We realize deep within us that the gifts 

Of mercy and light, peace and joy, grace upon grace

Can only be received if we are unclenched open.

So this is our prayer, O Great Cosmic Mystery: Open us!

Gentle us open, pry, shock, tickle, beguile, knock, amaze, squeeze, any wily way You can us open.

Open us to see the glory

In the coming again of the light of each day,

In the light in babies’ eyes and lovers’ smiles,

The light in the glaze of weariness that causes us to pause,

The light of truth wherever spoken and done.

Open us O Mystery of the ordinary,

To the breath-giving, heart-pounding wonder of new beginnings

That we would risk the space in between to try something new

And launch ourselves into the “don’t be afraid” order that forever surrounds us,

Into the fullness of a just and joyful human community,

The fullness of a kin-dom in which no one and nothing are left out.

Gentle us open blessed Spirit of Life

Gentle us open.

Ashay.  Blessed be.  And amen.

� From “This is Water; Some Thoughts, Delivered on a Significant Occasion, about Living a Compassionate Life” by David Foster Wallace. [Little, Brown and Co.: New Your, Boston, London. ©2009.


� Adapted from “Gentle Us Open” by Ted Loder in My Heart in My Mouth.  (InnisFree Press, Inc.: Philadelphia) © 2000. Pg.106-7.
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