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“If at first the idea is not absurd, then there is no hope for it.”
–Albert Einstein
Our children’s story this morning by Kobi Yamada begins with the words, “What Do You Do With an Idea?”  I fell in love with this story from the moment Char first shared it with me because, who hasn’t had an idea they didn’t know what to do with?  Who hasn’t had an idea that came from ‘God only knows where,’- an idea we might have wanted to walk, or run, away from?  Who hasn’t had an idea that was all at once precious, and simultaneously something we wanted to hide? 

This morning I want to share with you an experience I had a long time ago and the idea arose from it.  Much like the character in our children’s story this morning, the idea that arose from my experience was something I tried to run from, ignore, disown.  I tried like mad to pretend I was unchanged by my idea.  I worried about what others would say about it.  Until one day I began embracing it, and now I share it often.  And while some may scoff at it and call me a dreamer or naïve, I have decided to continue to share this idea with all who will listen in the hopes that one day, maybe my idea will sprout wings and become part of the Great Everything.  Maybe one day my idea will change the world.

If not, then I hope my sharing inspires at least a few of you to leave this service of worship today determined to let one of your ideas out of the bag!

The experience that gave birth to this idea took place at Ground Zero in Manhattan just a few days after the attacks of 9-11.  I was called there by my colleague, Rev. Danita Noland, because the chaplains on the pile, who had come out from Oklahoma City, had been there since right after the buildings had collapsed and were in desperate need of being replaced. Danita called me and asked me to come down, bring my experience as a Fire Dept. Chaplain, and perhaps a seminarian or two who had completed their Clinical Pastoral Requirement.

Two fellow seminarians and I boarded the train in Boston and headed off for New York.  We hopped on the subway at Grand Central Station and began making our way down the underbelly of the city to the financial district.  After negotiating our way past a few check-points we found ourselves at St. Paul’s church, which would be our base of operations for periods of time over the next three weeks.  
Basically, what we did as Chaplains at Ground Zero involved carrying around these five-gallon buckets filled with an assortment of candy, drinks, eyewash, cigarettes, fresh gloves, and things like that.  The teams on the pile worked in a kind of dance with each other – construction workers opening voids in the debris followed by rescue team incursions into those voids of debris.  And because this dance meant that there was always one team watching and waiting, we could approach them and ask if they’d like anything from our buckets.  More often than not they’d take a look and find something.
“How you holding up?” we’d ask and the work of chaplaincy would begin.

One afternoon, on one of these bucket stops, I encountered a backhoe operator who had just uncovered a sizeable void.  The rescue teams deployed and he had just settled down on the rubber track of his machine.

“Hey there, can I interest you in anything from one of these lovely buckets?,” I ask.

“Waddya got?,” asks the backhoe operator.

“All sorts of healthy stuff,”  I asure him, with a smile.  “I’ve got candy, cigarettes, Red Bull…oh, and some water and eye wash.”

“I’ll take a pack of cigarettes and some Red Bull,” says he.

“Sweet,” I say, and hand over the goods.

“So, how ya holding up?” I ask.  The question by now has become a mantra of sorts I have repeated it so often.  Our conversation begins.  Then he notices the Fire Dept. Chaplain sticker on my hard hat.

“You’re a chaplain,” he observes somewhat questioningly.  This is, after all, New York City and Fire Department Chaplains in New Your City are largely Catholic Priests, which I clearly am not.

“Yes I am,” I reply.

“Have you seen God’s House?” he asks.

“I’m sorry, God’s House?  I’ve been in most of the remains of the churches down here, which God’s house are you referring to?”

He looks quickly over at the pile, makes a quick assessment of the rescue teams progress, and decides he has a few minutes to show me himself.  We walk around the corner where Tower 2 once stood and we arrive at the remains of the U.S. customs building.

Apparently, when the top of Tower 2 came crashing down it slammed into the U.S. Customs building, driving the floors down four to six stories in places, but leaving some of the lower walls in tact.  Outside of the building there was a crack in the concrete wall, through which we could enter.  Someone had painted the words “God’s House” above that crack in the wall.  

The backhoe operator took me inside and once we came through that crack we were in another world.  It was a crisp, autumn day. The sky was a sharp blue, the air crisp but acrid, tinged with the smell of still burning fires.  The sun came into God’s House in beams held aloft on the ever-present ash, which hung in the air.  Across the way we could see the parking garage, with all the cars still there…cars that had been left by people who would not be returning for them.  I thought I understood why they were calling this place God’s House.  It had an eerie, cathedral-esq, other-worldly feel to it.

I turned to go since I thought I had seen what we came in for.  “Over here” says my guide, pointing into the abyss in the center of the building.  I make my way to the edge of the floor, cautiously, and I look down.  There, rising out of this abyss, like a phoenix from the ashes, are three, perfectly formed, steel i-beam crosses.

The next thing I know, everything went white.  It felt like someone had put defibrillator paddles to the sides of my head and fired them. The experience only lasted a moment, but as I regained my orientation, and maybe my mind too, the words that came to me so clearly it was as if I actually heard them spoken were these:  Surely God is in this place, and I did not know it.  
Today I can tell you that those words, Surely God is in this place, and I did not know it are words from the Hebrew Scriptures.  They were the words Jacob spoke when he awoke from a dream at a place he would later name Beth-el.  I can tell you that the backdrop to that dream was that Jacob was on the lamb, having stolen his brother Esau’s birthright and his blessing and Jacob was afraid Esau was going to kill him.  I can tell you this today because today I know my scriptures.  Today I can tell you a lot about the words - Surely God is in this place, and I did not know it - but at the time those words came to me at Ground Zero, standing in ‘God’s House’, I was still exclusively a Unitarian Universalist and like many Unitarian Universalists my knowledge of scripture was pretty scant.  I’m guessing I had heard those words at some point in my life, but to this day I have no recall of where or when that might have been.

O.K.  So, let me sum up the picture for you to this point in the story.  Jewish UU standing in a place at Ground Zero workers have named ‘God’s House,’ but which might just as well be some location on Mars, sees three crosses rising up out of the remains of the US Customs Building and suddenly begins thinking of words from scripture she has never read.  Weird?  Oh Yes.  But wait, there’s more.

After those words came to me, suddenly I was afraid.  It would be another year before I would discover the passage in scripture and learn that that was Jacob’s experience too.  Genesis 28:16 says Then Jacob woke from his sleep and said, “Surely God is in this place – and I did not know it!”  The very next verse, verse 17, begins with the words:  And then he was afraid.  
Jacob was afraid because he had stolen his brothers birthright and blessing and he was running for his life and now God was there and he was exposed before his LORD.  I was afraid because I was standing on the largest pile of human debris we had seen in this country since Pearl Harbor and there was God, weeping with us. I was afraid…well, maybe more ashamed.  Ashamed because I was having this powerful experience of being in the presence of that which has brought forth life from the Earth, provided everything for this life, is in everything in this life, and here was this still smoldering pile that was what?  Our way of saying, “Thanks”?
Surely God is in this place…and then I was ashamed.
And, for the record – and this is the really important part of the story – it didn’t matter one iota that “we” were the “victims” and not the ones who had done the attacking.  In that moment, standing before God - or having one hell of a stress induced psychotic episode – I had an idea written into my heart so deeply, it changed my theological trajectory, altered the course of my ministry, and set for me a foundation of truth that I am never free from, not even when I want to be.  And this is what was written on my heart that fateful day: We are all part of one body.  We all belong to one source.  We are all matter and energy and star-dust glued together with carbon molecules and a whole lot of other stuff and all the things we think separate us from one another are just illusions, at least in the “eyes” of our Source, the Great Everything some of us call God.  And, one more thing.  Nothing can separate us from the love contained in that Source.  Nothing.  “Nothing living or dead, angelic or demonic, today or tomorrow, high or low, thinkable or unthinkable – absolutely nothing can get between us”
 and the love of our Source.

My idea, such as it was, and is, is not new and it is not unique to me.  But I also can’t help notice how often life events or circumstances tempt me, and others, to go in a different direction.  Standing in the remains of the US Customs building, in ‘God’s House’, on that fateful day, feeling the oneness of all people, I knew in my bones that if we simply refused to answer the violence of 9-11 with more violence, we would change the world.  Of course, that’s not what unfolded and the world has still been changed, just not for the better. 

How does this experience translate into the everyday?  Well, when I am confronted by the news that someone I know and love is accused of something aweful, my first impulse is to step away…until I am reminded that I and the accused are one.  Then I begin imaging ways in which justice might be restored and I wonder what role I could possibly play in that.  When a young child’s life becomes so unmanageable she thinks she has no choice but to end it, it’s understandable to begin looking for someone to lay the blame on, until, of course, we realize that her actions have shattered our hearts into a thousand pieces.  At that moment, we stop looking to assess blame and we begin looking for opportunities to share the loss.

We are all part of one body.  We all belong to one source.  And nothing can separate us from the love contained in that Source.  “Nothing living or dead, angelic or demonic, today or tomorrow, high or low, thinkable or unthinkable – absolutely nothing can get between us”
 and the love of God.

That’s my idea.  I’ve tried running from it, ignoring it, disowning it, and I have tried to remain unchanged by it.  I have often worried about what others would say about it.  But despite the fact that I am still often tempted to continue running, ignoring, disowning, and remaining unchanged in the face of it, I have also come to see that I’m a better person when I get over myself and embrace it.  These days, despite all  that arises and challenges my loyalty to my idea, I’m more comfortable being with it than without it.  It makes me feel more alive and encourages me to think beyond differences.  It encourages me to think bigger and to see things differently.  Honestly, today I can’t imagine my life without it.

Perhaps, if you will consider it, we can grow some wings on it, make it a part of the Great Everything, and teach the world to fly.

So may it be.

Won’t you pray with me?
Gracious, precious Spirit of Life-

In this quick, glad now

The desire to better our world surges in us.

We seek words for the wonders that seize our hearts,

And the courage to speak them.

Blessed be for the gift of community-

A place of respite in good times and bad.

Blessed be for caring friends,

Warriors of compassion,

Witnesses for justice

Revelers in joy.

Today we rejoice for the healing of wounds,

The stirring of dreams,

The surging of strengths,

The gushing of laughter,

The cleansing of tears,

The easing of shame,

The singing of songs,

The deepening of silence,

The urging of ideas.

May we be found with grateful hearts

That the rhythms of our lives catch the cadences of grace

Again and again and again, forever.

In the search for truth and justice

We are raised to new life.

All is well.

All is well.

Blessed be and amen.
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