8

Leaves of Liminality—Living through Change
November 2, 2008

Recently, as some of you may know, I was feeling a need for just a little temporary change—change of pace, change of routine, change of spirit—so this past week I took a quick study leave, Monday through Thursday, up to Colorado, where a friend and colleague of mine lives, and where autumn was in full, beautiful, flame. 

During the first part of each day that I was there, my friend worked in her downstairs office, while I sat upstairs, reading my books. When Alicia was done each day, we then took off to hike in the mountains, where we talked about our work as Unitarian Universalist ministers as well as about our own lives. There’s been a lot of change in the two and half years that we’ve known each other. When we first met, I was still doing my internship in Davis, California. Then I went back to Chicago for my final year of seminary, and of course, after that, moved down here, to begin my ministry with all of you. Alicia was serving as a parish minister when we first met; now she works for the Unitarian Universalist Association as program coordinator for multicultural congregations. 
To be able catch up with each other about the work we’ve been doing and the changes we’ve been through was enlightening and gratifying. For me, hearing about Alicia’s work as a UUA staff member in moving Unitarian Universalists towards greater multicultural inclusiveness was also one good step to remembering the important, larger world of the Unitarian Universalist Association, which I spoke about last Sunday, and the change it strives to bring. 
But Thursday came quickly, and soon I was back on the plane, then back home, then back at the office for a Board meeting that night. At the Board meeting, as is often the case, change was one of the topics of conversation: the glorious change of moving from consternation to celebration about our exceptionally successful stewardship campaign and, subsequently, potential changes in income and expenses for 2009; changes in committee leadership; changes, possibly, in timelines for a capital campaign; changes for the congregation to vote upon at the December semi-annual meeting. Changes that the Board worked diligently in making sure would occur in the smoothest, most transparent, healthiest way possible. That meeting ended with good work done, and I was happy for the change of sleeping once again in my own bed, with my dog and two cats surrounding me.
And now, coming full circle, I am back here, with you all, just one week since I last saw you, where change remains a theme, conveniently or not: change of location for this morning’s service; change of the clock, and therefore the hours of sunrise and sunset. And of course, change showing up on the pages of this sermon, which is calling me to speak to you directly about change.  

To talk about change is to stir up both excited anticipation and nervous apprehension. Change can mean both exhilarating new beginnings, and it can mean fear of losing, and sometimes actually losing, what we already have. For instance, thinking back to the beautiful anthem that was sung by the choir, swimming to the other side might raise feelings of hope, joy, and renewal for some. For me, thinking of literal swimming, I start to worry about where I left my water wings, how many strokes it’s going to be before I lose my breath, and who’s going to jump in and save me if I start to sink. I’d rather keep my dry self on this side, thanks very much. Chalk that up to me never having quite learned how to float. For me, when it comes to changing my mode of bodily transportation from land to water, fear rules over faith.
Another example: a couple of months ago, there was some brief discussion of the possibility of moving our Sunday gathering space to an active church that would provide us more space, at reasonable rent—with the catch that our services would have to be moved to 1:00 in the afternoon, since that church’s services are in the morning. Both anticipation and apprehension about this possibility rose up quite quickly. On the one hand, we jumped for hopeful joy at the idea of never having to set up and take down 150 chairs each week ever again, and of having time to meet and socialize after services without worrying about the space turning into a pumpkin. On the other hand, I know at least my own belly started to tighten at the thought of Wildflower friends and members saying to themselves on Sundays, Oh, the morning’s been so nice, and now it’s one o’clock, time for lunch, or a nap, or a football game on TV… let’s just stay home. So eventually, the idea of making that particular change was tabled. SASAC—on the days its floors are not being waxed—remains our home.
But of course there are much deeper changes that we as a community and as individuals go through. Some of us may be finding new love, through a painting, a partner, a song, or a place, while some of us may be moving through the loss of love. For some, our own health is changing, for better, or for worse, and with it, perhaps, our spirits. With the economy the way it is, some of us are seeing frightening dips in the investments we rely on for our retirement. For those of us raising children, we witness teeth coming in, or falling out, or being covered with braces, all of which remind us how quickly our children grow, and that they will never be again the age they are today.  
For all of us, Republicans, Democrats, Independents, and beyond, change is coming around the two-day corner, and though we may not yet know what that change is going to look like, it will signify the end and the beginning of very distinct kinds of leadership in this country. Knowing that to be so, may we pray that, whoever wins, poet Sheenagh Pugh’s words will ring true: “A people will sometimes step back from war; elect an honest man; decide they care enough, that they can’t leave some stranger poor.” Let us pray that that will be the change we see politically.
But, with so much change happening, in so many moments and corners of our lives, the question still arises, how do we live through change? I confessed earlier that for me, in some situations, fear seems to speak louder than faith. You should listen in, for example, on the conversations that go on in my mind between faith and fear when I am taking off in an airplane, as I did twice this week. It’s a little bit exhausting, if very not helpful. Makes me think of Jesus of Nazareth, as quoted in the Gospel of Luke, who said, “Can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life?” No. All I see added are more grey hairs. So, again, how do we live through change? How do we walk through those passages of liminality, moving from what we have known, to that which is yet to be revealed?
If fear of change is indeed about fear of losing a part of, or all of ourselves, then to move through that fear, to faith, might it be wise to reflect upon that passage which we may most fear, death itself, and listen to poet Mary Oliver as she proclaims that, “when death comes like the hungry bear in autumn… when death comes like the measle-pox, when death comes like an iceberg between the shoulder blades, I want to step through the door full of curiosity…” 
And might it be wise to move toward that crossing into death, that moment of ultimate change, and through any change, by striving to live as the poet claims to live? “I look upon everything as a brotherhood and a sisterhood,” Oliver says. “I think of each life as a flower, as common as a field daisy, as singular… and each body as a lion of courage, and something precious to the earth.” 
Each life here is, indeed, a flower—perhaps common, but also so singular. And each body here is indeed a lion of courage, and precious, for I’ve been witness to the changes so many of you have been through, and are moving through, and your courage is enough to make all who witness it feel, as Mary Oliver says, like “a bride married to amazement.” Think about it. Think about your life in this moment, and all the seasons of change—emotional, financial, relational, occupational, physical, spiritual—think of all those changes you have been through up to this moment. And you are still here, courageous and loving.
Now, while honoring your courage, I don’t assume that your journeys up to this moment have therefore been completely without fear. And I’m not asking you to be fearless from this moment on, as changes continue to arise in your life. But I might ask you to be in loving conversation with your fear. In facing change as well as both the fear and the excitement that it may bring, see what it might be like to stand, as Wendell Berry calls us to, “like slow-growing trees on a ruined place, renewing it, enriching it.” See what it is like to root yourselves, in other words, in the faith that you yourselves are agents of positive change in this world. 
For, as Berry says, “If we will make our seasons welcome here”—that is, if we will welcome the cycles, the changes of life that move through us—“asking not too much of earth or heaven, then,” says Berry, “a long time after we are dead the lives our lives prepare will live here.” And, continues the poet, “the abundance of this place, the songs of its people and its birds, will be health and wisdom and indwelling light.” 
“This is no paradisal dream,” Wendell warns. “Its hardship is its possibility.” And that is the truth, too, of striving to live faithfully through change. It’s no easy task. But if we do not strive to be active agents and mindful recipients of change for the better, renewing and enriching the earth and the life we share upon it; if we do not strive to befriend ourselves and our fears, to be “brides of amazement” and “bridegroom[s], taking the world in [our] arms,” then our hours spent in worry will be all the hours that we have. Remember Jesus’ question: “Can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life?” 
Even more importantly, perhaps, remember Sheenagh Pugh’s affirmation that, “Sometimes things don’t go, after all, from bad to worse. Some years, muscadel faces down frost; green thrives; the crops don’t fail, sometimes a man aims high, and all goes well.” Remember her affirmation that, “The sun will sometimes melt a field of sorrow that seemed hard frozen,” and her prayer, “may it happen for you.” 
On my brief trip to Colorado this past week, the autumnal trees, the mountain air, and the companionship of my friend and colleague indeed pierced and warmed some of the sorrow I have been carrying. And listening to Alicia talk about her work, her uphill struggle, to bring greater multicultural inclusiveness to the world of Unitarian Universalism reminded me as well that it is often the faithful effort, as much as the achievement, that is essential in moving through change. Swimming, or flying, crying or talking, or simply feeling, or all of the above, is what gets us to the other side, and while fear may come along with us, we mustn’t forget to bring, and act upon, faith as well. 
We, as a community, will always be experiencing change—sometimes in seemingly insignificant ways, sometimes in life altering ways. Whatever changes come our way, let us strive to be there for each other, standing “like slow-growing trees… renewing, enriching” the life we share. Let us be there for each other in times of sorrow, and in times of joy, and so, as the hymn invites us, let us “view the past with no regret, nor future with dismay.”
And to that I say amen.

Please stand as you are able and join in singing our closing hymn, #350, The Ceaseless Flow of Endless Time.

