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Opening Words	
How did the Rose?
How
did the rose
ever open its heart
and give to this world all of its beauty?
It felt the encouragement of light against its being,
[bookmark: _GoBack]otherwise we all remain too
frightened.
 – Hafiz (translation by Daniel Ladinsky)


Story for all Ages	
The Three Wishes

Once upon a time there was a good spirit who worked selflessly for the family he served. With time, he got very attached to this family, so much that his INTENTION was to stay with them for a very long time. He loved them so much that he decided to stay with them much longer than his assigned time.

Jealous of this good spirit, the other spirits provoked their Chief against the good spirit. The mischievous Chief ordered the good Spirit to go and serve in a different house in far-off Norway.

Before leaving, the spirit spoke to his family. “I do not know for what fault I am being sent away, but to leave this place is my destiny. However, I can fulfill three wishes of yours before I go.”

Without losing any time, the family wished for riches and wealth. These are the things they always INTENDED to have. Their wish was promptly fulfilled. But with no INTENTION of their own, the wealth brought along the fear of thieves, beggars, and taxes by the King, who had not necessarily INTENDED that to happen, but it did. The family lost their peace and were always worried, ill-tempered, and unhealthy, even though they never INTENDED to feel that way before. 

They then made their second wish, to be a simple, ordinary family again, INTENDING to get their life back to normal. The spirit made them ordinary, again.

The family finally made their last wish, INTENDING this to be the last one they would ever need. They knew it was the last one the spirit INTENDED to offer. They asked for wisdom, peace of mind, and a life free of worries.

Alas, we can only imagine how that might have felt!




Reading	
Oriented Times Three 
by Karen Hering
(With or Without Candlelight – a Meditation Anthology
Skinner House Books, Victoria Safford, ed.)

The first time I saw the phrase "oriented x 3," I was working in a hospital as a chaplain. The phrase was used frequently in patient charts, and at first I thought it might be shorthand for an extremely oriented patient. Like being oriented to the third power, or being uber-oriented. I imagined a patient who was aware on many levels – sharp, quick, responsive, cognizant of what's going on inside her and around her.

A nurse then explained to me that the phrase refers to being oriented to "person, place, and time," a determination commonly made by asking patients "What is your name? Do you know where you are? Do you know what day it is?" And I began to wonder if we might ask similar questions to determine if a person is oriented spiritually. What would it mean to be "spiritually oriented x 3"? What questions might we ask to determine that?

What is your name? Do you know who you are? Do you know whose you are?

Do you know where you are? What is your place in the world, in your life, in your relationships?

What day is it today? What time is it in your life? What is it time for? What are you living for – today? Tomorrow? Yesterday?

These are not unrelated to other questions I ask all the time in hospital rooms, in the pulpit on Sunday, in long nights when I am alone. What do I believe? Where do I belong? What does it all mean?

Certainly, I know the questions better than the answers. But I also know this: We all have spiritual compasses inside us that help us to arrive at our own answers. Sometimes we can read our compasses more easily than others, but we all have something that spins toward north, an inner tug toward the holy. And in those times when our compass is impossible to find or to read, or when it points in a direction we don't want to go, we can turn to one another, or to maps that help us get oriented, or to constellations that guide us to where we're headed.

Perhaps this is what it means to be spiritually oriented x 3: oriented to self, oriented to others, and oriented to the holy. Perhaps this is what we're doing here together – reading our compasses, finding our way in a universe of shining stars, and making new maps to help one another.


SERMON	
An Abundance of Intentions
Rev. Anne Bancroft

I was busy working on my sermon Friday evening when we heard the news about the terrorist attacks in Paris. "Oh, no," I thought, as many of you might have. "Not again."

W.H. Auden's “Funeral Blues” came to mind, of course:

Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone,
Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone,
Silence the pianos and with muffled drum
Bring out the coffin, let the mourners come.

As we watched the news unfold, and learned more about what people suffered in the various venues that were targeted, his words felt true.

The stars are not wanted now; put out every one,
Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun,
Pour away the ocean and sweep up the wood;
For nothing now can ever come to any good.

Tragedy has struck again and we know – sadly – that this won't be the last time we will suffer the loss of numerous lives. It can come in all kinds of ways, of course: massive accidents, natural disasters, and other "acts of God." But, when tragedy is foisted on us by our own kind – that is, by other human beings – it feels especially wrong, especially broken, even as we have experienced it before. It is so hard to reconcile the event because we know it didn't have to be. Mother Nature is one thing, but this? Human nature did this. 

Lest we separate ourselves out too quickly, we must remind ourselves that those who strap belts to their bodies and carry guns into public arenas and destroy "soft targets" were once newborns with potential stretched before them, as we were. Their destiny was not preordained any more than ours. Whatever disconnect was driving their martyrdom (and don't get me wrong, it is a huge disconnect), they are not something "other" than we except that they have chosen a path that feels hopeless to us and so very, terribly wrong.

And, it doesn't really help us to truly understand these nightmares of tragedy by making demons of the perpetrators, but then . . . how else to think about it? And I know that Rev. Paul Robeson Ford – who delivered our second annual Theodore Parker Lecture two weeks ago – encouraged us to understand this "other" as having the demon IN them as opposed to BEING the demon, and yet the quandary persists. What demon – OF or IN – demands these kinds of actions? In the moment, in the time of tragedy, one doesn't FEEL inclined to discern the difference.

I had not intended this sermon. I was happily working with text from the commencement speech that Ellen Goodman gave at my college graduation about the fallacy of the Supermom. You would have been rolling in the aisles, at least for a part of it. She was a witty columnist.

But then my mother-in-law called to alert us to the news and those intentions – along with Ellen Goodman – went out the window. Well, maybe it was just Ellen who went out the window, because I still want to consider what we do with intentions. If anything, it feels even more relevant.

I learned in my research that intentions are aims that guide our actions. They represent "a commitment to carrying out an action(s) in the future." (Wikipedia) They involve planning and forethought. I learned that from a clinical perspective there is something called an Intentional Chain: desire causes intention, which causes action, which causes outcome.

So on Friday evening I had to wonder – what desire motivated the seven people who wreaked such havoc in Paris? What desire motivated the intention that caused them to arm themselves and kill over 120 people? For those of us looking at this from a distance, it is such an enigma. Was it the same desire that motivated the two suicide bombings in Beirut earlier last week? Or the same desire that motivated the possible action to put a bomb on the Russian airliner last month?

Desire is hard to pinpoint, or to know with certainty, of course. We're not in their minds, and maybe even then we would recognize multiple desires. We might imagine a desire to undermine the modern world, or maybe a desire to claim meaning in a life committed to an otherworldly existence. It's entirely likely we can't peel the layers that far back with any accuracy. Perhaps the best we can do is infer from the actions that the intention (as a result of the desire) is to disrupt life as usual. We can infer that the intention is to create fear, to create instability, to change a comfort level with our generally regarded way of being – in Paris, or anywhere, really. 

And then we wonder: if the psychologists' Intentional Chain is accurate so that desire causes intention, which causes action, which causes outcome, is the outcome necessarily assured by the action? Who controls that? Does the intention to create fear, instability and discomfort HAVE to result in that?

I had a conversation with someone recently about a personal conflict they were involved in that would, in the end – they assured me – result in anger, resentment, and discontent for one party or the other.

Really, I asked? Does it have to be that way? Is our agency lost to someone else's intention? No, I answered. It doesn't HAVE to be that way.

There are so many emotions that swirl around terrorist events: overwhelming sadness, for one. Mourning for the lives lost and disrupted and ruptured, for the new reality that we are forced to accept. Anger, for another. Confusion. Yes, fear. Worry. Insecurity.

They are all at our disposal. 

But we get intention, too – an abundance of intentions are available to us. For one thing, we get to be the rose that gives the world all of our beauty, if that is what we intend. There is light that we are encouraged by when we are open to receiving it, even in the midst of darkness.

Remember the story you heard this morning about the three wishes? It's a classic fable, I guess – I'm not entirely sure where Melissa found it. But we played with it a bit. You might have guessed. The words "intention," "intending," and "intended" showed up a fair amount. That was not by accident. And the last line – "we don't really know what happened" – was not in the original script.

You might recall that the family asked first for wealth, though soon discovered that the consequence – the outcome – was not what they had expected: fear of thieves, and beggars, and taxes by the King. (More wealth – higher taxes? Apparently not an American fable.) They were always worried and so they wished to be "an ordinary family," and then also asked – since it apparently didn't come with "ordinary" – for wisdom, peace of mind, and a life free of worries.

We don't really know what happened. Even when we get what we wish for, the outcomes are not always what we imagined.

So it's up to us to be paying attention, which is never as simple as it sounds.

What is your name? Do you know where you are? What day is it today?

We are living in a world more complicated than ever. The same technology that allows us to be connected in times of crisis is the one that allows those who would hurt us to be connected to each other. We are [fingers together] this distant from one another and yet light-years apart, it seems, in terms of our intentions.

What we know in our hearts is this: hope must prevail, and love must abide, or else we are stuck in Auden's abyss. When we shut down, and imagine that "nothing now can ever come to any good," we are doomed to that reality. "The stars are not wanted now; put out every one, Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun" – the imagery of the poetry so poignant and real, and yet there we are without the light that encourages the rose in all its beauty. Then we are lost in darkness.

I noticed a challenge on Twitter yesterday: #makepeacein5words. 

Here is some of what I read:

"Humanity before wealth and power."
"Love is stronger than hate."
"Violence is never the answer."
"No more senseless killing please."
"Learn compassion with no prejudice."
"Love. Love. Love. Love. Love."
"Milk and Cookies for everyone."
"Let it begin with me."
"More important than ever now."
"Don't let pride take over."
"Here if you need me."

There were some that were not so pleasant, of course – some full of anger and retribution and hurt, as you can imagine. But these were some of the ones that showed an intention to heal, an intention to spin toward north, as Karen Hering suggested.

There are so many possibilities.

As we wander into the holiday season in this corner of the world, each carrying the varieties of recent and not-so-recent life experiences with us, we know we will be challenged with a plethora of emotions: gratitude, joy, anticipation, loneliness, annoyance, celebration, ambivalence. It is a time rife with opportunity to choose our intentions knowing that the inevitable actions – even the passive ones - speak louder than our words.

When we imagine the outcomes, what is it we want to see? As we all navigate this universe of stars – some shining and some darkened today – we must each discern how we want to participate in a world that is struggling to find its new way.

I mentioned – and I posted on our board in front of the church – that hope must prevail, and love must abide, but the truth is that is up to each of us. There are so many opportunities, both here and in the world at large, to be engaged in the active hope that we talked about weeks back, places to bring your engaged love actively into the world around you. This is not blah-blah-blah I'm talking about here. If we want outcome – safety, peace, justice – we each have to do our part.

But first we have to stop to think about it. Of all the intentions you have at your disposal – the abundance of intentions available to you – what will you choose?

I hope it is this: love, love, love, love, love.

Since you are here today, I'm assuming you know that in the world of our desires, it's what we're here to do.

So may it be.
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