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Opening Words
"It's the best joke there is, that we are here, and fools – that we are sown into time like so much corn, that we are souls sprinkled at random like salt into time and dissolved here, spread into matter, connected by cells right down to our feet, and those feet likely to fell us over a tree root or jam us on a stone. The joke part is that we forget it. Give the mind two seconds alone and it thinks it’s Pythagoras. We wake up a hundred times a day and laugh."
	– Annie Dillard, Holy the Firm, Harper/Colophon Books, 1977, pp 41-42

Reading #1
“Okay," I said, "what's your biggest fear?"
As always, he took a second to think about the answer.
"Clowns," he said.
"Clowns."
"Yup."
I just looked at him. 
"What?" he said, glancing over at me.
"That is not a real answer," I told him.
"Says who?"
"Says me. I meant a real fear, like of failure, of death, of regret. Like that. Something that keeps you awake nights, questioning your very existence."
He thought for a second. 
"Clowns.” 
	– Sarah Dessen, The Truth About Forever

Meditation
There was a young monk in China who was a very serious practitioner of the Dharma.
Once, this monk came across something he did not understand, so he went to ask the master. When the master heard the question, he kept laughing. The master then stood up and walked away, still laughing.
The young monk was very disturbed by the master's reaction. For the next three days, he could not eat, sleep nor think properly. At the end of three days, he went back to the master and told the master how disturbed he had felt.
When the master heard this, he said, "Monk, do you know what your problem is? Your problem is that YOU ARE WORSE THAN A CLOWN!"
The monk was shocked to hear that. "Venerable Sir, how can you say such a thing?! How can I be worse than a clown?"
The master explained, "A clown enjoys seeing people laugh. You? You feel disturbed because another person laughed. Tell me, are you not worse than a clown?"
When the monk heard this, he, too, began to laugh.
(http://www.whatdoyouthinkmyfriend.com/Stories/clown.html) 

How is it then, we begin again – we see ourselves and are able to laugh?
In forgiveness and in love.

At the end of our time of silence, we will sing together the meditation # 1037 (We Begin Again in Love) in your teal hymnals. 

Reading #2
Grock tells the concert violinist that he doesn’t understand Spanish. 
The violinist explains that he wasn’t speaking Spanish, but English. 
In his inimitable style, Grock responds, “English!  Wh-y-y?” 
Violinist: “I thought you were English.”  
Grock: “Me, English!  Impossss-ible!  I’m not English.”  
Violinist: “What are you, then?”  
Grock: “A bicycle rider.” 

Sermon 
The Heart of the Clown
Rev. Anne Bancroft

The famous entertainer, Charlie Chaplin, is known to have said, "I remain just one thing, and one thing only, and that is a clown. It places me on a far higher plane than any politician." (http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/c/charliecha142049.html#RabJ688PQVPQZSSU.99)

Somehow these days, that is not at all hard to believe – the relative positioning of politician and clown. And, I must say, it's a bit reassuring – in an odd sort of way – that it's clearly not the first time in history that people have felt that to be true. We know this because Chaplin first started entertaining in the golden era of silent films, a century ago. But, like I said, it's an odd sort of reassurance – sort of like the phrase "misery loves company."

Yukiko asked me a few months ago about the possibility of including the piece you will hear following my sermon in a worship service. Especially with this month's focus on perspective, it seemed like a great idea. The Italian composer, Luciano Berio, asks us to observe and hear at the same time, to challenge ourselves to an unconventional experience.

His biography is quite impressive – an award-winning and accomplished composer and teacher. It's curious, I think, that at the end of the description of his life and achievements, the final sentence says, "he was an atheist." 

The piece, Sequenza V, is dedicated to the renowned clown known as "Grock," a contemporary – more or less – of Chaplin's, from Switzerland. "Called 'the king of clowns'[2] and 'the greatest of Europe's clowns',[3] Grock was once the most highly paid entertainer in the world." (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grock) 

"The genius of clowning," he maintained, "is transforming the little, everyday annoyances, not only overcoming, but actually transforming them into something strange and terrific … it is the power to extract mirth for millions out of nothing and less than nothing." (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grock) 

Imagine his popularity during some of the most trying times in recent history – through both 20th century world wars.

Clowns like Grock are less culturally prevalent these days, I think, with some of the more familiar clown images taking on particularly dark personas like the Joker from Batman, a character not nearly as transformative – at least not in a positive way – as the days when clowns were considered "ambassadors of laughter." (silentclown.com) It used to be the purpose of the clown – as our children's poem earlier suggested – was to help us "process the tragedy/ies of life," (The Heart of the Clown) by making things funny. The clown assumed imperfection for the sake of relief through levity: the big shoes always tripping over things, not to mention themselves; the big hair mimicking our tidy coifs (!); the oversized clothes, falling down or off, or over-zealously colored; the facial expressions enhanced with makeup to highlight the personal, internal drama – to help us see irony or discomfort or tragedy in ways that we couldn't help but smile about.

Clowns dealt with extremes, "... transforming the frightening into the funny, anesthetizing pain and keeping our minds and hearts open." (silentclown.com)

It's not like there are no clowns to be found these days. In fact, I found a site for Clowns Without Borders – an exceptional organization providing humor and joy to populations of people challenged with natural disasters, political disturbances, and general malaise.

But who and where are the clowns in our personal lives? Who do we look to to transform the frightening into the funny, anesthetizing pain and keeping our minds and hearts open?

Where does that happen now?

Late-night comedy comes to mind, of course, though I think there is often a degree of cynicism in the humor that pervades that genre. It's funny, and we laugh – but mostly we laugh at others, or ourselves laughing at others. And, I'm not sure that's especially transformative.

When I was near the end of high school, we all had our senior pictures taken for the yearbook, many of us making appointments with the same studio – some of you may be familiar with those black and white 2x3's we all got copies of and wrote notes on the back of and exchanged with each other at the end of the school year. You were always supposed to kind of dress up, and fix your hair so it didn't move, and nobody really looked like they looked on any given day. And they were all airbrushed so your skin looked like it had some kind of amazing sheen to it and your teeth were white as snow, regardless of their true color. 

Only one friend took her own picture. That would have been radical enough – being 17 and prone to going along with the herd, of course; but, not only did she take her own shot, she dressed up as a clown. It was a face-shot, as all of ours were, but she had put on whiteface and enlarged her mouth, and accentuated her large and beautiful eyes, and took a picture of herself with a close-mouthed smile that felt kind of bittersweet, a bit reminiscent of the tragic clown. It was hard to understand at the time. She was from a big family, whose father was a major political figure in the islands. She was funny and fun – smart, full of energy. Everyone knew her. She was kind of a bad girl, too – pushing those of us who were somewhat more restrained to bring out our wild sides. But her expression in the picture was so lonely – it was hard to figure out what she was saying. We didn't know what to make of it. Years later, she came out as a lesbian. And my guess is, she was lonely because I don't think anybody knew, if she even knew for sure. And even if that was her story, she was reflecting the kind of loneliness that many of us felt in those teenage years, for all kinds of different reasons, but were unable to articulate. 

In a Smithsonian article on clowns, it says, "clowning is about communicating, not concealing." Maybe there is a part of all of us that should be about the clown, if what that means is finding a way to communicate in a way that others find accessible. Maybe that is what is at the heart of the clown.

There is a black-and-white youtube video of the clowning moment that the composer, Berio, refers to where Grock asks the word, "Why?" It's not the ultimate part of his act – we heard the exchange earlier. It's when the other character explains that he was speaking in English, and Grock asks why. But the way he says it makes it feel like a bigger question. Like my friend's senior picture that was hard to make sense of, that was something more than we could say otherwise. 

And his answer, when the violinist asks, "what are you then?" and Grock says, "a bicycle rider," makes no sense and yet somehow it's not irrelevant to who he is and don't we often speak at cross-purposes? 

[bookmark: _GoBack]At the end of the day, we realize that the clown wears his heart on his sleeve, allowing us to laugh at the pranks and pratfalls that we all experience but try to disguise, or at the very least avoid laughing at. We work so hard at being taken seriously, and maybe Grock is right. With all that life throws our way and all that there is to make sense of, instead of identifying our common frailties, we default to the weight of fear or anger instead of finding a lightness of being, and so he asks us as we might ask ourselves ...  "why?" 
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