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Meditation

Spirit of life and love, within and among us all,  
Bring us into the circle of community, the circle of care and shared living.  Let not the cold of winter's chill cool our heart's inclination to reach out to each other, to discover one another, to love and be loved by the company we keep.

We are reminded so often of our differences – may we look instead for our similarities: the need to be seen, to be acknowledged, to be celebrated.

Pulling from deep within our wounded hearts, may we find the strength to open our hands and reach out, with compassion and joy, again and again until our world is made whole.


Reading 
from W.E.B. Dubois, The Souls of Black Folk (first published in 1903

Herein lie buried many things which if read with patience may show the strange meaning of being black here in the dawning of the Twentieth Century. This meaning is not without interest to you, Gentle Reader; for the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line.
. . . 
Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question: unasked by some through feelings of delicacy; by others through the difficulty of rightly framing it. All, nevertheless, flutter around it. They approach me in a half-hesitant sort of way, eye me curiously or compassionately, and then, instead of saying directly, How does it feel to be a problem? they say, I know an excellent colored man in my town; or, I fought at Mechanicsville; or, Do not these Southern outrages make your blood boil? At these I smile, or am interested, or reduced to a boiling simmer, as the occasion may require. To the real question, How does it feel to be a problem? I answer seldom a word.
. . .
After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this American world, – a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others, of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness, – an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife – this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self. In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost. He would not Africanize America, for America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has a message for the world. He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without having the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face.
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I put the following quote in the e-news as the basis for this week's sermon. These are the words of Dr. Howard Thurman, author, philosopher, theologian, educator, preacher, civil rights leader, and oh, by the way – African American.

I determine to live the outer life in the inner sanctuary. The outer life must find its meaning, the source of its strength in the inward sanctuary. As this is done, the gulf between outer and inner will narrow and my life will be increasingly whole and of one piece. What I do in the outer will be blessed by the holiness of the inward sanctuary; for indeed it shall all be one.

It's a challenge for all of us, this reconciling of the inner world with who we are among others, with the choices we make in our outer lives, with how we choose to commit our time and passions. How many times a day, perhaps, do we have inner thoughts or inclinations that we dare not make public, or ones that we can't quite own up to? Or times when we notice things in the outer world that don't resonate inwardly and that make us feel fractured somehow.

What does it mean to be "whole and of one piece" for any of us? And are some of us more challenged to be whole than others?

I came across an Anne Lamott writing the other day about healing from the loss of a loved one. "They live forever in your broken heart," she says, "that doesn’t seal back up. And you come through. It’s like having a broken leg that never heals perfectly—that still hurts when the weather gets cold, but you learn to dance with the limp." The image of the imperfect reconciling – dancing with the limp – stayed in my mind in thinking about our inner and outer connections.

Maybe, sometimes, for some people, even without the kind of loss Lamott refers to, wholeness has a limp.

I think actually it's even harder to find wholeness these days than it has been in the past. Maybe we are all limping a bit. The pace of our lives, for one thing, the constant intrusion of the outer world by way of computers and phones and facetime and tweeting and media, the nagging threat of global politics, let alone the imbalance that we have imposed on our earth, has made it harder to find the time and space to narrow the gulf we all experience – the gulf between the outer life and the inward sanctuary, the gulf that leaves us off-center, off-kilter, less-than-whole.

But I also suspect wholeness is more elusive for some populations than others – or, better said, it is made to be more challenging by those of us who have historically structured and continue to structure the outer environment to our advantage; and, when we are more honest internally recognize that the wholeness of the privileged – those best positioned to create the structures within which we all exist – that wholeness is likely hindered by a limp as a result.

"Injustice anywhere," as King reminded us earlier, "is a threat to justice everywhere." In the meta picture, how can any of us really be whole if others of us cannot be?

I am enamored of the writing of W.E.B. Dubois. His poetic style and brilliant prose exposes amazing pain, and a reality that I believe it is all of our responsibility in this country to confront. I shared the essay, "Of the Passing of the First-born," last year, and we heard his words again this morning, reminding us – of whatever color – of the particular plight that is the burden of the African American in this country. This is, he makes sure we know, an issue for the soul, for that deepest part of each of us, and while his writing lifts up the particulars of one population, it is clearly a struggle that touches the souls of ALL of us together. Our separateness is an illusion. And the passage of more than 100 years has not solved the dilemma he described.

Howard Thurman suggests, "There is something so private and personal about an act of thought that the individual may very easily seem to be a private island on a boundless human sea. To experience one's self is to enter into a solitary world that is one's unique possession and that can never be completely and utterly shared. Here is the paradox. A man is always threatened in his very ground by a sense of isolation, by feeling himself cut off from his fellows. Yet he can never separate himself from his fellows, for mutual interdependence is characteristic of all life."

So here we are – each in our own search for wholeness, yet knowing there is no real wholeness for one if there is not wholeness available to all. We are bound and that is the truth. 

Just, sometimes, it's easier not to notice.

Martin Luther King, Jr., wrote a Letter from the Birmingham jail in April 1963 in response to one received from eight clergy members suggesting that the activities of the civil rights movement – the marches, the sit-ins and varieties of civil disobedience – were unnecessary. Surely time would heal the wounds of the black experience if only they would wait and let justice unfold.

From Dr. King's Letter:

When I was suddenly catapulted into the leadership of the bus protest in Montgomery, Alabama, a few years ago, I felt we would be supported by the white church. I felt that the white ministers, priests and rabbis of the South would be among our strongest allies. Instead, some have been outright opponents, refusing to understand the freedom movement and misrepresenting its leaders; all too many others have been more cautious than courageous and have remained silent behind the anesthetizing security of stained glass windows.

Perhaps I have once again been too optimistic. Is organized religion too inextricably bound to the status quo to save our nation and the world? Perhaps I must turn my faith to the inner spiritual church, the church within the church, as the true ekklesia and the hope of the world. But again I am thankful to God that some noble souls from the ranks of organized religion have broken loose from the paralyzing chains of conformity and joined us as active partners in the struggle for freedom. They have left their secure congregations and walked the streets of Albany, Georgia, with us. They have gone down the highways of the South on tortuous rides for freedom. Yes, they have gone to jail with us. Some have been dismissed from their churches, have lost the support of their bishops and fellow ministers. But they have acted in the faith that right defeated is stronger than evil triumphant. ... They have carved a tunnel of hope through the dark mountain of disappointment.

A tunnel of hope – what an aspiration!

I wrote in the e-news just after the New Year that I try to begin this new season – a new year – with intentions, rather than resolutions. That may be a function of how profound a failure I have been over the years at my various resolutions, so that somehow setting intentions seems more hopeful of some kind of success. I'm not promising myself to do or achieve A, B, or C, but to work towards a goal. I noticed a dharma teaching recently that said, "an intention is based on understanding what matters most to you and making a commitment to align your worldly actions with your inner values." (dharmawisdom.org/teachings/articles/hearts-intention)

It is a kind of discipline, a spiritual practice, that requires taking stock on a pretty regular basis – similar, I think, to what Dr. Thurman was suggesting. This discipline, this practice, requires a willingness to look carefully, and honestly, at what is in our hearts and measure it against what we see in our behavior in the world around us.

And – no worries – we fail ALL THE TIME! Well, I do anyway. I know in my heart, I want to love better in this world. I do, and I imagine many of you do, too. And yet, I judge. I'm crabby. I get impatient. Those aren't loving behaviors. I make assumptions about people based on random observations. That's not loving. I take for granted how easy my life is as a function of my social position – white, female, able-bodied, partnered, employed – and get caught up in my own circle of concerns and pay too little attention to how I might be or do for others in need. That's not loving. I take a fair number of opportunities to ignore what is broken all around me in favor of prioritizing my own distractions. Not so very loving.

What is missing, I wonder, when I sense a distance between my inner sanctuary and the outer world I inhabit?

Poet and wisdom-woman Maya Angelou suggested that "courage is the most important of all the virtues, because without courage you can't practice any other virtue consistently. You can practice any virtue erratically," she said, "but nothing consistently without courage." If she's right, then we can't be kind, or fair, empathic, or faithful with any regularity; we can't be forgiving, or generous, or gentle, or loyal with any consistency unless we have courage.

I am reminded of a few more of King's words: "He who passively accepts evil is as much involved in it as he who helps to perpetrate it.  He who accepts evil without protesting against it is really cooperating with it."

It takes courage to act to bridge the distance between our two worlds, between the inner and the outer. It takes courage to try to be whole, because it's not just about us. We have to work so that others have that opportunity, as well. 

Did you ever hear the saying, "It was a brave man who first ate an oyster"? It was Jonathan Swift, and he said BOLD, but I've eaten oysters and I think he must have been very brave, very courageous, and that's just – you know – an oyster.

Our own Theodore Parker had some words to share regarding our inner journeys (and again we forgive his gender limits). "Man, though finite," he said, "is infinitely progressive, continually unfolding the qualities of his nature; his history, therefore, is not the whole book of man, but only the portion thereof which has been opened and publicly read. ... I find a deep, permanent, and instinctive delight in justice, not only in the outward effects, but in the inward cause, and by my nature I love this law of right, this rule of conduct, this justice, with a deep and abiding love. I find that justice is the object of my conscience, fitting that as light the eye and truth the mind. There is a perfect agreement between the moral object and the moral subject. Finding it fit me thus, I know that justice will work my welfare and that of all mankind. … It is justice that we want to organize, – justice for all, for rich and poor. There the slave shall be free from his master. There shall be no want, no oppression, no fear of man, no fear of God, but only love." (from Ten Sermons of Religion, Justice and the Conscience, by Theodore Parker)

We have long been a justice-seeking people – our tradition has called us to the ever unfolding qualities of our nature, but not by demand; rather, by way of encouragement to individual growth in a collective spirit of progress. We have found courage with each other to find our unique wholeness, fed – as our Sources remind us – by the "words and deeds of prophetic women and men which challenge us to confront powers and structures of evil with justice, compassion, and the transforming power of love." We have heard those voices today in King, in Thurman, DuBois, Angelou, and Parker.

We dare not fall short during our time, on our watch, as we bridge the gulf for each of us alone, to move access to wholeness forward for all people. Let us not be accused of hiding behind the anesthetizing security of our stained glass windows, however beautiful, and however tempting. Let us be as bold as the first to taste an oyster – creating the environment for ALL to narrow the gulf between outer and inner, as best we possibly can.
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