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Opening Words
They
can be of great help – words.
They can become the spirit's hands
and lift and
caress
you.
– Meister Eckhart

Story for All Ages	
“The Bag of Gold,” a Hindu story, Doorways to the Soul, Elisa Pearmain, ed.

Siva and Shakti, the Divine Couple in Hinduism, are in their heavenly abode watching over the earth. They are touched by the challenges of human life, the complexity of human reactions, and the ever-present place of suffering in the human experience. As they watch, Shakti spies a miserably poor old man walking down the road. His clothes are shabby and his sandals are tied together with rope. Her heart is wrung with compassion. Touched by his goodness and his struggle, Shakti turns to her divine husband and begs him to give this man some gold. Siva looks at the man for a long moment. “My dearest Wife,” he says, “I cannot do that.” Shakti is astounded. “Why, what do you mean, Husband? You are Lord of the Universe. Why can’t you do this simple thing?”

“I cannot give this to him because he is not yet ready to receive it,” Siva replies. Shakti becomes angry. “Do you mean to say that you cannot drop a bag of gold in his path?

“Surely I can,” Siva replies, “but that is quite another thing.”

“Please, Husband,” says Shakti.

And so Siva drops a bag of gold in the man’s path.

The man meanwhile walks along thinking to himself, “I wonder if I will find dinner tonight – or shall I go hungry again?” Turning a bend in the road, he sees something on the path in his way. “Aha,” he says. “Look there, a large rock. How fortunate that I have seen it. I might have torn these poor sandals of mine even further.” And carefully stepping over the bag of gold, he goes on his way.

Reading

That Which Holds All
Nancy Shaffer, from Instruction in Joy, Skinner House Books, 2002

Because she wanted everyone to feel included
in her prayer,
she said right at the beginning
several names for the Holy:
Spirit, she said, Holy One, Mystery, God

but then thinking these weren’t enough ways of addressing
that which cannot be fully addressed, she added
particularities, saying, Spirit of Life, Spirit of Love,
Ancient Holy One, Mystery We Will Not Ever Fully Know,
Gracious God and also Spirit of This Earth,
God of Sarah, Gaia, Thou

and then, tongue loosened, she fell to naming
superlatives as well: Most Creative One,
Greatest Source, Closest Hope –
even though superlatives for the Sacred seemed to her
probably redundant, but then she couldn’t stop:

One Who Made the Stars, she said, although she knew
technically a number of those present didn’t believe
the stars had been made by anyone or thing
but just luckily happened.

One Who Is an Entire Ocean of Compassion,
she said, and no one laughed.
That Which Has Been Present Since Before the Beginning,
she said, and the room was silent.

Then, although she hadn’t imagined it this way, 
others began to offer names:

Peace, said one.
One My Mother Knew, said another.
Ancestor, said a third.
Wind.
Rain.
Breath, said one near the back. 
Refuge.
That Which Holds All.
A child said, Kuan Yin.
Then: Womb.
Witness.
Great Kindness.
Great Eagle.
Eternal Stillness.

And then, there wasn’t any need to say the things
she’d thought would be important to say,
and everyone sat hushed, until someone said

Amen.


Reading

from the Introduction to The Enchantment of Words by Denis McManus

This book is a response to philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 1922 study of logic and ethics, Tractatus Logico-Pilosophicus, in which he considers words and language as a means of understanding human behavior.

McManus responds to what he sees as Wittgenstein’s mistakes:

“The root of that misperception is our confusedly endowing words with a life of their own; we enchant, and are enchanted by words, colluding in a confusion that transposes onto them, and onto the world which we then see them as ‘fitting,’ burdens that are actually ours to bear. Such words promise to spare us the trouble, not only of thinking, but of living.”






SERMON	
What’s in a Word?
the Rev. Anne Bancroft

We have heard literally thousands of words this morning, from a huge variety of sources: the mundane, of course, if such a thing can be said of a word; and, the lofty, from Meister Eckhart to a Hindu story; from Denis McManus critiquing 20th century philosopher and likely genius Ludwig Wittgenstein himself (!), to words of seeking from Nancy Shaffer and praise from Leonard Cohen; and our hymns of pilgrimage, of hope in the darkness. So many words.

They are our theme, this month, words – those that comfort, those that challenge, those that confuse, those that constrain. These small pieces of communication have such big potential, such power! Whoever coined that phrase, “sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can never harm me”? It goes back to the 19th century, at least – an English adage to encourage walking away from taunting, but as every child knows, words have the capacity to be as profoundly harmful as they can be comforting, especially powerful – I think – the ones we believe, or the ones we believe in!

I have put a sticky note on each of the Orders of Service this morning, and invite you to write down a word, or two, that you would like to have examined this month. Put them on the wall as you go off to Coffee Hour and I’ll look for the most frequently referenced to consider on the 21st and 28th. Since we only have two Sundays after Melissa preaches next week, it may be that they make their way into other sermons or conversations. I put this invitation in the e-news the last two weeks and heard from a few of you – “faith” was one place of confusion, “stillness” I suspect more of a longing. “Gratitude,” found to be a new cultural expectation, and “compassion” one that engenders curiosity. Andrea Cherez sent a quote by poet Aline Kilmer, “Many excellent words are ruined by too definite a knowledge of their meaning.” Ah, yes – a truth in the world of religion or belief, for sure, though Kilmer may not have intended so constrained a venue. “Many excellent words are ruined by too definite a knowledge of their meaning.” Perhaps it is too definite a perceived knowledge . . . .

Think of the words that carry assumptions of meaning for so many: God comes to mind at the very top of that list, and we heard some alternatives in our reading, earlier. How can we ever know – really - what someone means when they use that word and yet we do kind of assume we know, often – don’t we? Especially when it’s a preacherly kind of voice or presence – but even when anybody says it. We hear “Dear God,” and where do we look? Dear God – and what is it we’re asking from the great gift-giver? 

I have this sweet little book called Children’s Letters to God, published in 1966. 

“Dear God, Are boys better than girls? I know you are one but try to be fair. Sylvia.”

“Dear God, I wrote you before, do you remember? Well, I did what I promised. But you did not send me the horse yet. What about it? Lewis.”

It’s no wonder we have such assumptions about THAT word, right? I’m not sure the word has evolved very much for many of us!

“Dear God, If you do all these things you are pretty busy. Now here’s my question. When is the best time I can talk to you? I know you are always listening, but when will you be listening hard in Troy, New York? Sincerely Yours, Allen.”

Which brings to mind another potentially loaded word: prayer. I suspect we imagine a requisite form – many of us - leading with salutation (“Dear” or “Holy”) and followed by gratitude, or request: “thank you for this day,” or “please heal my heart.” Some conversation of intimacy, perhaps, and then a closing . . . “everyone sat hushed, until someone said . . . Amen.”

“Many excellent words are ruined by too definite a knowledge of their meaning.” How I wish those two words, in particular, did not feel so constrained, else what they represent might be more useful. Why is not the word God utterly vast and unconstrained in our imaginations, open to beyond broad? I know all the arguments for why we associate it with images of ourselves, only always dressed in white – but it’s so UNFORTUNATE!

And prayer – it might be our whisper, our shout, our longing, our struggle, our wonder! Now there’s a word!! 

For those of you on Facebook – did you notice the number of photographs of Boston landscapes during Friday’s sunset? Talk about wonder and awe – what word to describe the light filtering through that amazing landscape of white and form and the grace of trees? Seriously – what word??

Martin Luther King, Jr., suggested that “Occasionally in life there are those moments of unutterable fulfillment which cannot be completely explained by those symbols called words. Their meanings can only be articulated by the inaudible language of the heart.” 

Rumi says, “Silence is the language of God, all else is poor translation.” What words do you hear in silence?

(pause)

There is a Youtube video wandering around the ether these days by rapper and spoken-word artist, Prince Ea – called “I am not black, You are not White” It’s a message about labels that are learned, that are culturally imposed – a powerful contemporary medium for a familiar message: don’t judge a book by its cover – a person by the color of their skin. “When I drive my car, no one would ever confuse the car for ME; but, when I drive my body, why do you confuse me for my body? It’s MY body. Get it? Not me.” 

It occurred to me that this same idea works for some words, as well. Words have social construction, but when I use it, I use it – and for words of such great weight, words of our spirits, of our deepest dreams and longings, shouldn’t we be careful to understand what they represent for ourselves, and for EACH OTHER?

McManus was saying exactly the same thing! We “confusedly endow WORDS with a life of their own; we enchant and are enchanted by, WORDS, transposing on them burdens that are actually ours to bear. . . not only of thinking, but of living.” 

This is an awesome challenge to us, inviting us to do the work of figuring out what we mean before we find a word or words to communicate it.

We often hear that Mark Twain quipped, “I wrote a novel because I didn’t have the time to write a short story” (or something to that effect). It’s not true. It’s a much older saying, attached to the French writer, Blaise Pascal, though used repeatedly over the years by such illustrious persons as Benjamin Franklin, Henry David Thoreau, and my favorite – Woodrow Wilson, who : “in 1918  . . . was asked about the amount of time he spent preparing speeches . . . : “That depends on the length of the speech,” answered the President. “If it is a ten-minute speech it takes me all of two weeks to prepare it; if it is a half-hour speech it takes me a week; if I can talk as long as I want to it requires no preparation at all. I am ready now.” (Wikipedia)

That is, in order to be clear, concise and to the point takes time, and thought. It takes intention to use our words effectively, to communicate that which we really want known of ourselves.

Many of you may be familiar with the philosopher I referenced earlier and whose theories our reading’s author, Denis McManus, was referencing. Wittgenstein wrote, “What can be said at all can be said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak thereof one must be silent.”

Or, I might add . . . work harder.

A decade after Nelson Mandela’s release from 27 years in prison, he said: “It is never my custom to use words lightly. If 27 years in prison have done anything to us, it was to use the silence of solitude to make us understand how precious words are, and how real speech is in its impact on the way people live and die.” (http://odb.org/2015/08/26/the-power-of-words-2/)

From Eckhart, we know . . .

They
can be of great help – words.
They can become the spirit's hands
and lift and
caress
you.

And yet, we also know how they can hurt, entrap, confuse, and mystify us. We dare not be careless.

Two words I would like to leave you with this week, to consider. They are small words, common and frequently heard; often, overlooked.

The first: AND

As you go about your week, take some time to think about where this word might be useful – perhaps as a substitute for the more commonly referenced “but.” How does it change the sentence: I know you want something, but . . . I know you want something, and . . . 

It’s a powerful little substitution. A powerful little word all on its own.

The second word I hope you might find time to consider is this: NEED

My children always attribute this to my mother-in-law who has many moments of irony up her sleeve. But, Grandma, I need it. “What is need?” she would ask, as we too seldom do. What is need? And, then, what do we really need?

From this morning’s story: Shakti was “. . . touched by his goodness and his struggle, (so she) turns to her divine husband and begs him to give this man some gold. Siva looks at the man for a long moment. “My dearest Wife,” he says, “I cannot do that.” Shakti is astounded. “Why, what do you mean, Husband? You are Lord of the Universe. Why can’t you do this simple thing?”

“I cannot give this to him because he is not yet ready to receive it,” Siva replies.

What are the verbal gifts of gold that we step over or around every day? And, would not a closer consideration of some of the most attractive or confounding of them help us understand ourselves and our world a bit better? What words might we be ready to receive?

Take these two, (AND and NEED) for a start, and let me know what you discover: a large rock? Or a bag of gold?


Elisa Pearmain, who edited the book our story came from this morning, suggests, “We all have profound experiences of grace - bags of gold - at many time during out lives, but we do not often honor them as such.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]Let’s sing about them, at least, as we end our service this morning – joining together for hymn 205, “Amazing Grace.” Now there’s a word to spend some time with!
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