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Reading				“I Am a Chameleon” (excerpt)
		Clarke Wells, Banquet Prayers, Other Essays, Poems, self-published

I am a chameleon. Put it down to mental sloppiness and a desire to be loved by everybody.

I am a Christian, a socialist and a libertarian. But I love Shakespeare more than the New Testament, Jefferson more than Marx, and Erasmus and Hutchins more than Servetus and Rousseau.

I believe in the Church Universal, the great Catholic tradition, but not its arrogance, superstition and cruelty. I believe in the freeing spirit of the left wing of the Reformation but I long for ancient liturgies and Bishops who look after their people. I believe in the institution and bureaucracy of the liberal Church and wonder what the hell I’m doing in it.

I revere scientific method and find it dull; I worship cool reason and think a lot about sex; I believe in the arts and find them inadequate; I can get heady thinking about evolution, but it doesn’t help much.

All [people] make serious commitments, have ultimate concerns. Therefore we are all incurably religious, therefore no [person] escapes the religious situation or the theological task of examining the adequacy of [their] commitments and concerns. At the same time I like to avoid religion all together and go to the movies.

SERMON	
Convergence
Rev. Anne Bancroft

Before I begin sharing some of this week’s thoughts this morning, I want to share a reading from Thomas Moore, best known for a book called Care of the Soul. This reading is from Meditations – On the Monk Who Dwells in Daily Life. Moore lived in a monastery for twelve years. As you listen, I invite you to imagine the monastic life: quiet, disciplined, introspective, and protected. At least that’s what I imagine it to be.

“For the monk work is prayer. Reading is contemplation,  . . . community is a foretaste of heaven, time is at least 50 percent determined by ritual, and celibacy is a positive prerequisite for service in the world. Ordinary details of life are always imagined through a filter of sacredness.
The secularization of modern sensibility is so unconscious that it may seem odd to consider a similar sacrilization for us all. Yet, without imagination for the sacred in everyday experience, we are destined for a life without soul. The two – soul and the sacred – go together. We don’t have to become monks, but we can learn from their example how to bring the monastic spirit, as a color and a flavor, into modern life.”

A small reminder that our theme this month is words – and I have received a good many suggestions of ones worth consideration. I invited words that particularly challenged us from the religious or spiritual lexicon, though when we met two weeks ago, the ones I asked you to consider did not seem – at first blush, at least – to apply. I left you with the words AND and NEED, and asked you to think about how they find use in your speaking, thinking, and living. In fact, when life is in balance, those rare and lovely moments of balance – and certainly keeping in mind what Thomas Moore suggests – I’m not sure there should be words exclusive to one realm or the other, the sacred or the secular, any more than AND or NEED are.

Moore’s thoughts – which are perhaps reminders rather than brand new ideas to us  –  suggest a healthy convergence in our lives of the day-to-day details with what he calls “a filter of sacredness,” a color, a flavor. We might imagine it like a wash over everything.

OK – but there’s a word that might trip us up: sacred, like holy, carries the inference of God-derived blessing. But sacred can simply mean “of worth.” We know that the word “worship” is derived from the idea of “worth-ship,” coming together to acknowledge and celebrate that which we all find of worth in our lives: love, compassion, generosity, kindness. Might “sacred” find a home there, an indication of that which is precious and worth our time and appreciation like the miracle of every morning, and breath, and our senses – seeing, smelling, hearing, tasting, touching – are these not all most worthy? sacred?

• • •

The world does not feel very inclined towards convergence just now. Perhaps it is our perennial challenge as humans, since we were scattered from the mythological Tower of Babel and given multiple numbers of languages, convergence feels especially challenged these days by an over-active and “curious” political arena, at present. I use the word curious the way I might use “interesting,” an effort to be benign so as to appear non-judgmental.  “Seriously?” we think, or some of us think. Some cheer, and others despair. Wherever you land in the political spectrum – and I will make no assumptions about the breadth of our leanings – we are witnessing what feels like a different kind of discourse, an unsettling one, sometimes a dangerous one, that reflects the dis-ease and divided-ness of our contemporary world. It feels anything BUT convergent. 

William Sloane Coffin, longtime peace activist and Congregational minister made immortal as Reverend Sloane in the Doonesbury comic, said, “All too frequently we become as ants on a log, arguing with each other as the log approaches the waterfall.” (The Heart is a Little to the Left, William Sloane Coffin, University Press of New England, 1999, p. ix)

Silly us, caught up in a process that WILL have – don’t forget – consequences in our lives. How might we go about responding, or at the very least managing the impact of this controversial world we inhabit?

Again from Thomas Moore, his own thoughts on a more recent book: “We don’t realize, as a society, how secular we are becoming, and how deeply that movement harms our collective soul.” (http://careofthesoul.net/blog/)

In the midst of all this mayhem, here’s what each of you, each of us, has the ability to manage or control, in a world that feels somewhat out of control: we can manage our own sense of inner convergence between the secular and the sacred worlds. We have the ability to experience convergence, which for us – as Unitarian Universalists – is not a list of required beliefs but a willingness to pull up from the depths of our beings an integrated orientation towards life – an orientation that recognizes how we are radically connected and dependent, that requires us to consider all life – not just human life – as equally valuable, that calls us to listen, and learn and grow in wisdom and care from a plethora of sources that inform our questions and shape our living. That is what we mean by liberal faith: it is an orientation towards openness, not a list of tenets. It is less about the things we believe, and more about our willingness to be awake, aware, and engaged; to be faithful, attentive, to life.

I remember hearing a minister many years back express his frustration with a congregant who was bemoaning their own life situation, but suggesting that he likely couldn’t relate, couldn’t struggle the same way, since, after all, the congregant said, “you have faith.” And he looked at us – the gathered – and said, in as many words, “what does that mean? Does one have faith the way one has change in their pockets? Or a warm coat?”

No. For us, faith is not a thing, but a direction, an orientation. When Theodore Parker spoke of the arc of the universe, he did not frame it in belief. “I do not pretend to understand the moral universe, the arc is a long one, my eye reaches but little ways. I cannot calculate the curve and complete the figure by the experience of sight; I can divine it by conscience.” 

In my being, I feel it, Parker implies. I divine the truth of my hopefulness that we are moving together towards a more just world. That is my faith. My chosen faith.

• • •

Ah, well – good. Now we know, and we can go forth and converge ourselves. Right? Live our secular lives with a wash, a color, a flavor of the sacred in all things. Except that maybe, like our friend Clarke Wells, there is something in each of us of the Chameleon? It’s one thing to be a monk, another to live in the world as it is.

I am one thing, and then I am another, he shares. I believe in this, and yet long for its opposite. “All people make serious commitments,” he assures us, “. . . we are all incurably religious. . . .  At the same time I like to avoid religion all together and go to the movies.” (I Am a Chameleon, Clarke Wells)

And who can blame him, or us?

I know things are not perfect in this world, but am I really anxious to upset my schedule or change my patterns enough to even try to have an impact? If opening my heart would effect a transformation of some kind, which sounds intriguing, am I really ready to risk it being wounded, or broken? I’m rather busy with life as a secular endeavor.

It is always easier to defer to the known, to avoid the unsettled ground of the ambiguous arena, or the messy, maybe-world of spirit life. It’s easier to stay in the realm of facts and figures, measurables, and tangibles. But life WILL intrude. Accidents will happen, and things that feel like miracles will happen; misunderstood and mismanaged and maybe-wonderful-and-maybe-not things will happen AND we NEED – AND we NEED – the resources of inner life, the appreciation of the most worthy that exists around us, to help us respond.

“Spirituality means to me,” Coffin suggests, “living the ordinary life extraordinarily well.”

That is not a required set of beliefs. And that is not about making the ordinary life something it isn’t. It only suggests living life, ordinary life, with extraordinary attention. And isn’t that  convergence?

• • •

A few years back, a friend of mine decided to tell her friends that she was living a religious life, which – as I understand it – had nothing to do with her professional work, and everything to do with her sense of integrating her inner needs and understandings with her everyday world – rather like being a monk but not in a monastery, though I don’t think she was celibate.

How would it feel to tell your friends you had decided to live a religious life? (Believe me, you’ll get lots of interesting reactions!) Or even to suggest it, explicitly, to yourself? How might it change your priorities or your decisions?

Maybe “religious life” doesn’t work for you. How about, “I will live with spiritual awareness.” Or, “I will practice living attention and appreciation in all that I do.” You could try, “I will wash my secular life with the sacred,” though that may be a stretch for many of us! It’s not a simple endeavor to even find the right words. But let’s not let that stop us! 

It’s rather like our tree-felling friends. It’s not enough to speak about it, to make the right noise – you actually have to do the work in order to reap the benefits. 

Perhaps we don’t need to emulate the ants headed toward the waterfall before we can start practicing the kind of convergence we know is important.

I heard George 43 doing a promo for his brother, Jeb, last week in South Carolina. He quoted his father – George, 41, who apparently said, “labels are for soup cans.” I like that.

So many of the words we are curious about overlap and/or weave together in fascinating ways, changing our thinking but also our experience of the world. And, some words more frequently associated with religious or spiritual environments: ritual, grace, soul, guilt, salvation.

Don’t let’s let our struggle with words prevent us from living into our ideas, our confidence, our faith. Let us color the mundane as worthy. The Buddhist phrase “chop wood, carry water” resonates with that meaning: all things, all actions, are sacred. 

“We don’t have to become monks but we can learn from their example . . ..” Put our chameleon selves aside for a bit: pull up your cowl and retreat every now and then; do your work and recognize its value with a sound of your own; add a ritual or two to help you pause – as simple as lighting an evening candle, or thanking the sun for rising again, or hugging those you love with a renewed awareness; let a piece of music inhabit your body and dance like a dervish. Allow yourself to find worth in all things, the everyday beauty and gift of all things.

[bookmark: _GoBack]It’s worth a try, and it might just help to heal our struggling collective soul. I think you’ll agree . . . it needs help.
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