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At Home In The Universe
First Parish Unitarian, March 20, 2011  Reverend Marguerite Sheehan

Our opening words today were two lines from two different poems by the mystic Angelus Silesius. Silesius wrote in the 1600’s as a man possessed by a spiritual view that places humanity right in the thick of creation and that sees God as working directly in and through humans. And so when he announces, “Springtime is at hand” he does so knowing that it is also the springtime of our souls: when we, like the buds, are being pushed to expand and in short order, to bloom. “When will you bloom if not here and now?”  When will we bloom as a people, if not here and now, in this season, this time in our lives? 


The second line is from another poem and this one too is directed to us, human beings placed on a planet that is getting smaller every day. “Friend, whatever you are, you must not stand still. One must, from one light into the other spill.” We are, as our 7th Principle states, part of an interdependent web of existence, and we must, from one light into the other spill. We are not separate. Whatever we are, we are not separate. And we must, from one light into the other spill. 

We are living in incredible times. In New England we are slowly but surely moving out of the frozen world of winter and into the bloom of spring. And at the very same time we are being pushed, like a bud on the end of a grey and leafless branch, into an international world that is exploding. Like a bud, suddenly exposed to the sky, vulnerable to the changing temperatures and the increasing light, our eyes and our sensitive hearts, are wide open and we are in shock. What is happening across the seas? How does the state of the world, from Libya to Japan, affect us, here, in the village of Northfield and here, in our own First Parish? We are living in incredible times. 

Today I wanted to speak with you about the changing seasons. I wanted to dwell for at least a moment, on the surge of nature that is melting the ice and is rushing down the veins of the maple trees. I wanted to rest in the predictable and healing cycles of nature and how those cycles are a beacon of hope in the dark days and a spark of life when we have just about had it with the stress of winter in New England. I wanted to celebrate the Equinox, that brief moment when light and darkness are in balance. I wanted, and still want to celebrate our sense of being home in the universe. 



Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel says that the true motivation for prayer in not the sense of being at home in the universe. I wonder. I believe that there is a prayer that must be prayed for being at home, being at one, in the universe. It is a prayer of praise, a prayer like our doxology “From all that dwell below the skies, let faith and hope and love arise, let beauty, truth and good be sung, through every land by every tongue.” One strong motivation for prayer is the sense of being at home in the universe and giving thanks for being alive. I do not want to live in a world where there are no prayers or songs of praise for the gift of ongoing creation and for the truth that we are rooted here. 


And yet, we are human beings, vulnerable and interconnected human beings, and what happens to one person or one people in our universe affects us all deeply. In times like these and really in all times that we face tragedy we are motivated to pray a different kind of prayer. The words we utter when we hear about first the earthquakes in Japan and then the tsunami and now the nuclear reactor meltdowns, are words of desperation and sorrow. When this kind of news reaches our sensitive hearts we fall flat on our faces and weep. And we pray to find some way to face what has happened and not turn away. We pray that we could be friends to the people of Japan and not stand still. We pray that we might find within the kind of hope and determination that we came to life in our children’s book The Magic Fan. 

It was Rabbi Abraham  Joshua Heschel who, in the midst of the civil rights struggle here in the United States said “For many of us the march from Selma to Montgomery was about protest and prayer. Legs are not lips and walking is not kneeling. And yet our legs uttered songs. Even without words, our march was worship. I felt my legs were praying." Heschel knew that prayer comes in many forms and is for all seasons. We cannot stand indifferent in the sight of the evils of racism and of totalitarianism in any nation. We cannot stand indifferent to the suffering that comes from earthquakes and tsunamis and radiation sickness. We cannot be truly at home in such a universe and this feeling of being homeless is what brings us to prayer. Silent prayer and spoken prayer, sung prayer and prayer with our legs, this kind of suffering motivates us to pray in whatever way we can. 

At the back of hymnal we have another reflection on prayer by Rabbi Heschel. Perhaps this reflection can help us now as we sit in sorrow in the face of the ongoing tragedy in Japan. As we sit, like the people in our story sat when they said  “Our village is gone. What will we do now?” 

“Prayer invites God to be present in our spirits and in our lives. Prayer cannot bring water to the parched land, nor mend a broken bridge, not rebuild a ruined city, but prayer can water an arid soul, mend a broken heart, and rebuild a weakened will.” 


Unitarian Universalists on the whole are more comfortable rushing to do something than sitting with what is happening. This is a good thing and has brought much good into the world. Our Association has close historic and current ties with Japan. Even as we speak both the UUA and the UUSC, the service committee who receives our guest at your table boxes, have put out a statement of support.  Both of these organizations are working with our faith  partners in Japan to learn, as the days and weeks and months go on, what kind of help will be  needed. Already we know that money will be needed. Hands and feet will be needed. Medical support and rebuilding will be needed. And as the extent of the damage of the nuclear reactors and the effects of the leaked radiation become clear, a world wide effort to contain and cope with this tragedy will be needed. There will be no short of places to put our money, our hands and our feet. Today I have information about how to pray with your money if you would like to contribute to that fund.

But now, we are faced with suffering. Some of us are feeling this up close as we pray for our friends or family members who are in Japan or who are Japanese. Others of us are feeling this up close as the pictures and videos clips bring us back to other tragedies – from World War II when the Atomic Bomb was used on the people of Japan, from other earthquakes or tsunami’s or natural disasters that  we have  already witnessed or gone through ourselves. If you have already been feeling vulnerable and worn out from a hard winter or a hard time in your life, the situation in Japan might be a large scale mirror. As Heschel said “Is there a sensitive heart that could stand indifferent and feel at home in the sight of so much evil and suffering, in the face of countless failures to live up to the will of God? …the experience of not being at home in the world is a motivation for prayer.” 

And so the suffering in our universe brings us into prayer. I believe that the will of God for human beings is for Love to prevail.  To be a living being is to experience both intense joys and intense suffering. To be a living planet is to experience both creation and disaster. When suffering and disaster reach the shores of our sensitive hearts so that we do not feel at home in the universe, we are motivated to pray for our hearts and our minds to be open to love. “Friend, whatever you are, you must not stand still. One must, from one light into the other spill.” 


When faced with suffering we must not stand still but sometimes we must sit still so that our one small light might into the one who suffers spill. May of us are more comfortable doing rather than sitting. Talking than being silent. Debating than praying. But “prayer can water an arid soul, mend a broken heart, and rebuild a weakened will.” And I believe that this is what we need today – to water our souls with the love that knows no national boundaries, to mend with love and mercy our own broken hearts and the broken hearts of the Japanese people, and to rebuild with a firm and abiding love, our shattered wills. Just as the people of Japan will rise up and build again we too stand ready to join them in bringing  hope back into the world.

Come into silence. Bring your sensitive hearts to the people of Japan. Fill your hearts with the love that heals and mends and waters our souls so that we can stay awake to the suffering and bring peace into our world. Let us pray for the people in Japan and for the people all around the world, for the people of Northfield and the people of this Parish, let us pray that Love will prevail.  
Amen and Blessed Be
