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I look at this sermon title and say, “What was I thinking?”  What spasm of hubris made
me think I had anything to say about just how anyone could come alive?

In my defense, I will point out some context for this subject.  We have recently
reorganized our social justice committee.  Several of you had a meeting in April, which
unfortunately conflicted with my trip to England, and then scheduled another meeting in June for
a time I will also be away.  But I wanted to be helpful to the process, so I thought it might be
useful to share my thoughts on approaches to social justice.  And it just so happens that a major
social justice issue has thrust itself into our consciousness this week.

There are two basic models of social justice-making at the congregational level.  The first
is where the social justice committee leads the congregation in setting priorities: what are the
biggest issues that need this congregation’s attention and what can we do about them?  The other
model is what I call the umbrella approach, where the social justice committee is am umbrella for
a bunch of different initiatives in various areas driven by the interests and passions of the
members.  The first approach is more focused, more coherent, and helps the church sharpen its
sense of mission and its image in the surrounding community.  But it takes a lot of discussion
and process before a specific project is agreed upon, and leaves those who are not enthusiastic
about the direction chosen by the majority with the choice of either doing nothing about their
own pet projects or to doing them outside the congregation. The second approach allows
everyone to participate in the project about which they are enthusiastic, but doesn’t do as much to
generate enthusiasm.

What I want to do here is explore one of my favorite sayings on the topic.  It seems to me
that we who want to change the world, who want to move it forward into a kinder and more just
future, are always worrying about which set of problems is the biggest one to worry about.  Is
dismantling racism the highest priority?  Saving the environment?  Helping resettle refugees? 
Class differences?  Wealth inequality?  The opioid crisis?  Healthcare?  Education?  Nuclear
power?  What problems need our attention most?

This pull in many directions was always a problem, but in the present political climate the
problem has racheted up.  For many of us, the question has become, which of the new directions
that the current regime wants to go in do I resist most strongly?  

For this kind of question, I have always taken comfort in the words of Dr. Howard
Thurman, the former Dean of Marsh Chapel at Boston University: “Don’t ask what the world
needs.  Ask what makes you come alive, and then go and do that.  Because what the world needs
is people who have come alive.”

To me this has always seemed both practical and profound.  Practical because it
recognizes that you can’t tackle all the big abstractions at once – racism, sexism, homophobia,
classism, elitism, poverty, violence, ignorance, loneliness.  You can’t even tackle any one of
these at that level of abstraction.  Profound because it recognizes that effective action has to start
with where you are, with your particular life experiences and the community and culture in which
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you find yourself.  
So I thought it would make a pretty decent and helpful sermon for me to try to unpack Dr.

Thurman’s advice.  But then I heard this skeptical voice in me saying, “well, all well and good,
come alive, but our congregation is not twenty-somethings setting out on their career paths. We
have a lot of people still in the workforce on second and third careers, and a lot pf people who
have retired decades ago.  How do they, how do we, come alive now when most of our lives are
behind us?”

Now those are good and pertinent questions, and if I could have fit those questions into
the sermon title, I would have something honest.  But instead, I titled the sermon “Coming Alive:
How To Do It” as if I had an answer or was going to have one by June 4 at 10:30 AM. But I
don’t think there was an answer to that question when I framed it nor is there one now. 

I mean, the nerve of me saying “How To Do It.”  I have some ideas of things that have
worked for me, but I haven‘t the foggiest that they would work for anyone else.

Because I’m sure that you have all noticed, as I have, that life doesn’t come with an
instruction manual.  When we are born, there is no booklet printed in six languages saying, “step
A, open the package and carefully count the parts to make sure you’re not missing any, step B, tie
the frammis into the whirlymajig and tighten the wing nut as illustrated.”  

The poet Adrienne Rich analogized learning to live to learning the art of music: 
“No one ever told us we had to study our lives, 
Make of our lives a study, as if learning natural history or music, 
That we should begin with the simple exercises first and slowly go on trying the hard ones, 
Practicing till strength and accuracy become one with the daring to leap into transcendence. 
And in fact we can't live like that: we take on everything at once before we've even begun to read
or mark time, we're forced to begin in the midst of the hardest movement, 
The one already sounding as we are born.” (Transcendental Etude, Reading 665, Singing the
Living Tradition).

I can say this: coming alive, becoming the person that you are, is a lifelong project.  It is
pursued up until the moment when death comes.

All of us who hear these wards are alive in some sense.  And each of us is going to die
one day.  We may have a religious belief in some sort of afterlife, but none of us can avoid the
natural end of this life, and most of us will have little control over when that ends comes.  What
do have some control over is how to deal with the time we have left.  Obviously illness and
disability may restrict our quality of life, but we have choices in what attitude we take towards
the hand fate deals us.

But back to Dr. Thurman’s advice.  Figure out what makes you come alive and then go
and do that, because what the world needs is people who have come alive.   What is implied by
these words is that there is more than one way to pass the time left to you.  You can sort of coast
along and live in obliviousness to the life all around you, in a kind of cocoon, or you can break
out and be a butterfly.

There is a consciousness component to this.  St. Paul said, when I was a child, I thought
as a child, I spoke as a child, I acted as a child.  When I became an adult, I put away childish
things.  The Black Lives Matter movement talks about waking up to the impact of racism on all
of us, and the problem of staying woke.  Coming alive is a matter of seeing new things in the
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world we live in.
The writer Dawna Markova penned these words decades ago:

“I will not die an unlived life.
I will not live in fear
of falling or catching fire.
I choose to inhabit my days,
to allow my living to open me,
to make me less afraid,
more accessible;
to loosen my heart
until it becomes a wing, 
a torch, a promise.
I choose to risk my significance,
to live so that which came to me as seed
goes to the next as blossom,
and that which came to me as blossom,
goes on as fruit.” 

What I think Thurman means by coming alive is being aware of your connections to the
world and to all that is good.  

In this regard, let us consider Alex Honnold.  You may not have heard of him, but
yesterday morning this 31 year-old set the world of mountain climbing ablaze with a free solo
climb of Yosemite’s El Capitain – almost three thousand feet straight up, alone, with no ropes or
assistance of any kind.  He has been training for this for years.  In terms of athletic achievements
it is comparable to Roger Bannister breaking the four-minute mile in 1953.

To cite just one of the challenges that this feat entailed, National Geographic, which will
have a film of the climb, published on its website a detailed map of the route of the ascent, and at
about 1800 feet, an area is marked with this caption: “‘The Boulder Problem’, the crux of the
entire climb, involves a small hold 1/8” wide, followed by a karate kick move.”  1/8 of an inch is
two of the tiniest lines on a standard ruler; you are suspending your whole weight form your
fingertips jammed into a ledge that wide, and the only way out is a karate kick which must be
executed flawlessly. 

We shiver, but you are probably asking, what does this have to do with social justice? 
The answer is maybe nothing, but I mention it as a way to think about Howard Thurman’s advice
to “come alive.”  Can we say that Alex Honnold has “come alive,” as he has devoted himself
single-mindedly to mountain climbing for 20 years and now has accomplished a climb many
thought impossible?

The article notes that one of the things which distinguishes Honnold from other climbers
is his ability to control his fear.  He is relentlessly analytical in the most life-threatening
situations.  In fact, neuroscientists have studied his brain to try to figure out how he does it.

Fear is a very basic emotion.  It keeps most of us safe, and keeps most of us from
attempting climbs up a three-thousand foot granite cliff.   Most of us would assume that a man
who could summon the courage and skill to make this climb is very, very alive in those hours. 
The question in terms of Thurman’s advice is whether his coming alive fills any need that the
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world has.  Did the world need for someone to make a free solo climb up El Capitain?
And I would answer yes it did.  It doesn’t put food on any hungry person’s table, it

doesn’t stop climate change, but it gives us someone we can look up to – literally. It shows us all
that barriers once thought unbreakable can be broken by people who have the focus and the will
to do it.  It shows us the magnificence of what an individual human can accomplish.

But climbing mountains, defying death thousands of feet in the air by swinging from an
eighth of an inch handhold, is not the only way to come alive.  Some of us come alive by
attacking a problem in our nearby environment.  It may be nitrogen loading in the water, it may
be rescuing stranded turtles, it may be protecting horseshoe crabs, it may be protesting to get the
nuclear power plant closed.  Any time we’re showing up for a cause larger than ourselves, we’re
coming alive.  You don’t need placards, either.  Showing up for your shift in the thrift shop,
chatting with the customers and dealing with pricing marking and display of incoming product is
coming alive.

Sometimes coming alive means understanding the life you’re living in a deeper way.  You
might go to a workshop on white privilege and find that your whole perspective on race changes. 
You come alive when you allow yourself to be transformed, to grow.  

You may have noticed a difference in the decor of the sanctuary this morning.  The
picture of the Eiffel Tower behind me came in to the Thrift Shop on Friday morning, just after
the President had announced that he was pulling the US out of the Paris Climate Accords. I
thought that hanging it at the front of the sanctuary would give us a symbolic focus as we try to
absorb the shock.  

We are shocked, even though we could see it coming.  We know the broad outlines of the
climate change problem, and we will have a more detailed talk on it in two weeks, but it was
seriously disorienting and demoralizing to hear the words that the US, which has contributed to
the creation of the problem far more than any other country on earth, refuses to be part of the
solution.

There is a good article in the New York times this morning on how this has come about
politically; if you’ve been paying attention, it will not surprise you to learn that the story involves
huge amounts of money and political effort by the fossil fuel interests. 

But really the story is not that.  The story is that in these last few days, in response to the
President’s action, the world has come alive.  The other governments who had signed the Paris
Accords have reaffirmed them, and American cities and states lined up to pledge to do their part. 
Michael Bloomberg pledged millions of dollars as a private citizen.   Large corporations weighed
in in favor of staying with Paris, and polls showed that 70% of Americans support the accords.

The success of the Paris Accords always rested on the private market and companies, and
it appears that the push towards renewable energy technology has not diminished with the action
this week.

And the most viral internet meme in the last few days was the line at the end of
Casablanca where Bogart in his trench coat looks deep into Bergman’s eyes and promises that
“we’ll always have Paris.”

The Paris Accords are not perfect, but they are the best chance we have to slow the pace
of climate change and give society a chance to buffer ourselves against its more destructive
aspects.  Let us come alive to do everything in our power to ensure that we’ll always have Paris.
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This Thursday, I will turn sixty-nine, but more importantly, this Friday, my grandson will
turn two.  As Bogart told Bergman, the troubles of two little people don’t amount to a hill of
beans, but when you multiply them by billions of humans, you have a real global problem.  I
hope that when little Jack Isaac reaches the advanced age of his grandpapa in the year 2084, he
will be able to visit Cape Cod and walk on its shores and they won’t be all under water.

We can react to the Paris pullout with rage, and rage is a kind of coming alive.  But
yelling at your TV set or computer, posting that vitriolic attack on social media, is not a
productive or loving response.  

We need an appeal to what Lincoln called the “better angels of our nature,” to invite the
public to come alive in support of a sustainable future for the planet, to make governments,
corporations, religious institutions and individuals work together on our carbon emissions, to
make the Paris standards, as Bill McKibben said, a floor and not a ceiling. Let us come alive, my
friends, for the future of life on this planet.  Let the Eiffel Tower, let Yosemite’s El Capitain,
remind us of the heights humans can attain when we have come alive. As the great Unitarian poet
Henry Wadworth Longfellow envisioned the young man saying to the psalmist,
“Let us then be up and doing, 
With a heart for any fate,
Still achieving, still pursuing,
Learn to labor and to wait.”

Or as Bogart eternally tells Bergman, “we’ll always have Paris.”
Amen.

Readings for June 4

Opening: The Summer Day by Mary Oliver

Who made the world?
Who made the swan, and the black bear?
Who made the grasshopper?
This grasshopper, I mean-
the one who has flung herself out of the grass,
the one who is eating sugar out of my hand,
who is moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down-
who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes.
Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face.
Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away.
I don't know exactly what a prayer is.
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down
into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass,
how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields,
which is what I have been doing all day.
Tell me, what else should I have done?
Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon?
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Tell me, what is it you plan to do
with your one wild and precious life?

Sermon: 

Bill McKibben “Trump’s Reckless Climate Decision” New York Times July 2, 2017  

[He describes the mild actions taken by the Obama adminstration through executive order to
decrease use of coal in power generation.] 
“Those changes, and similar ones agreed to by other nations, would not have ended global
warming. They were too small. But the hope of Paris was that the treaty would send such a strong
signal to the world’s governments, and its capital markets, that the targets would become a floor
and not a ceiling; that shaken into action by the accord, we would start moving much faster
toward renewable energy, maybe even fast enough to begin catching up with the physics of
global warming. There are signs that this has been happening: The plummeting price of solar
energy just this spring persuaded India to forgo a huge planned expansion of coal plants in favor
of more solar panel arrays to catch the sun. China is shutting coal mines as fast as it can build
wind turbines.”

Closing:
“Don’t ask what the world needs.  Ask what makes you come alive, and then go and do that. 
Because what the world needs is people who have come alive.”  Howard Thurman
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