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We are here in the waning days of official summer.  Light slants lower in the afternoon,
and there is a hint of fall in the air. Hurricanes and tropical storms form in the ocean.  The
Autumnal equinox arrives at 4 PM next Friday, and the sun crosses the equator, beginning its
descent into the southern hemisphere. Next Friday will also mark the end of the Jewish New
year, Rosh Hashanah, when the moral books are said to close on the old year.  

So to us time-bound creatures, the turn of the seasons says, “better get on with it.  Have
you laid up stores against the coming winter?  Is the boat out of the water, has the furnace been
checked, do you have enough money in your retirement account, do you have people to take care
of you in your dotage?” This time-pressured necessity is the symbolism of the last rose of
summer – some of you may remember that I preached on that old sentimental song at this time
last year.

But Emerson gives roses another symbolism entirely, which I’d like to explore today. 
Roses are outside of time. Emerson said this in his essay “Self-reliance,” which we read earlier:

“These roses under my window make no reference to former roses or to better
ones; they are for what they are; they exist with God to-day. There is no time to
them. There is simply the rose; it is perfect in every moment of its existence.
Before a leaf-bud has burst, its whole life acts; in the full-blown flower there is no
more; in the leafless root there is no less. Its nature is satisfied, and it satisfies
nature, in all moments alike.”
He goes on to contrast this with human consciousness, which is always fretting about past

and future, and says none of us will be happy until we live like the roses in nature in the present,
above time.

The sentiments in this passage may be familiar to those of you who come to services
regularly, for they are the thoughts I usually express in introducing our period of meditation. 
What meditation holds is that our minds inhabit the future and the past, but that blocks us from
seeing the present, and in meditation we are encouraged to enter fully into the present moment.

For much of the traffic and chatter of our minds concerns itself with woulda, coulda,
shoulda.  All those roads not taken.  In meditation, can we calm that chatter and apprehend
directly the moment we are in?

But what does it mean to apprehend the moment?   I printed the Emerson quote in the
trifold insert so we could contemplate it. I think Emerson is saying two things here.  The first is
that the roses exist outside of our consciousness of time.  There is no time to them.  They have no
consciousness of time because, let’s face it, they have no consciousness of anything.  They are
plants, after all. You have to have a brain to have a conception of time.

Now a conception of time is not the same thing as a sense of time.  Certainly animals
have brains and have a sense of time; the female Red Knot knows when it is time to leave the
breeding ground in the Arctic and start for South America, and the young will know when it’s
time to leave and follow mom.  Plants, so far as we know, have no brains, but they certainly
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respond to the cycle of seasons and of the day.
Human not only have brains but they have language and time is one of the basic

categories of thought.  But the mystical tradition, and I put this passage from Emerson squarely
within the mystical tradition, says that while we have to have language, there are aspects of
reality which are beyond language, which cannot be expressed in language.  

And that leads me to the second point about this roses passage.  Emerson is not just
saying that roses have no conception of time, but he is saying something about time through the
roses: that each stage of the rose’s existence is fully present in every other stage. 

In other words, past present and future are categories of our thought, but the rose is as
fully present in the seed as in the bud and in the root as in the seed.

In time-bound existence the rose has stages of life, and once its petals are strewn on the
garden floor it is all over.  But there is a perspective from which the rose is timeless.

We meet a similar thought in the Wordsworth poem from which the title of this sermon is
taken, and which some of us may have committed to memory during the last millennium:
My hearts leaps up when I behold
A rainbow in the sky.
So was it when my life began,
So is it now I am a man,
So be it when I shall grow old
Or let me die.
The child is father of the man
And I could wish my days to be
Bound each to each by natural piety.

On the front cover of the order of service there is a silhouette of a father lifting up his
child, but that’s not really the point of “the child is father of the man.”  The silhouette represents
two generations, but the poet is talking about one: how we are as children will determine how we
are as adults.  In my case, the child Edmund who grew up in the 1950s in Columbia South
Carolina becomes, through a series of twists and turns, the minister in Chatham MA in 2017, and
each of you has gone through a similar journey.  Who you are as adults is an outgrowth of who
you were as children.  The child makes the adult.  

The poet is saying as a child he had a sense of wonder and awe which responded to
rainbows, and he still has this sense as an adult and will as he ages.

What is arresting about Wordsworth’s figure is that we usually thing of the man as father
of the child.  The poet is deliberately reversing the usual order of things to enable us to see the
whole human soul, its capacity for awe and delight, as existing at all stages of in life, and thus
outside of time.  

We are often inclined to feel ourselves prisoners of time, but a deeper insight would be
that we are prisoners of a certain conception of time. I have gotten a lot of help with this sermon
from my former wife Lee, who sent me a few days ago, out of the blue, an internet link to a
remarkable interview full of wisdom.  Have you ever listened to this program on National Public
Radio called “On Being?” What Lee sent me was a link to a rebroadcast of an interview between
the host, Krista Tippett, and the Irish philosopher, theologian and poet John O’Donohue a short
while before his death in 2008. Here’s a short bite of their discussion on the nature of time:
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Ms. Tippett: You wrote about time, “Possibility is the secret heart of time. On its outer surface,
time is vulnerable to transience. In its deeper heart, time is transfiguration.” I wonder how you
are able to have — I don’t know — I think a larger sense of time, because of — as an inheritor of
the Celtic tradition.

Mr. O’Donohue: Yeah, I think that’s a bit of it, that old Celtic thing, because I mean there is, in
Ireland, still — even though it’s getting consumerized so fast — there is still, in the West of
Ireland where I live, a sense of time, that there’s time for things, and that when God made time,
he made plenty of it, and all the rest of it. And you see, I think that one of the huge difficulties in
modern life is the way time has become the enemy.

Ms. Tippett: Time is a bully. We are captive to it.

Mr. O’Donohue: Totally, and I’d say seven out of every ten people who turn up in a doctor’s
surgery are suffering from something stress-related. Now there are big psychological tomes
written on stress, but for me, philosophically, stress is a perverted relationship to time, so that
rather than being a subject of your own time, you have become its target and victim, and time has
become routine. So at the end of the day, you probably haven’t had a true moment for yourself to
relax in and to just be.

“Meister Eckhart, whom I love, said, ‘So many people come to me asking how I should pray,
how I should think, what I should do. And the whole time, they neglect the most important
question, which is, how should I be?’ And I think when you slow it down, then you find your
rhythm. And when you come into rhythm, then you come into a different kind of time. Because
you know the way, in this country, there’s all the different zones — I think there are these zones
within us, as well. There’s surface time, which is really a rapid-fire Ferrari time.

Ms. Tippett: And over-structured.

Mr. O’Donohue: Yeah, over-structured, like, and stolen from you, thieved all the time. And then
if you slip down — like Dan Siegel, my friend, does this lovely meditation. You imagine the
surface of the ocean is all restless, and then you slip down deep below the surface where it’s still
and where things move slower.”

Ferrari time or deep-ocean time?  The choice is yours.  
This is not just a meditator’s notion. Einstein’s theory of Relativity tells us that time

actually can be dilated.  If one twin gets in the spaceship and travels for a light-year at almost the
speed of light and comes back, he will be found on return to be much younger than the twin who
stayed on earth.  Time has slowed down in his travels.  Time is not the same everywhere in the
universe.  And moreover, Einstein’s theory makes us conceive of time as another dimension of
space, so that we don’t talk of space and time, we talk of spacetime.  

Mystic poets and writers like Emerson, Wordsworth and John O’Donohue have given us
new perspectives on time, but the scientists have really played with our minds.  Spacetime is like
Emerson’s roses, it exists throughout the universe.  When you look out from earth to distant
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galaxies, you are actually looking backwards in time, because the light from those galaxies left
them millions of years ago.  Some of the galaxies are in their root phase, soem are seeds and
some are in bud, all at the same time.

But of course there are major logical problems with saying all time is the same, or every
moment of the existence of everything lives with every other moment.  For this ignores the
possibility of change, and change is also basic to the world as we know it.  Heraklitos declared in
ancient Greece that you never step into the same river twice, and the Buddha added that it
wasn’t’ even the same you stepping into the river the second time.

Emerson says of the rose, “Before a leaf-bud has burst, its whole life acts; in the
full-blown flower there is no more; in the leafless root there is no less. Its nature is satisfied, and
it satisfies nature, in all moments alike.”  But suppose the whole plant dies after the seed is
planted in the ground?  

It is all very well and good to take a timeless perspective and say that the rose is the same
at all stages, or that the child is father of the man.  But suppose the child is a juvenile delinquent,
but as a man, he has reformed?  

Universalists bet the farm on change.  There was a debate in print in the 1830s between
William Ellery Channing, the father of Unitarianism and Hosea Ballou, the chief theologian of
Universalism.  Ballou was one of the “death and glory” Universalists, who believed God’s
unlimited love meant that the worst person, the mass murderer or child abuser, the tyrannical
dictator, would go to heaven immediately on death.  Channing scoffed at this idea and raised the
question if before death he was the worst sinner and after death he was a saint, in what sense can
you even say that the person who died and the person who showed up at the pearly gates were the
same person?  Whatever your answer to that question, it is clear that people do change during the
course of their lifetimes and so there is a problem with saying that the full flower is prefigured in
the seed or the child is father of the man.

Logic balks at the claim that every moment is contained within every other moment. 
Time’s arrow only goes one way.  Not only does our experience tell us that, but also the Second
Law of Thermodynamics, which says that every system, left to its own devices, goes from order
to disorder.  If you don’t believe this, look into my office sometime. 

More crucially, Darwin’s theory of evolution holds that evolution doesn’t go towards any
end-point.  Each stage builds on the previous stage, but there is no grand design other than
survival of the best-adapted organisms to the environment in which they find themselves.  So if
you were living at the time of the dinosaurs, you could not have predicted a world dominated by
human beings.

Maybe I’m missing something but it seems to me that a universe in which every moment
is encapsulated in every other moment would have a future which was already laid out and at
least knowable in principle, and that sounds uncomfortably close to John Calvin’s predestination.
One of the soundest reasons to reject the conventional view of God as all-knowing, all powerful
and all-benevolent is that if God or anything else is held to know the future, then the die is
already cast and randomness and contingency, free will and choice become illusions.

But here I am making logical objections to ideas which were put forth for their mystical
potency.  Emerson himself said, later on in Self Reliance, “a foolish consistency is the hobgoblin
of little minds.”  Emerson would defend his ideas of time not on the basis of logic but of
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intuition: he had an insight and followed it.
A hundred years after Emerson’s essay, another poet had a similar insight.  It was in the

first years of World War II that T.S. Eliot wrote what is often considered his master work, Four
Quartets.  It was inspired by the late quartets of Beethoven, and in that era of crucial uncertainty
about the future of civilization, he tried to come to grips with what time is.   Here is how he
begins the first section of “Burnt Norton:”
“Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future
And time future contained in time past.
If all time is eternally present
All time is unredeemable.
What might have been is an abstraction
Remaining a perpetual possibility
Only in a world of speculation.
What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present.
Footfalls echo in the memory
Down the passage which we did not take
Towards the door we never opened
Into the rose-garden. My words echo
Thus, in your mind.
                                   But to what purpose
Disturbing the dust on a bowl of rose-leaves
I do not know.”

This passage starts with a contradiction.  First time present and time past are both
contained in time future, by which he seems to be following Emerson’s roses.  But in the next
two lines, he says if all time is eternally present, then all time is unredeemable.  Saying that all
time is present in all other time makes no allowance for change, no allowance for salvation, and
no allowance for what might have been but wasn’t.  

But then he dismisses unrealized possibilities as abstractions and “What might have been
and what has been point to one end, which is always present.”  But the road not taken, the path
not followed in this poem leads to – wait for it – a rose garden.  The poet tells us that we have not
actually visited that garden, and them proceeds to tell us in detail what that visit which we didn’t
take was like.

It is true that what might have been does not have the same punch as what actually
happened, but it is a very important component of being human to be able to envision alternative
futures and even alternative pasts.  An article in the New York Times last May said that the
biggest thing that distinguished human brains from the brains of all other animals was the ability
to live in the future, to imagine and plan.  The title of the article was “We aren’t Built To Live In
the Moment.1”

1“We Aren’t Built To Live In the Moment,”   Martin E. P. Seligman and John Tierney
NYT May 19, 2017
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At this point, I don’t know what to make of the mystical claim that all moments are
contained in all other moments.  It appeals to the intuition but not to the logic.  It may be
profound, or it may be nonsense.  Later in “Burnt Norton,” T.S. Eliot recognized that the claim
sort of breaks language, and I’ll leave you with his pungent description:
Words move, music moves
Only in time; but that which is only living
Can only die. Words, after speech, reach
Into the silence. Only by the form, the pattern,
Can words or music reach
The stillness, as a Chinese jar still
Moves perpetually in its stillness.
Not the stillness of the violin, while the note lasts,
Not that only, but the co-existence,
Or say that the end precedes the beginning,
And the end and the beginning were always there
Before the beginning and after the end.
And all is always now. Words strain,
Crack and sometimes break, under the burden,
Under the tension, slip, slide, perish,
Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place,
Will not stay still.” 
Amen.

Readings and Quotations for Child Is Father of the Man

Wordsworth, “My Heart Leaps Up”

My hearts leaps up when I behold
A rainbow in the sky.
So was it when my life began,
So is it now I am a man,
So be it when I shall grow old
Or let me die.
The child is father of the man
And I could wish my days to be
Bound each to each by natural piety.

From Emerson, “Self-Reliance”

"Man is timid and apologetic; he is no longer upright; he dares not say "I think," "I am," but
quotes some saint or sage. He is ashamed before the blade of grass or the blowing rose. These
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roses under my window make no reference to former roses or to better ones; they are for what
they are; they exist with God to-day. There is no time to them. There is simply the rose; it is
perfect in every moment of its existence. Before a leaf-bud has burst, its whole life acts; in the
full-blown flower there is no more; in the leafless root there is no less. Its nature is satisfied, and
it satisfies nature, in all moments alike. [98]But man postpones, or remembers; he does not live
in the present, but with a reverted eye laments the past, or, heedless of the riches that surround
him, stands on tiptoe to foresee the future. He cannot be happy and strong until he too lives with
nature in the present, above time."

T.S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton” from Four Quartets

Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future
And time future contained in time past.
If all time is eternally present
All time is unredeemable.
What might have been is an abstraction
Remaining a perpetual possibility
Only in a world of speculation.
What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present.
Footfalls echo in the memory
Down the passage which we did not take
Towards the door we never opened
Into the rose-garden. My words echo
Thus, in your mind.
                                   But to what purpose
Disturbing the dust on a bowl of rose-leaves
I do not know.
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