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“As tranquil streams that meet and merge,” the sweet hymn goes, so our separate lives,
our separate identities, our separate theologies and outlooks on life, our separate histories, come
together in this house of meeting.  When two streams of water come together, we call it a
confluence, a flowing together.  Our water communion, which we will get to in just a minute, is a
symbolic confluence, a flowing together of the places we have been in the summer just past, and
a settling in to our life together.  It is an affirmation that, like all the waters on earth, we are each
connected to one another.

Yet we live with the myth that we are separate and individual.  We are like the little boy
in the lifeboat carrying the survivors of the shipwreck in the middle fo the ocean.  He was
discovered trying to carve a hole in the hull, and when confronted about this, he said, it’s only
under my seat, the rest of you are not affected.

Our fates are tied together, and waters are very much on everyone’s mind today, but not
exactly tranquil streams.  I would bet that each of us in this room knows personally someone who
is threatened by or has already suffered harm from Hurricane Harvey, Hurricane Irma or
Hurricane Jose. Three weeks ago we were all enchanted by the solar eclipse, and no one, as far as
I know, perished in that natural event, though my father-in-law was in the process of dying
unrelated to it.  But since that show of wonder, mother nature has turned deadly and unleashed
winds and waters of Biblical proportions.

Specifically, the destruction recalls the words of the prophet Amos (5:8-9):
8 The one who made the Pleiades and Orion,

and turns deep darkness into the morning,
and darkens the day into night,
who calls for the waters of the sea,
and pours them out on the surface of the earth,
the LORD is his name,

9 who makes destruction flash out against the strong,
so that destruction comes upon the fortress.
Old Testament prophet mode comes on easily in times such as this.  Fortress individuals,

fortress seaside mansions, fortress studied ignorance, fortress America.  There is a certain irony
that Texas and Florida, two states where climate change denial is almost official state policy,
should get so slammed by climate catastrophes enhanced, though perhaps not caused, by global
warming.  We turn our backs on the public good, we let our infrastructure crumble, we don’t take
the steps we could take to avert these disasters. Some of us will tell ourselves that things are fair
if the rich have a fair opportunity to buy their way out of any trouble.  And I would conclude, as
Amos concluded: let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.

But the prophet in me would also have to warn those of us in Cape Cod not to be too
smug contemplating these unruly waters to the south of us.  Our own bodies are 60% water, and
our town is about the same.  Do you know a fun fact about Chatham?  It is entirely surrounded by
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Harwich.  Jamie McClennan told me this when I first moved here. If the two towns went to war,
Chatham would have to import its groceries by sea.  

Now the sea border between the two towns is at Red River Beach on the west of Chatham
and at Jackknife Cove on the north.  If you drew a straight line between those two points, it
would be about three miles.  But the actual coastline of Chatham between those two points takes
a more meandering path: it is actually 62 miles long.  This town is more water than land.

It may be that we have more to fear from Nor’easters than from southern hurricanes, but
here on this fragile sandbar thirty miles out in the ocean, we have a lot more in common with
southern coastal communities than we have differences.  The sea rise which threatens Turks and
Cacos in a gale can threaten us as well.

Watching the pictures of people trying to evacuate the Florida Keys hit me viscerally; I
have been on that highway, and can just imagine the anxiety of being stuck on it in a car with a
family and all one’s possessions as the winds and water start to rise.  I saw video footage of a
beautiful resort I had visited, the Bitter End Yacht Club on Virgin Gorda; little is left beside the
framing of the buildings.    

Scandinavian legend tells about mad King Canute, who was so obsessed with his power
that he went out to the beach to order the tides to stop rolling in.  I think each of us has a little
Canute in us.  We cannot prevent deluges, and for the people of Old Testament times, they were
the very symbol of God’s power.  They are still emblematic of a power greater than any human
one.

It is given to humans, however, to take actions before a storm hits to try to lessen its
impact, to rescue people in its path, and to rebuild after it has passed.  There are tough policy
questions on flood insurance, and whether the public should continue to bail out private
homeowners who rebuild in flood-prone areas, but in general it is in everybody’s interest that
storm-damaged areas be rehabilitated as soon as possible.

The problem is, of course, that justice itself does not roll down like the waters.  The
waters roll down, but they will first affect the poorest and most vulnerable.  Disaster accentuates
the inequality that already exists in the society.  Those who have the means will often be able to
spend their way to safety and comfort.

Yet storms can also be levelers.  I remember vividly a scene from downtown Charleston
three days after Hurricane Hugo struck in 1989. A well-known drawbridge was a twisted wreck,
a yacht had been blown onto a major highway, many of the streets were impassible, there was
little power or drinkable water, and it would be days before restaurants and grocery stores
opened. About the only place to buy any kind of food was a hot dog stand which was set
up in front of City Hall, a place that would normally be off limits to any food vendors.  The line
for the humble hot dog stretched halfway down the block, and in the middle of the line, patiently
waiting his turn, I saw a certain man whom I knew to be a multimillionaire real estate developer
– standing in a long line for a hot dog and probably grateful to get it under the circumstances.  

So let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream, and let
it all remind us that in the deepest sense, we are all in the same boat.  And let us say Amen.
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