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READING:

Written on Christmas Eve, 1513, by Fra Giovanni

No peace lies in the future which is not hidden in this present little instant.  Take peace! The gloom of the world is but a shadow.  Behind it, yet within our reach, is joy. There is radiance and glory in darkness, could we but see.  And to see, we have only to look.  I beseech you to look!
Life is so generous a giver.  But we, judging its gifts by their covering, cast them away as ugly or heavy or hard.  Remove the covering, and you will find beneath it a living splendor, woven of love by wisdom, with power. Welcome it, grasp it, and you touch the angel's hand that brings it to you. Everything we call a trial, a sorrow or a duty, believe me--that angel's hand is there.  The gift is there and the wonder of an overshadowing presence.  Your joys, too, be not content with them as joys.  They, too, conceal diviner gifts.

 

Life is so full of meaning and purpose, so full of beauty beneath its covering, that you will find earth but cloaks your heaven.  Courage then to claim it; that is all! But courage you have, and the knowledge that we are pilgrims together, wending through unknown country home.

CENTERING HYMN:

#346, “Come, Sing a Song with Me”
SERMON:  
“I like this hymn because the high notes don’t go all the way to the top lines, and unlike some of the other songs in our hymnal, the sentences actually make sense!

I also like the fact that it’s written in the second person, and yet, it’s not clear who or what is making the invitation to come sing, dream, and walk.
The invitation could be coming from one of us reaching out to another--  
one person saying to another, ‘I want to know who you are, 
so come, share a song with me, dream a dream with me, walk in rain with me.

The invitation could be coming from Life itself reaching out to us—

the Spirit of Life, saying come, engage with me. I’ll bring you hope, I’ll bring love, I’ll bring a rose in wintertime.  

What would it be like to see life as invitation?   
--to see each event, each joyful discovery,

as well as each painful loss as an invitation into a fuller life.
The invitation may come to us in the tiny wiggly fingers of an infant, a parent who can no longer take care of himself, a relapse of an addiction to alcohol or the recurrence of cancer.   Life beckons us to be fully present--not to turn away, not to tune out, and certainly not to reject it.  

These days our lives are so complicated that it’s easy to drift into an adversarial position with life without even realizing it.  

Sometimes life just feels like a series of problems to be solved, situations and people to be managed, lists to be checked off, and risks to be avoided. 

How can we transform our lives from something that feels like a constant struggle to something that invites us each day into a fuller, richer experience?
In a book entitled The Leading Causes of Life, the authors suggest there are 5 things we need for this to happen--they are: Connection, Coherence, Agency, Blessing and hope.  
Gary Gunderson and Larry Pray wrote this book to strengthen the link between public health and spirituality.  In their work with the healthcare system, they saw that it focused on avoiding death and disease, instead of emphasizing that which brings more life. 
 I believe that Connection, Coherence, Agency, Blessing and Hope also answer the question that’s been on my mind: “what causes a person to experience life as invitation rather than one ‘blankity-blank’ thing after another?”  

A person who has a strong sense of these five qualities can experience the events in his life as invitation--as something truly new coming into being. 
The first leading cause of life is Connection.
There’s an old story about a reclusive man who stopped going to church.  
After several weeks, the pastor knocked on his door.  
Without a word, the man pointed to a chair next to the hearth.

The pastor and the man sat in silence watching the burning coals.

After a while, the pastor reached for the tongs.

He picked up one of the burning coals and set it apart from the rest of the pile.

When it had stopped glowing and turned cold, the pastor picked it up and put it back next to the burning pile.
It began to glow brightly again.  

Without a word, the pastor left.

The following week, the man returned to church.
(from Find If Yes Is the Answer, What Is the Question by George Kimmich Beach.)
Connection is a central value in Unitarian Universalism.  We affirm the inherent bonds that connect the human family to all living beings and to the forces of earth, sky and water.  

We need meaningful relationship with people and groups that matter to us.  Of course, most of us want intimate relationships with loved ones, but we also need to connect with larger groups and movements.
How strong is your sense of connection to the people around you?
Do you feel like you belong?  What might you do to strengthen the connections in your life?  Or do you consider yourself to be person who can “go it alone?”  Honestly, do you really know anyone who has had a fulfilling life pretending to be the Lone Ranger?   
The second cause of life is Coherence-- a sense of meaning and purpose.
It is an important factor as we strive to hold life as Invitation.  
If we see life as onslaught, it will feel like something that is being inflicted on us – as something we will run from whenever we can.  
But if we can connect those events to a sense of meaning and purpose in life, we will see creative possibilities – even when life presents us with bad news.  
We will experience life as something to say yes to; something to move toward rather than run away from. We will see life inviting us into opportunities that allow us to fulfill our purpose.
At the level of life’s circumstances, our purposes and sources of meaning will vary greatly from person to person.   
At a more universal level, we share a fundamental purpose as members of the human family.  Our purpose is to bring forth the fullness of our being into the world.    This idea is expressed in a famous essay by Marianne Williamson, in which she wrote, 

“Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, and fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small doesn't serve the world. There's nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won't feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do... And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others."
What gives meaning and purpose to your living?  How will you navigate the swift currents and high seas life sometimes brings if you lack a coherent sense of your purpose in being here?  
The third leading cause of life is Agency--a sense of our own capacity and responsibility to do something—to act, rather than waiting to be acted upon. 
Agency moves us from purpose to decision to action.  
Without agency, we may complain, but we won’t do anything about it.  
This spring, our district annual meeting will be held in South Carolina at the Penn Center on St. Helena Island.   The reason we are meeting there is to remember and honor a woman who had a strong sense of agency. Her name is Laura Towne, and she opened the Penn School for freed slaves during the Civil War.  She was compelled to action by her connection with the Unitarian Church in Philadelphia where she gained a sense of purpose and meaning in the fight against slavery.   

Agency requires initiative. Too often we simply fail to seize the opportunity. An old proverb says, “He who deliberates fully before taking a step will spend his entire life on one leg.” 

Agency enables us to see ourselves as an active part of the life energy that brings new things into being.  It connects us to the reality that we are always both the one who invites and the one who is invited.   
What keeps you from acting?
What would help you to feel stronger and more confident in your capacity to act?

What are the risks that are holding you back?

The fourth leading cause of life is –Blessing. 
Blessing is closely related to another leading cause of life, connection—in this case, connection with those who have gone before us, those who share this life with us, and those who will go on after us. 
What does it mean to be a blessing?  It means that in your speaking, your actions, in your thoughts, you enhance the life of another—you affirm their dignity and their humanity. 

Sometimes what looks like a curse turns out to be a blessing.  Those who have had this experience are better able to take life as Invitation.  
Their gratitude for what life has already brought strengthens their faith that what is yet to come will have the quality of blessing.  

How are you blessed?

How do you bless others? 
Think of someone in your life who could benefit from your blessing.  Through your words or your actions, how might you offer them blessing?

The fifth leading cause of life is Hope.
Hope is not a wish, it is not desire.  Hope is a decision to see the possibilities that lie beyond our present circumstance.  

There is a Baptist church in Memphis called the Healing Place.   A hundred children go to that church.  Their Pastor, Dianne Young, knows them all by name.  People outside the community see a church full of needy children, but Pastor Diane sees something very different:  intelligence, capacity, and possibility.  The statistics decree a third of those kids will never graduate from high school.  In this community, often full of fear and despair, Dianne began asking, “What if these kids were not on their own?  What if they weren’t distracted?  They could all be on the honor roll.  So that’s what she announced, “As if it were a memory of something that had already come to be, a memory of the future.”

Pastor Diane didn’t just announce her hope and sit back.  Her hope moved her to find all 36 of the schools where these kids were enrolled.  She went to every principal’s office and told them if any of the students had trouble keeping their grades up, she wanted to know about it.  Church members stepped up and filled in where they were needed.  If a mom was working, somebody else in the church went to Parent’s Night.  If they had homework someone got them to the church to study.  If they got in trouble, the pastor picked them up.   Today, kids actually doing homework, church members are parenting other people’s children and preachers showing up in places where nobody expects to see them.
Sometimes life presents us with situations that seem hopeless.  That’s when being able to generate imaginative possibilities from within ourselves makes all the difference.  

(story from The Leading Causes of Life by Gary Gunderson and Larry Pray)

 
We come into the world blessed with a natural hunger for life--for connection with all living beings. For purpose and meaning that will move us to hope for new possibilities and act on them; to bless the world.

In the midst of cold and darkness, we are once again in the season of anticipation.  Winter presents us with the sharpness of our mortal existence.  Life is saying, “Here is my song, for the asking.”  
Take it.  
Say Yes.  
Be the one who invites as well as the one who is invited.  
Call out to Life and say 

Come, Come, O Mystery of Life.
Be with Us.  
Amen
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