
Out of Time
Sunday April 3, 2022

In the Christian tradition, the season of Lent begins on Ash Wednesday with this ritual:
Participants walk up the church aisle to have their foreheads marked with a smudge of ashes and hear
the words, “Remember that you are mortal.”  Are you thinking, “wow, that’s morbid!”?  And “I’m
glad we don’t do that here.”  And that ritual isn’t - for the most part - part of our Unitarian Universalist
tradition, but maybe it should be.  Because far from being morbid, it’s one of the most life-enhancing
practices the Christian tradition o�ers.  “Remember that you are mortal.”  Remember, in other words,
that you will die.  Remember that life - your life, any life is �nite.  And so remember that your life, any
life, is precious.

We work hard, most of us, me included, to live most of the time as if this were not true.  We
plan for a far-distant future.  We look ahead to a time when life will be easier - when the children go to
school - when they sleep through the night - when vacation comes - when you meet that deadline -
when you retire.  But as so much of the reading I did during my sabbatical reminded me, all the time
we ever have for sure is now. Remember that you are mortal.

One of the great gifts of the sabbatical time was the freedom to read whatever I liked, rather
than reading for a speci�c sermon or class as I usually need to do.  Leading up to the sabbatical time I
thought I’d read about current events and politics, but that’s not where my thoughts went when
January actually came.  I began by reading children’s books about what the British call Time-slips,
stories of children �nding themselves back in time or with the past appearing in the present.  These
stories illuminate the deep truth that past, present, and future are not discrete entities. Though we may
not physically �nd ourselves in a century long past, the relationships, fears, dreams, hopes, and actions
of long ago people do �ow still through our present, shaping our lives and the circumstances o�ered to
us, whether by patterns of family connections and disconnections or by larger national forces such as
structural racism.  These stories also connected to the course I took on “Family Systems Theory in
Congregational Life” and the ways the individual family histories of the members of a congregation
along with the history of the congregation shape the congregation’s life today, and how, if we take the
time to look at those patterns and understand them, we can change them and live with greater health
and wholeness both in our families and in our church.  I’m looking forward to o�ering some
workshops on this topic in the future.

Fiction about the �ow of time and the work in family systems, led me on to read about positive
psychology - the theory that psychology shouldn’t focus on curing ills but on promoting happiness -
and the ways that our human awareness of death actually deepens our sense of meaning and happiness.
Think about the alternative:  if our lives never ended, nothing would matter - there would always be a
tomorrow to make a change, take an action, to commit to a person or to an ideal, to work or to art.



With all the time in the world - literally - why would we value it.  As Oliver Burkemann wrote in Four
Thousand Weeks:  Time Management for Mortals, “It is by consciously confronting the certainty of
death, and what follows from the certainty of the death, that we �nally become truly present for our
lives.”

I know you’ve felt this - the way a near miss when you’re driving, a scary health event, or the
death of someone you care about, makes everything more vivid as you become aware again how fragile
your hold upon it is.  These past two years of COVID have put our mortality constantly before us, and
images of people living in the midst of war in Ukraine only highlight the fragility of the lives we have
constructed.  Marie Howe uses this awareness in her poem What the Living Do as she thinks about a
friend who has died:

Johnny, the kitchen sink has been clogged for days, some utensil probably fell down there.
And the Drano won't work but smells dangerous, and the crusty dishes have piled up

waiting for the plumber I still haven't called. This is the everyday we spoke of.
It's winter again: the sky's a deep, headstrong blue, and the sunlight pours through

the open living-room windows because the heat's on too high in here and I can't turn it o�.
For weeks now, driving, or dropping a bag of groceries in the street, the bag breaking,

I've been thinking: This is what the living do. And yesterday, hurrying along those
wobbly bricks in the Cambridge sidewalk, spilling my co�ee down my wrist and sleeve,

I thought it again, and again later, when buying a hairbrush: This is it.
Parking. Slamming the car door shut in the cold. What you called that yearning.

What you �nally gave up. We want the spring to come and the winter to pass. We want
whoever to call or not call, a letter, a kiss—we want more and more and then more of it.

But there are moments, walking, when I catch a glimpse of myself in the window glass,
say, the window of the corner video store, and I'm gripped by a cherishing so deep

for my own blowing hair, chapped face, and unbuttoned coat that I'm speechless:
I am living. I remember you.



We are living.  We don’t have to wait for “whoever to call or not call, a letter, a kiss” - we don’t
have to wait for anything to appreciate the beauty of each moment even if - or perhaps especially if - it
comes to our chapped and chilly selves.  Remember that you are mortal.

Kate Bowler, whom I’ve spoken about before, was confronted with her mortality, when, as the
35 year-old mother of a baby and an assistant professor coming up for tenure at Duke Divinity School,
she was diagnosed with stage 4 colon cancer.  In her book No Cure for Being Human (And Other
Truths I Need to Hear) she described her new reality:

The terrible gift of a terrible illness is that it has, in fact, taught me to live in the moment.
Nothing but this day matters:  the warmth of this crib, the sound of [my son’s] hysterical giggling.  And
when I look closely at my life, I realize that I’m not just learning to seize the day.  In my finite life, the
mundane has begun to sparkle.  The things I love - the  things I should love - become clearer, brighter.

Burdened by the past, preoccupied by the present, or worried about the future, I had failed to
appreciate the inestimable gift of a single minute.  … Time is not an arrow anymore, and heaven is not
tomorrow.  It’s here, for a second, when I could drown in the beauty of what I have …” (pp. 84-85)
` How can we remember that we are here to drown in beauty - and at the same time create the
space for all people also to experience that beauty?  What if that simply is our purpose as a church?
Unlike other Christian traditions, our Unitarian Universalist tradition has never fallen into the trap of
thinking that the purpose of life is to get into a heaven hereafter.  Whatever we may believe about an
afterlife, we agree that getting to it is not our purpose.  The knowledge that we all journey towards that
“bourne from which no traveler returns'' sets a limit which has always focused Unitarians and
Universalists on the here and now.  But we are human and so we too forget and live as if our time were
endless.  What would it mean if we focused our energies here on what really matters - creating space for
ourselves, for one another, and for all people to live in this beauty?  What could we let go of?  What
would we take on?  What worship, what fun, what learning, what justice work would bene�t our living
in the fullness of the fragile beauty which is only ours today?

This doesn’t mean of course that we shouldn’t plan for the future, but only that we remember
not to put o� for the future that which is most important to us. - either as individuals or as a church.

As I think about what really matters to me in our ministry together, I want to focus my
energies and time with you on creating more vibrant and colorful worship and on supporting you as
you discern where you feel called to experience and o�er beauty.  Where do you want to focus your
energy?  In the deep time of this morning what have you perceived of who and whose you are?  What
can we do here to help you keep that knowledge at the center of your life?

I invite you now to take a minute in silence, to let yourself feel the reality - that you are mortal -
that today is what you have.  And then if you like, to share the beauty that you �nd there…..



After conversation:

Let’s close with this blessing by Kate Bowler:

a blessing for the life you have

Blessed are you who
hold hope with an open hand.
You who try not to �x your gaze
on time’s far horizon or
get drunk on what might yet be.

And blessed are you who
avoid walking too far down memory
lane, getting stuck wondering if that
was as good as it gets,
if you’ve peaked,
or feeling resentful about all that
has disappointed before.

Blessed are you who know
that sometimes you need
to stay right here.
At least for a minute.

Blessed are you who look
wide-eyed, maybe timidly,
at the present moment,
gazing at those things that
are gently, actually within
the reach of your �ngertips.

Blessed are you amid the
ordinary details that de�ne
what life is for you, right now.



And as you see them,
greet them—each one—
as you smile and
call them by name.

Everyday joys. Small pleasures.
Birds chirping. Cat cuddles.
A cold glass of water.
A little child calling your name.
The breeze on your cheeks.
The ocean rhythm.
The perfect pillow.
The kindness of a friend.
Loves that are and were
and ever will be.

May they seem even lovelier,
even more delicious because
they become gifts o�ered anew.

May gratitude �ll you,
reaching all of the spaces within
you that disappointment
left behind and fear has gripped.

May something rise in your heart
that feels like a strange
new kind of contentment.

Because this isn’t what
you had planned, but it
surprises you that even here
it can be good. Satisfying.
In a way that you know you
can come back to. A place that can
sustain you through



whatever may come.

Blessed are you,
�nding that life is good
because it is enough.


