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FIRST READING  
 
A Night Already Devoid of Stars        
Jackleen Holton Hookway 
 
The stars seem dimmer, further away tonight, 
the TV finally turned off, the night 
 
moving across the globe, lights going out 
in a wave. I wait on my balcony. Tonight’s 
 
forecast: meteor showers. The sky drains 
of light. A dying star shoots across night’s 
 
dark screen. Moments ago, a lighted stage, 
applause for a man who claimed the night 
 
for himself, promised to keep us safe, 
pledged to return violence, multiply night 
 
in the foreign places it hides, all darkness 
walled out. But I saw it hiding in plain sight tonight. 
 
Hate can’t drive out hate, Martin Luther King 
said. Only love can do that. And tonight 
 
I’m remembering something I read once, 
that our blood comes from dying stars. Yes, night 
 
is mingled with the starlight, but we can 
be the starlight or we can be the night. 
 
Today, another bombing in return 
for last week’s bombing. Fear is like moonless night. 
 
It obscures everything, makes us lose sight 
of truth, conscience, rationale. Yes, the night 
 
is upon us. It will get worse before 
it gets better, my husband said last night 
 
after the news: severe flooding, more lives 
lost, and still the wildfires burn tonight. 
 
I asked him When? The round moon looked down 
the way I looked at our daughter tonight, 
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bent to kiss her forehead, switched off the lamp, 
the glow-in-the-dark stars lighting her night, 
 
and she called me my favorite name. Night, night, 
Mommy, she said as I made a wish. Night, night. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SECOND READING  
 
 
Today 
William Stafford  
 
the ordinary miracles begin. Somewhere 
a signal arrives: “Now,” and the rays 
come down. A tomorrow has come. Open 
your hands, lift them: morning rings 
all the doorbells; porches are cells for prayer. 
Religion has touched your throat. Not the same now, 
you could close your eyes and go on full of light. 
  
And it is already begun, the chord 
that will shiver glass, the song full of time 
bending above us. Outside, a sign: 
a bird intervenes; the wings tell the air, 
“Be warm.” No one is out there, but a giant 
has passed through town, widening streets, touching 
the ground, shouldering away the stars. 
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The Strength of a Lullaby 
 
When our daughter was a little newborn baby, in those first sleepless days and nights that misted 
into weeks and months, Ross and I joined the choir: we joined the secret starlight choir of singers 
and dancers, pacers and rocking chair rockers who are up all night, all over this world, singing 
their babies to sleep.  
 
To sing for hours you need a big repertoire, enough music and the right kind to get the baby 
down and keep yourself awake.  At first we sang everything we knew: nursery rhymes, rock and 
roll, theme songs from the tv shows of my prime time childhood, Christmas carols, patriotic 
anthems – The Star-Spangled Banner and God Save the Queen- the fight song from my junior 
high school, and all the songs my father sang to me when I was little and couldn’t, wouldn’t go 
to sleep.  
 
When our baby was new, the so-called “culture wars” were heating up, so-named by Pat 
Buchanan and Newt Gingrich (this was the 1990’s), and Bosnia was burning and people in Iraq 
were starving; babies just the same as ours, just exactly like our child, had no medicine or milk 
because of economic sanctions.  It felt like a dangerous, cynical time, a kind of end-time, harsh 
for children everywhere.  Looking back, compared to now, those years seem benign, but not in 
the moment then. I remember thinking one night singing and rocking between the last verse of 
Feliz Navidad and the first lines of the Gilligan’s Island jingle, “What are the songs I need right 
now?  What songs would be good for our baby to know?  What does she need to sustain her, for 
the long, long haul? What music do I really want to place in these brand-new ears?”  I refined my 
playlist. I sang prayers for peace, old movement songs of labor, struggle, justice, freedom, slave 
songs, sorrow songs, gospel, hymns to the earth and folk songs.  1993 was the year our grey 
hymnal, Singing the Living Tradition, came out, and I sang through it backwards and forwards, 
every tune, every verse, learning them by heart. I sang old hymns from other hymnbooks – so 
many beautiful things.  
 
There was a song by Lorre Wyatt, a singer song-writer, close friend of Pete Seeger; he lived 
locally in western Massachusetts, and Ross sang it as part of his greatest hits when it was his turn 
for the baby waltz: 
 
When you dream you’ve got to dream  
with the strength of a lullaby 
You’ll never know until you try 
When you dream you’ve got to dream  
with the patience of a lullaby… 
Your dream’s inside you.  
Let your dream guide you. 
Let it be your lullaby… 
 
There were many verses.  When you pray you’ve got pray with the strength of a lullaby… or 
work, or hope, or love.  When you breathe you’ve got to breathe with the patience of a lullaby… 
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In troubled times near the turn of the 21th century, what music could sustain, comfort and inspire 
a tiny new citizen of Planet Earth – and her parents –and help everybody get to sleep at night? 
What dreams and prayers and work were inside us to guide us? What could help us remember, 
through all the noise and violence of the day, the confusion and sadness of the broken world 
raging all around us, what could help us remember that this world is also resplendent and 
resilient and inviting and durable and filled with hope– all the things you want a child to trust: 
that every day, ordinary miracles begin again, as the poet says.  Somewhere a signal says, “Now. 
Be warm” and the rays come down, a tomorrow has come, morning rings all the doorbells; so 
open your hands, lift them.  History begins every single day, and much of it - not all – but much 
of it is beautiful and ordinary and continuous, reliable as sunshine and seasons.  People, for the 
most part, are reliably good, or they’re trying to be.   You have to believe in this with heart, 
mind, soul and strength – with the ferocious, full-bodied strength of a lullaby.  The thing about 
lullabies is they have to be true. Every word you sing or speak to a tiny infant must be true, 
heartfelt, soul-felt, or else they’ll see right through you, and then they’ll get the wrong idea, 
about you, your trust-worthiness, about everything. You can’t lie to babies, or they’ll never fall 
asleep. So you struggle to believe in hope.  Your stay up all night long if you have to and in the 
morning, you greet the day, go to work, collide with other people, make and mend relationships; 
you do all that with the strength of a lullaby, which is to say, with faith and hope and love, 
flowing through you, the way air and blood flow through you; you go out anchored in your hope 
and faith and love, which is to say, in your religion.  
 
How can we do it?  It’s noisy out there: angry, ugly, dangerous, raging.  How do we enter the 
fray, engage it, teach children to engage it, without raging back? There’s a lot of shouting out 
there lately, and harsh, outrageous words, swirling around, spoken aloud, posted online, tossed 
like grenades into the public discourse, and they’re explosive, venomous, toxic, mean.  The very 
people who would lead us- candidates- are often the loudest and angriest of all, leading, often, a 
“deplorable” spectacle of cheap shots, crude smears, cruel names, slap-downs, put-downs, words 
that seem rash but are more likely carefully chosen by handlers and experts, calculated to 
impress us, to make an impression – which they do.  They dare each other and dare us, daily, to 
cross the lines of decency, and sometimes we take the bait; we all do.  How can you hold your 
ground, your belief in common ground, when people say hateful, hurtful dangerous things, make 
dangerous  threats, and there’s so much at stake?  Think of something you care about: climate 
crisis; gun crisis;  the moral catastrophe of Syria;  Palestine;  immigration;  voting laws; the 
rights of transgender citizens; another child, 13 years old, another black boy shot dead in Ohio by 
police – think of an issue that breaks your heart, threatens to break your spirit (because you care 
so much, because it strikes a chord in you that is not just political but theological; it touches what 
you must deeply fear, and what you most deeply love).  When what you love is trampled, 
disrespected, desecrated,  how do hold your peace, inner peace, your equanimity, which 
sometimes means holding your tongue, not raging back, but raising the bar, holding before you 
everything that matters– which is not any candidate, nor even any single issue but your 
principles, hold them before you like a beacons of light and not get swept up in the scrum, with 
co-workers, relatives, Facebook, wherever? How can you move through your day, grounded in 
your best, most thoughtful, most heartfelt conviction:  
 
steadfast;  
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confident but not arrogant;  
 
firm in your beliefs, but always open;  
 
standing, moving, talking, posting, with the force not of a rant or a tirade, but a lullaby? 
 
Lullabies are fierce; they sound sweet and gentle, but they are potent, the way an incantation is 
potent, a magic spell, a prayer.  I remember those nights when I sang to a baby, that I cried 
sometimes through the singing.  Some of that was exhaustion, some of it no doubt hormonal, but 
mostly it was the effort to bring to bear sufficient hope in scary times, sufficient love for the 
world, blessing this person suspended in the cradle of my arms between the world of the 
ancestors and generations yet to come, and mindful (then as now) that every baby, every person, 
each of us, is the exact fulcrum, the axis, the hinge, between past history and all that will come 
next.  Today, says the poet, the ordinary miracles begin: hope starts over, we try again to get it 
right. Lullabies give voice to that; they’re infused with all of your doubt, all of your fear and 
your outrage, and your love and your conviction.  
  
I think of quiet strength, beliefs that are deeper than soundbites, and I think of this football 
player, quarterback Colin Kaepernick: first sitting, now kneeling, during the national anthem, 
just as the games begin. So strange, so brave. At first he was all alone, then a couple of players 
joined him, then some more on other NFL teams, and now college players, high school players. 
Some fans are supportive; some are burning thejerseys of these guys in effigy, calling these 
players provocative, unpatriotic, traitorous, insolent, arrogant and cowardly, not for anything 
they’ve done, but for this one thing they won’t do, this quiet abstention.  It was not until a 
reporter asked him outright that Kaepernick spoke at all. They said, “What do you think you’re 
doing?” and he said that he can’t rise right now in honor of a song that’s sung in honor of a 
country that he feels does not honor him, his personhood, as a person of color, this song about 
freedom when people aren’t free, when liberty and justice just don’t ring true for all.   It’s a 
simple action, plain, non-violent, humble.  Among other things, it’s called into question why this 
song is sung at all at sporting events. As one writer pointed out, there’s almost nowhere else, no 
other public forum, where we sing it on cue; you don’t begin a Broadway show, for example, 
with The Star-Spangled Banner – not even “Hamilton,” which is all about the founding of the 
country.  But this is not Kaepernick’s point. His witness is more personal.  
 
Kevin Quashie, a professor of African American studies at Smith College, has written about a 
similar action, years ago. He says 
 
The story of the moment has been told many times:  It is the 1968 Olympics during the medal 
ceremony for the 200-meter race.  Tommie Smith, has won the race, John Carlos has placed 
third, both Americans. They are on the podium.  As the U.S. national anthem plays. both men 
punctuate the space above their heads with their black-gloved fists, Smith raising his right hand, 
Carlos his left.  Their salute is a black power sign that protests racism and poverty, and counters 
the anthem and its embracing nationalism…   
 
It was shocking at the time, unprecedented, and they were derided and admired for the drama of 
their political stance.  
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But look again, says Kevin Qhashie. Look closely at the pictures from that day and you can see 
something more than the certainty of public assertiveness. Notice that their heads are bowed as 
if in prayer, that Smith, in fact, has his eyes closed.  There is a sublime balance between their 
intentional political gesture and this sense of inwardness, a sublimity that is rarely 
acknowledged.  In truth, the beauty of the protest is enhanced by noticing the intimacy, in 
reading Smith and Carlos not only as soldiers in a larger war against oppression but also as two 
people in a moment of deep spirituality, in prayer, as vulnerable as they are aggressive, as 
pensive as they are solidly righteous.  What is compelling is their humanity on display, the 
unexpected glimpse we get of the inner dimensions of their public bravery.  How is it that they 
have become largely icons of resistance, and that vulnerability and interiority are not among all 
the things that we remember?  
 
We see these players now, their powerful, vulnerable bodies, fragile black bodies, silent and still, 
completely composed, bearing witness without any words to a moral crisis, an injury, this wound 
that hurts us all. It’s the power not of politics but presence, and the dignity of it, the grace, their 
willingness to put their jobs, reputations, careers, on the line, is solemn, lovely, strong with the 
strength of a lullaby. No storm can shake their inmost calm.  
 
How can we do it ourselves, day by day in our going out and coming in, in our interactions, with 
each other, the way we speak with friends and family, neighbors, coworkers, the ways we choose 
to speak and act and react, or choose not to react? This is not about nicety or civility or being 
polite. It’s not about being quiet when speaking up and acting up are called for. This is about 
being so grounded in what your believe in, what you love and live for, that you cannot be 
dragged down, not into meanness, not into violence (physical or otherwise) and most 
importantly, not into despair.  What holds your hope intact? 
 
A poet writes, 
 
The stars seem dimmer, further away tonight, 
the TV finally turned off, the night 
 
moving across the globe, lights going out 
in a wave. A dying star shoots across night’s 
 
dark screen. Moments ago, a lighted stage, 
applause for a man who claimed the night 
 
for himself, promised to keep us safe, 
pledged to return violence, multiply night 
 
in the foreign places it hides, all darkness 
walled out.  
 
Hate can’t drive out hate, Martin Luther King 
said. Only love can do that. And tonight  
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I’m remembering something I read once, 
that our blood comes from dying stars. Yes, 
 
night is mingled with the starlight, but we can 
be the starlight or we can be the night. 
 
Today, another bombing in return 
for last week’s bombing. Fear is like moonless night. 
 
It obscures everything, makes us lose sight 
of truth, conscience, rationale.  
 
The round moon looked down [tonight] 
the way I looked at our daughter, 
 
switched off the lamp, and bent to kiss her forehead, 
the glow-in-the-dark stars lighting her night… 
 
What song, what prayer, would suffice to hold these two? 
 
Here’s a story about Lorre Wyatt, the songwriter who wrote the lullaby about lullabies.  Years 
ago in the church I served in Massachusetts I was working late, alone in the building by myself.  
I looked up and a man was in my office doorway: James, whom I knew pretty well. He was 
about my age, usually friendly, always high (he was a heroin addict), and always hungry. That 
was a church on a busy downtown street, and he stopped by often in the daytime, needing food 
or medicine or housing, and sometimes we could help him, sometimes not.  He had never come 
at night before, and he had never asked for money, which he was doing now. He wasn’t himself, 
he was desperate, and threatening in a way I’d never seen him, and I tried to keep him talking, all 
the while wondering whether it would make any sense at all to try to leave through my window, 
behind me, which was on the second floor. I was really scared.  
 
All of a sudden, Lorre Wyatt was there.  Lorre had had a stroke a few months back, and he could 
no longer perform – he couldn’t play the guitar, or sing; he could barely speak. He’d been 
renting space in the church basement to teach guitar to adults and in the process re-teach himself 
to play.  Suddenly he was right there, a big guy, standing behind James in my doorway.  He said 
as clearly as he could, “Hey Victoria.  I’m here for our appointment.  I’ll just wait right here until 
you’re done speaking with this gentleman.”  He smiled at James with such warmth and respect 
and said to him, “How you doing, buddy?” He took one step back, and just stood there.  He stood 
there like a tree planted by the water, quiet, smiling, simply and mightily present. We were three 
human beings, then, randomly placed in a moment of tension and clarity. And the violence in 
James reluctantly softened. I could see across his face, flickering:  embarrassment, regret, 
sadness, confusion.   I said, “Hey- come back in the morning; we’ll have food here then,” and he 
nodded. Lorre put a big hand on his shoulder and gave him some stuff from his bag – an apple, 
some chips, maybe money, and said, “Thanks, buddy.”  James left. He left with his dignity 
entirely whole. There had been no shaming, no blaming, no raised voices, no force except the 
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force of kindness and respect and firm presence, no sense of power-over, and actually, no 
guarantee of a good outcome there.  That was all faith and hope.  What I saw there was a kind 
of power (in Lorre) that is not spontaneous in people, but cultivated.  To bring to bear in an 
instant, a wild instant, everything you stand for, everything  you love, principles you live by, the 
way you wish the whole world could work – that takes a lifetime of practice, which is what 
we’re all engaged in here: a lifetime of practice, of slowly building our courage and real strength, 
singing all night long if we have to, to remember the kind of world we want to live in and hand 
on, the kind of people we mean to be.    
 
Today the ordinary miracles begin.   
Open your hands, and lift them, says the poet.  
Go on full of light.  
 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

With thanks 
to Carol Caouette for service music 

and to Ross Safford, singing Strength of a Lullaby at the end. 
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