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READINGS 

 

A Crisis of Attention   adapted from the satirical newspaper, The Onion:   
A local man, 34, came tantalizingly close last night to kicking back and having a good time while 
attending a friend’s barbeque before remembering each and every one of his professional and personal 
obligations, backyard sources confirmed. 
 
While cracking open his second beer as he chatted with friends over a relaxed outdoor meal, Marshall 
Platt was reportedly seconds away from enjoying himself when he was suddenly crushed by the full 
weight of work emails that still needed to be dealt with, looming deadlines for projects that would take a 
great deal of time and energy to complete, an upcoming wedding he had yet to buy airfare for because of 
an unresolved issue with his Southwest Rapid Rewards account, and phone calls that needed to be 
returned. 
 
“It’s great to see you guys,” said the man who had been teetering on the brink of actually having fun, and 
was now mentally preparing for a presentation that he had to give on Friday and compiling a list of bills 
that needed to be paid before the 7th. “This is awesome,” he said, as if he meant it. 
 
Platt, who reportedly fell into a distracted haze after coming to the razor’s edge of experiencing genuine 
joy, fully intended to just have a good time, while he mentally shopped for a birthday present for his 
mother, wracked his brain to remember if he had turned in the itemized reimbursement form from his 
latest business trip, and made a silent note to call his bank about a mysterious recurring $19 monthly fee 
that he had recently discovered on his credit card statement. 
 
“Everything’s fine,” said the tense, mentally absent man whose girlfriend asked him what was wrong.  
“I’m having fun!” he said, as he remembered that he hadn’t called his aunt yet to check up on her surgery. 
According to sources, Platt tried valiantly to loosen up, but suddenly remembered a magazine 
subscription that needed to be renewed by Friday, a medical bill he thought might now be overdue, and 
the fact that he needed to do laundry by tonight or he would run out of clean socks and underwear. “Hey, 
I gotta go,” he said, “but this was really fun.”   
 
 from Carl Sandburg, adapted 
Let a joy keep you.  
Reach out your hands and take it when it runs by,  
Singing, singing, smashed to the heart under the ribs with a terrible love.  
Joy always, joy everywhere- let joy kill you! 
Keep away from the little deaths.         
 
from Max Kapp 

It’s the little deaths before the final time we fear: 
The blasé shrug that quietly replaces excited curiosity, 
The cynic-sneer that takes the place of innocence, 
The soft-sweet odor of success that overcomes the sense of sympathy, 
The self-betrayals that rob us of our will to trust, 
The barren blindness to what was once our sense of beauty – 
These are the deaths that come so quietly 
We do not know when it was we died. 
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An Ethics of Attention 

 

It’s 3:23 in the morning,  

and I’m awake because  

my great-great grandchildren won’t let me sleep. 

 

So writes Drew Dellinger, a young activist and blogger. 
 
My great-great grandchildren ask me in dreams, 

What did you do while the planet was plundered? 

What did you do when the earth was unraveling? 

Surely you did something when the seasons  

started failing, as the mammals, reptiles and birds were all dying? 

Did you fill the streets with protest when democracy was stolen?  

What did you do once you knew? 

 

Mary Oliver, the poet, recounts a similar experience.  She has a new poem called “A Voice from 
I Don’t Know Where:”    
 
It seems you love this world very much.  

“Yes,” I said. “This beautiful world.”  

And you don’t mind the mind, that keeps you busy all the time with its dark and bright 

wonderings?  

“No, I’m quite used to it. Busy, busy, all the time.”  

And you don’t mind living with those questions, I mean the hard ones, that no one can answer?  

“Actually, they’re the most interesting.”  

And you have a person in your life whose hand you like to hold? 

“Yes, I do.”  

It must surely, then, be very happy down there in your heart.  

“Yes,” I said. “It is.” 

 

These voices in the night are the kinds of voices, asking the kinds of questions, that we can only 
hear when we are very quiet, very still, not only not talking but also not hearing the incessant 
clamor all around us now – voicemail, email, TV, Twitter, Facebook, Snapchat, chat sites, 
websites, billboards electronic and old fashioned – the constant contact from what one writer 
calls hyper-palatable stimuli: hyper-palatable, the way sugar, salt and fat are hyper-palatable to 
us, hyper-attractive, all the distractions that are not inherently bad at all, but which conspire 
nonetheless against our vanishing span of attention.  
 
Think of the time and the space and the quiet required to even allow the whispering distant 
voices of your great-great grandchildren to break through the wall of noise in your life, with their 
pressing, silent questions:  what did you do when the planet was plundered, when the seasons 

started failing? Did you fill the streets with protest when democracy was stolen? What did you 

do once you knew?  
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Think of the ten thousand ways we are daily distracted by manufactured desire, manipulated fear 
or mass-produced opinion (so-called information) from what we really care about. Think of the 
ten thousand ways you are daily distracted from your most intimate concerns and your own 
echoing questions, which are lovely, even on the days when your answers aren’t as cheerful as 
the poet’s: 
 
Do you love this world very much? 

Have you a person in your life whose hand you like to hold?  

Is it happy down there, in your heart? 

 

Attention is a rare commodity in this age of sparkly diversions.  How do you parse it out, your 
energy, your devotion, your powers of concentration?  How do you deploy your awareness?  
 
We’ve all been the guy at the barbecue. Matthew Crawford, a writer, says, “I think most of us 
can recognize ourselves in Mr. Pratt.  Is ‘modern life’ really so burdensome?  Yes it is.  But there 
is a deeper difficulty and at its center, an ethical void: Mr. Pratt is unable to affirm as important 
the pleasure of being with his friends. He has no way to resist the colonization of his life by 
hassle.  Joy can get no grip on him.” 
  
We’ve all sat in a restaurant or an airport or a park where a small child is trying to speak with a 
parent who is lost in a cellphone.  (I say cellphone, but it could easily be a book or newspaper.  
It’s not about technology. It could as easily be a cloud of obligations and worries, swarming 
round our head.) The child asks a question, Why is the sky blue?  How many bugs are there? - 
not urgent questions in the moment, except to one of the parties. Are these trees for climbing or 

for decoration? Why do airplanes stay up? Will ours stay up? Do you love me a lot or a little?  Is 

it time yet for our snack?   The child looks to the adult, who has not heard her, and the child 
continues, saying Mama? Dad?  the way you or I would speak to someone who is sleeping, and 
maybe then the child pulls on a pant leg, or raises her voice, and is told, gently but absently, to be 
quiet, and after a few more questions, a few more attempts to communicate like a human being, 
as she has been taught: to be in relationship, to coexist interdependently and with respect and 
curiosity and delicacy, face to face, looking in the eyes - the child finally gives up, at which point 
the adult may murmur, “Good girl,” not noticing that the child has maybe walked away, or has 
fallen into a kind of lonely reverie, talking to herself for now.   
 
What commands your attention in the moment? To whom, to what, what person, what question, 
what thought, do you mean to be present? 
 
I could speak here now about how strange it can be to stand here sometimes on a Sunday and see 
this gesture (the graceful flick of a texting hand), or to notice the unmistakable, slightly blue 
glow of an Ipad nestled in a hymnal.  I could mention that but I won’t, because it would sound 
preachy, or scolding, which I don’t intend.  If I did mention it, it would not be to scold (because 
I’ve done it too, in other venues), but to wonder with you why we do this, in a place like this, in 
an hour like this. It’s about irreverence, but not for the speaker, or the choir, or the volunteer 
making the announcements, nor even irreverence for the child lighting the chalice this morning. 
This is not about formality.  It’s irreverence toward our own spirit when we do that, a petty crime 
against our own humanity. We think, “Well, I’m just sitting here, not doing anything, I might as 
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well get something done.” But in fact, to sit in the company of other people, other busy people, 
other humans, to get up on a day off and drive in the cold and sit with others on a Sunday 
morning, and sing and breathe and listen, or not listen, and allow your mind to quiet down and 
your heart to wander  -- what work could be more important to your fractured, frantic spirit, and 
thus to our whole world?  Facebook can wait another 50 minutes, or the crossword puzzle, or the 
brunch menu or whatever it is that compels us.  This is about deep respect for your own spirit, its 
care and feeding, the restoration of your spirit, and also, maybe, a smidgeon of respect for the 
folks on either side of you, who will surely be distracted from their own spiritual effort by the 
glowing light of your device, or the smallest, involuntary worry that your phone might ring 
during the music, during the silence, during the speaking of names.   Worship literally means 
worth-ship; to worship is to attend to that which is of worth to you: not the content of the service, 
but the content of you.  The whole thing is made holy by our presence – the single thing most 
hard to garner and to gather and to bring here as a gift, I know.   
 
One writer says,  
 
In the middle ages Christian scholastics argued that the devil’s basic strategy was to bring 

human beings to a point where they were never alone with their God, nor ever attentively face to 

face with another human being.  The mobile phone, then, says this writer, seems to present a 

major breakthrough for the powers of hell… With a mobile phone, a person is never alone and is 

never entirely attentive to someone else.  What is entirely brilliant about it, from the demonic 

perspective, is that so many people have been persuaded that their phone is not something 

pleasurable [not something they have freely opted for] but something necessary [even forced 

upon them].     

 

This is not about technology - although it’s true that books are being written, classes taught, 
studies done, importantly now, by psychologists, neurologists, anthropologists, sociologists, 
philosophers, about the ways our use of technology may be changing the way our brains our 
wired, and our behavior, and our priorities, our capacity to connect as we have in the past to the 
physical world and each other.  So it is about technology, but not entirely.  There have always 
been all kinds of ways to sever the self from the self, and from God and from others – all kinds 
of ways not to pay attention. 
 
I was speaking with someone who learned this week that he likely has only a few months more 
to live.  I was quiet on the phone as he spoke, listening, taking in the implications of the news, 
trying hard, on purpose, to work against my instinct and my habit to rush ahead and fill with 
words the achingly awkward silence, trying not to say: 
 
Oh, gee, I’m sorry. 

But are your sure?  You never know. Doctors don’t always know, not really. They sometimes get 

it wrong.  

Did they order any more tests? Did they change your medications? 

Who knows? You could live for decades more.  

And hey – we’re all terminal, right?  I mean, I could be hit by a bus and die way before you.  

Don’t feel bad.  How are you feeling today?  What’s your pain level? 

Don’t worry… I just have a… feeling… that you’re going to beat this.   
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Do you pray? 

And hey – did you see the Vikings-Packers game last week?   

You know, everything happens for a reason. 

It’ll be okay. 

 
Those are empty words. Like empty calories, they rush to fill a dark, interior space that need not 
be filled right in the moment, that needs to lie fallow, mysterious, a space that needs to just be, 
and be attended to, witnessed to. The words I could have said, and this time didn’t, could have 
been construed as comfort; that’s what we like to think, but they’re not comforting really.  We 
talk like that out of desperation, to distract ourselves and each other from holy mystery and from 
each other, and from the awkwardness, the sadness, the helplessness, the uncertainty, and the 
stark certainty, of ultimate things.  Sometimes there really are no words, and that’s a good thing. 
You let the silence hold, let it hold you, and you ride it then, sink your hands into its mane and 
fly where it will carry you, till truth reveals itself and you yield to it. (It gets a grip on you.)   
Anciently we were constructed in such a way that we are strong enough to bear the truth, even 
when we don’t believe we can.  We simply need to clear the space, make the time, take a breath, 
and remember everything we know, believe and trust.  We need to give it, and each other, our 
presence.    
 
And sure enough, the person on the phone – who in this case is my brother, by the way – the 
person finds his own words, if I refrain from tampering too soon with truth, if I stop with my 
anxious distractions.  
 
I’ve had a lot of adventures over the years, he said. A lotta good things. 

I’ve survived death many times, he said, and I know this time is different.  

I’m tired, he said.  
Now I can see what I wanna do: think about stuff, get more comfortable, get ready.   

I’m thinking how I wanna do this.  
 
I’ve never heard him speak like this, so steadily and quietly, though I’ve known him all my life.  
I wonder now how carefully or carelessly I’ve ever paid attention. 
 
Parker Palmer writes about how hard this is, letting silence lie, listening instead of rushing in: 
Contemplation, he says,  

 

may lead eventually to bliss, but first it will give us the pain of knowing that some of our dearest 

convictions are shallow, inadequate, wrong. Contemplation first deprives us of familiar 

comforts. Then it replaces them with an inner emptiness in which new truth, often alien and 

unsettling, can emerge. The contemplative journey from illusion to reality may have peace as its 

destination, but en route it usually passes through some fearsome places.  

 

The Quakers have a practice. They ask, How is it with thy spirit?  It’s a deep, not careless, 
inquiry into the condition of another person, inviting a response beyond words, beyond thinking, 
beyond feeling and emotion, even. 
 
How is it with thy spirit?  
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It’s a prayerful question because it dispels distraction. It penetrates the layers of our defenses and 
all of our polite, prepared poses, to get to the heart of the matter, which is the heart and the soul 
of the person in your presence – so really it opens both people to that sacred space. And you 
know, sometimes the spirit is a wreck, even in the midst of ostensible well-being (good health, 
good job, nice family, nice home) – but deep within there is a quiet, raging desperation.  Your 
spirit, sometimes, is a wreck, despite every outward sign. How would anybody know, unless they 
paid attention? And conversely, the spirit sometimes is surprisingly serene deep down, peaceful, 
happy, fulfilled and even grateful, even hopeful, sitting up and taking nourishment, taking 
interest in the world, even in the midst of ostensible calamity, and physical ruin, a bad diagnosis. 
And how would anybody know, unless they paid attention?  “I’m tired,” he said.  “I wanna get 
comfortable. I wanna get ready.” There’s sadness there, for sure, and fear, and also inmost calm, 
almost imperceptible if one’s own enormous, nervous self is in the way, distracting. How is it 

with thy spirit is a courageous question, and it can’t be hurried, can’t be texted. It has no home on 
Snapchat.  It takes a while to discover and discern and then declare that kind of truth, to lean 
toward it and embrace it.   
 
Mary Oliver is very old.  In the spacious silence that she cultivates, she pays attention to a voice 
inside her head, she gives deepest wonderings within her full attention, as she has done for many 
years, and she also looks outside the window, to the view beyond her head. The voice then 
comes unbidden:  Do you love this bright hard world?  Do you mind being so busy with so many 

old questions? Is there someone’s human hand you like to hold?  Are you happy down there in 

your heart?   In the silence there, she discerns a truthful answer.  And just the same, Drew 
Dellinger, many decades younger, allows daylight distractions to dissipate, he unclutters his 
mind and listens in the darkness for a different voice, a call to bravery and action. How else 
would you hear it, if you never stopped to listen?  
 
Matthew Crawford, who is a writer and philosopher and also a builder of motorcycles, a 
craftsman, writes a lot about the elusive connections between head and hands, how we think and 
what we think and what we actually do, what we touch and whom we touch and the equally 
elusive connections between head and heart, and heart and soul, and among ourselves, as a 
species among other living things.  His most recent book is called The World Beyond Your Head: 

Becoming an Individual in an Age of Distraction.  He argues for an ethics of attention – and he 
uses the word “ethics,” he says, in its original sense, not moralistically, not in a preachy way, not 

primarily as an account of what we are obliged or forbidden to do, but as a more capacious 

reflection on the sort of ethos we want to inhabit, a deliberate ecology of mindfulness. He writes 
a lot about marketing and corporate mass culture, the flattening of imagination and dulling of 
originality when we’re all tuned to the same station, and each following only the “friends” we 
choose to claim and constantly bedazzled by the hyper-palatable images, offerings, opinions and 
distractions seeping in, whether they’re ads, newsfeeds or Muzak in a store.  He says, 
“Independence of thought and feeling is a fragile thing, and requires certain conditions.  What 
sort of ecology will preserve a robust intellectual [and emotional] biodiversity?” He’s interested 
in creativity and agency and our ability to distinguish  what truly matters and what doesn’t, to 
each of us – the ordering of the mind in order to open the mind, clearing out the clutter and the 
noise to establish a different ethos altogether, a wide and open space within us and among us, the 
kind of space where beauty, truth and goodness (that old forgotten trinity) have plenty of room to 
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sit down, stretch their legs, and soar around our minds and hearts and conversations, with their 
huge, mysterious questions. 
 
He reminds me of some lines from Annie Dillard, the naturalist, who like Mary Oliver has spent 
most of her life outside, staring at animals, listening to plants, those things she deems most 
worthy. We are here to abet creation and to witness to it, she says, to notice each other’s 

beautiful face and complex nature, so that creation need not play to an empty house.  

 

That’s an ethics of attention.  And she says it’s very hard, to listen, to look, to even believe in the 
world beyond our heads.   
 
. . . All I can do is try to gag the commentator, to hush the noise of useless interior babble. The 

effort is really a discipline requiring a lifetime of dedicated struggle; it marks the literature of 

saints and monks of every order East and West... The world’s spiritual geniuses seem to discover 

universally that the mind’s muddy river, this ceaseless flow of trivia and trash, cannot be 

dammed, and that trying to dam it is a waste of effort that might lead to madness.  Instead you 

must allow the muddy river to flow unheeded in the dim channels of consciousness; you raise 

your sights; …gazing into the realm of the real … We must practice constantly, she says.  I 
return from one walk knowing exactly where the killdeer nests in the field by the creek and the 

precise hour that the laurel blooms.  I return from the same walk a day later scarcely knowing 

my own name.  

 

The fact is that we are all terminal cases, and our time is short and running out.  The old adage 
says that nothing focuses the mind like a bad diagnosis, but I prefer the deeper wisdom of my 
colleague, UU minister Max Kapp, who many years ago confessed,  
  
It’s the little deaths before the final time I fear: 

The blasé shrug that quietly replaces excited curiosity, 

The cynic-sneer that takes the place of innocence, 

The soft-sweet odor of success that overcomes the sense of sympathy, 

The self-betrayals that rob us of our will to trust, 

The barren blindness to what was once our sense of beauty – 

These are the deaths that come so quietly 

We do not know when it was we died. 

 
Pay attention, say the mystics and the poets, and the little kids tugging on our clothes.  Pay 

attention, say the sunset and the ice-cold crystal morning, and the person telling you their story.  
Pay attention, say the good friends at the barbecue, and the good food, and the voices in your 
head and heart.  Only that day dawns to which we are awake.   
 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Some sources 
Scholastics in the Middle Ages ….  from Sara Maitand’s book, Silence  

Parker Palmer,  The Active Life  

Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek 

Only that day dawns… H.D. Thoreau, Walden  


