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FIRST READING   Elaine Pagels is an historian, best known for her writing about the 
early Christian church and especially the Gnostic gospels.   This piece is more personal, from 
her book, Beyond Belief. Near the beginning, she describes a terrible day, when she and her 
husband were told by doctors that their two year-old son had a fatal condition and would live 
just a few more years.  After a fitful night, she went for an early morning run near their home in 
New York, and stopped to catch her breath in the vestibule of a neighborhood church.  
 
Since I had not been in church in a long time, I was startled by my response to the worship in 
progress – the soaring harmonies of the choir singing with the congregation; and the priest, a 
woman in bright gold and white vestments, proclaiming the prayers in a clear, resonant voice.  
As I stood watching, a strange thought came to me: Here is a family that knows how to face 
death.   I recognized, uncomfortably, that I needed to be there.  Here was a place to weep without 
imposing tears upon a child; and here was a heterogeneous community that had gathered to sing, 
to celebrate, to acknowledge common needs, and to deal with what we cannot control or 
imagine.  Yet the celebration in progress spoke of hope; perhaps that is what made the presence 
of death bearable.  Before that time, I could only ward off what I had heard and felt the day 
before.  I returned often to that church, not looking for faith but because, in the presence of that 
worship and the people gathered there – and in a smaller group that met on weekdays in the 
church basement for mutual encouragement- my defenses fell away, exposing storms of grief and 
hope.  In that church I gathered new energy, and resolved, over and over, to face whatever 
awaited us … When people would say to me, “Your faith must be of great help to you,” I would 
wonder, what do they mean?  Certainly not the set of beliefs we recited every week : We believe 
in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth…  It was more my encounters 
with people in that church, both upstairs and down, believers, agnostics, and seekers –much 
more than what we believe (or what we do not believe). 
 
 
SECOND READING  Anne Lamott    
I head out for church on Sunday filled with my usual mix of joy and profound anxiety about life.  
But church is my favorite place on earth, after the couch in my living room.  In church, we don’t 
live from our minds –we live in community, which is to say, in shared loss and hope, singing, 
hanging out together.  We don’t sit huddled together, thinking.    
 
[In church, I remember Spirit.]   What I learn in church is this:  that what you’re looking for is 
already inside you.  You’ve heard this before, but the holy thing inside you really is that which 
causes you to seek it.  You can’t buy it, lease it, rent it, date it, or apply for it.  The best job in the 
world can’t give it to you.  Neither can success, or fame, or financial security- besides which, 
there ain’t no such thing.   What I learn in church is this:  … You may not be destined to live a 
long life;  you may not have years and years to discover and claim your deepest truth.  You have 
to live every day as if it’s your last… because one of these days, you’re bound to be right.  …  
The holy thing inside you is Spirit.  It is not what you look like or how much you weigh, or how 
you do in school.  You feel it best when you’re not doing much – when you’re in nature, when 
you’re very quiet, or listening to music, or in church.   We can see Spirit made visible when 
people are kind to one another, especially when it’s a really busy person- like you, taking care of 
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a needy, annoying, neurotic person- like you.  In fact, that’s often when we see Spirit most 
brightly.   
 
In church I learn how this is done.  First, find a path and a little light to see by.  Then push up 
your sleeves and start helping.  …You don’t have to be a missionary overseas.  There are people 
right here who are poor in spirit, worried, depressed, dancing as fast they can; their kids are sick, 
or their retirement savings are gone.  There is great loneliness among us. You do what you can, 
what good people have always done:  you bring thirsty people water, you share your food, you 
try to help the homeless find shelter, you stand up for the underdog.   
 
Rest and laughter are the most spiritual and subversive acts of all.  Laugh, rest, slow down.  Rest 
– but pay attention.  Slow down, laugh – and pay attention.  At my church, I do this.  
 
 
THIRD READING   Julie Cadwallader Staub  How I Survive 
 
Before words, I learned 
Nazis killed my Dad’s grandmother at Terzin; 
before words I knew he loved her. 
 
Beyond words, I learned  
my Mom’s first baby 
was a stillborn son; 
beyond words I knew\she loved him.  
 
But if grief formed my bones,  
love created my flesh. 
 
Didn’t my doctor-father 
-though haunted by memories of his childhood in Germany –  
didn’t he battle the bureaucracies here, 
bring his skills to inner cities, to Indian reservations, to immigrants and refugees, 
one country’s outcast 
doing what he could for others outcast too? 
 
And didn’t my mother 
-never forgetting the coldness that filled her while she carried her last child within her – 
didn’t she dare 
to raise her six daughters 
on fresh air and ice cream? 
 
And didn’t my parents make all of us 
attend their church 
to absorb a faith 
the encompassed even their grief?  



 4

CRAZY WISDOM   
A scholar of theology writes about his conversion from the religion of his childhood – which was 
a relatively ordinary, conventional, conservative-but-not- fundamentalist Scandinavian 
Lutheranism - to the religion of his adulthood, which became an ever-evolving, ever questioning 
and wondering, ongoing mystical experience, with a deep, respectful root, always, in radically 
progressive Christianity, but with its flowers and branches and buds unfolding in a much wider, 
pluralistic spiritual canopy.  He was converted from a small, self-contained, literal religious 
world to infinite metaphorical imagination.  Marcus Borg was a pioneering author and teacher of 
modern Christian thought, who, like Elaine Pagels in the reading, wrote very accessible books, 
generous books, for the common reader, about Christology, philosophy, ethics and the Bible.  
Despite all his academic credentials and distinguished scholarship, Borg spoke near the end of 
his life about different ways of knowing things, non-linear ways. He wrote about how his own 
understanding of God – and people and nature, the cosmos, sorrow, loss, hope, death – had come 
to him primarily not through years and years of learned study, but through a single, inexplicable, 
ineffable experience that lasted maybe 60 seconds when he was in his early 30’s.  He writes, 
 
It happened as I was driving alone through a sunlit rural Minnesota landscape.  The only sounds 
were the wind and the drone of the car.  I had been on the road for about three hours.  The light 
suddenly changed.  It became yellowy and golden, and it suffused everything I saw: the snow-
covered fields to the left and right, the trees bordering the fields, the yellow and black road 
signs, the highway itself.  Everything glowed. Everything looked wondrous. I was amazed.  I had 
never experienced anything like that before – unless perhaps in very early childhood, and so I no 
longer remembered it.  At the same time, I felt a falling away of the subject-object distinction of 
ordinary everyday consciousness – that “dome” of consciousness in which we experience 
ourselves as “in here” and the world as “out there.”  I became aware not just intellectually but 
experientially of the connectedness of everything.  I “saw” the connectedness, experienced it.  
My sense of being “in here” while the world was “out there” momentarily disappeared.  That 
experience lasted for maybe a minute and then faded.  But it had been the richest minute of my 
life.  It was not only full of wonder, but also filled with a strong sense of knowing- of seeing more 
clearly and truly than I ever had.    
 
He’d had no prior experience of mysticism, and was not predisposed to outlandish New Age 
stuff; his own response surprised him.  Later, as an historian of religion, he learned more, read 
first-person accounts across centuries and cultures.  He was especially grateful for the work of 
the philosopher William James, who collected case studies of all kinds of sacred experience, 
varieties of religious experience.  James identified some common themes in the stories people 
shared with him about such unexpected spiritual awakenings: their brevity (normally no more 
than several minutes) and their overwhelming power; the difficulty of describing them in words; 
passivity (a person could not make it happen, but only receive it); a sense of a blurring of the line 
between oneself and everything else – a sense of oneness; the heightened awareness of light; the 
absence of dogma (the experiences almost always are unscriptural and nondenominational; there 
is no explicit “message”); and a noetic quality – “a vivid sense of knowing (and not just intense 
feelings of joy, wonder and amazement) – a nonverbal, nonlinguistic way of knowing marked by 
a strong sense of seeing more clearly and certainly than one ever has – a way of knowing not 
mediated through language or thought.”  



 5

  
“For the first time in my life,” wrote Borg, “I understood the expression, the earth is full of the 
glory of God,” although his entire definition of “God” had changed, from a supernatural being 
outside of himself and beyond this world, to the presence permeating everything that is. God was 
no longer a Giant Person out there, an intelligence, moral arbiter and Creator; God was light 
itself and molecules and atoms, and the emptiness between the atoms; God comprised all time, 
all space and all matter. God was not a Being, but being itself.  This was a comprehensive 
conversion, especially for a nice, Lutheran religion major from Moorhead, Minnesota, and while 
Borg remained a Christian all his life, his definition of that term expanded beyond the Bible and 
the trinity and Jesus, to become almost unrecognizable to many Christians today – all because of 
this one incredibly brief experience.  He came to believe that what matters in religion is not 
belief, really, at all - not believing but be-loving. What do you love and how do you know 
yourself to be beloved on this earth, whether you speak of God or not? And if you are beloved, 
what imperative is then placed upon you in regard to others?  Belief is so often a matter of what 
we think, what we think we know, but be-loving and belonging are about how we hold this world 
and know ourselves to be held within it.  It’s a matter of perspective, and reverence.  
 
How do you know what you know? Is it what you’ve been told or what you’ve been taught, what 
you’ve memorized or studied, calculated out or read? Unitarian Universalists, notoriously, like to 
think they’re pretty smart and highly educated- but what kind of smart are you? What other ways 
of knowing, beyond academics, beyond emotional intelligence, guide your feet and shape your 
choices?  What is the most important thing you know, and how did it come to you?  In traditional 
Christian theology, the sources of faith are specific: scripture, church tradition, reason, divine 
revelation and intuition.  How do you translate these, and rank them, and are there other ways of 
knowing what we know, other sources for faith and hope and trust?  
 
There’s knowledge (information and its meanings); there’s intelligence; there’s wisdom; and 
then there’s crazy wisdom– the tap-root of poets, prophets, artists and activists, wonderers, 
wanderers, social critics, social outcasts, reformers, dreamers, mystics and magicians, traffickers 
in mother-wit and music, people who somewhere, somehow along the way heard a different 
story, a different song, a different drumbeat they could march to, maybe dance to; they saw one 
time a different quality of light while driving in the winter through the prairie – and then 
everything was changed, their capacity for seeing was transformed.  Some of these people are 
famous, of course, like Jesus, preaching peace and turning tables, forgiving people left and right, 
even unto death – not sensible behaviors, but luminously wise; people like Gandhi, spinning 
thread in a loincloth in the 20th century in the palaces of presidents and kings, marching to the 
sea with several hundred thousand people to prove a point against the colonial Empire by making 
salt symbolically, and he too, practiced peace even till they killed him; Buddha, leaving wealth 
behind for poverty, to sit beneath his tree and speak in cryptic riddles; and Julian of Norwich, 
healing lepers, singing songs; and Dorothy Day in the Bowery in New York, ladling soup and 
salvation without judgement, telling the pope and the police who arrested her at the Catholic 
Worker house and on the picket line, our problem is our acceptance of this filthy, rotten 
economic system  [where do people get these ideas?]; and Henry Thoreau, Rachel Carson, Aldo 
Leopold, offering their lives and work as evidence in the case against ecological extinction; 
everyone who chooses free thought instead of conformity, including most artists, most poets and 
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all children at least up to a certain age.  They see and speak the truth more truthfully.  One writer 
says,  
 
Crazy wisdom is the wisdom of the saint, the Zen master, the poet, the mad scientist and the fool.  
Crazy wisdom sees that we live in a world of illusions, that the Emperor has no clothes.  
Whatever tone it speaks in and whatever disguise it wears, crazy wisdom arises again and again 
to expose us to ourselves and to remind us of the strange impossible nature of our enterprise 
here on earth.  It is the skeptical voice inside us that doubts our importance in the world. It is the 
nagging suspicion that both our reasons and our reasoning may be mistaken.  Crazy wisdom 
laughs at our ridiculous ways and shows compassion for the suffering that results from them.  It 
presents us with the bigger picture, as well as ways to step lightly through it. It is crazy, not 
conventional, wisdom, standing opposite the habitual, the unexamined life, absorbed into the 
culture and the fashion of the time, lost in the mad rush of accumulation, lulled to sleep by the 
easy lies of political hacks and churches who wouldn’t know a god if they met one face-to-face. 
Crazy wisdom understands that if we know anything at all, we don’t know much, and that 
conflict over unanswerable questions is what gets us into deepest trouble. Whether over God, 
Government or Gross National Product, all wars are holy wars and crazy wisdom is against 
them all.  [Wes Nisker, Crazy Wisdom: a provocative ramp through the philosophies of East and 
West] 
 
It is the prophetic imagination undaunted by fear or by depressing evidence; it is the artful eye; 
the counter-cultural, counter-intuitive instinct for beauty, truth and love; it is the toddler with her 
crayons, insisting cows are blue and grass is red; and it is the whole history of heresy against 
dogma, doctrine, convention, creed and sometimes common sense. With four years of college 
and five years of structured theological graduate study under its belt, so many books, traditions 
and teachers, crazy wisdom trusts instead the ineffable quality of light for sixty seconds on a 
winter day, and it brings about conversions.   
 
What do you know, and how do you know it and what will you do with your knowing?  What do 
you believe in and be-love?  
 
An artist writes about her work in poetry, and how it’s different from other work she could have 
done.  This is Mary Oliver, in a prose reflection on her craft:  
 
Say you have bought a ticket on an airplane… What do you ask of the pilot when you climb 
aboard and take your seat next to the little window, which you cannot open but through which 
you see the dizzying heights to which you are lifted from the secure and friendly earth?  
 
Most assuredly you want the pilot to be his regular and ordinary self.  You want him to approach 
and undertake his work with no more than a calm pleasure. You want nothing fancy, nothing 
new.  You ask him to do, routinely, what he knows how to do – fly an airplane.  You hope he will 
not daydream.  You hope he will not drift into some interesting meander of thought.  You want 
this flight to be ordinary, not extraordinary.  So, too, with the surgeon and the ambulance driver 
and the captain of the ship.  Let all of them work, as ordinarily they do, in confident familiarity 
with whatever the work requires, and no more.  Their ordinariness is the surety of the world.  
Their ordinariness makes the world go round.   
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But there is also other work, work through which those who do it are not trying to help the world 
go around, but forward.  Such work does not refute the ordinary.  It is, simply, something else.  
Its labor requires a different outlook – a different set of priorities.  This [work] is out of love with 
the ordinary; it is out of love with time.  It has a hunger for eternity.  There is a notion that those 
who choose this sort of work are absent-minded, indeed, reckless, heedless of social customs and 
obligations.  This is, hopefully, true.  [And] of this there can be no question: this kind of work 
requires a loyalty as complete as the loyalty of water to gravity…  The most regretful people on 
earth are those who felt the call to this work, and gave to it neither power nor time.   
 
It doesn’t have to be your whole entire work. You needn’t be outlandish all the time, lost in 
reverie or calling out injustice without ceasing. There are murmurings of crazy wisdom, 
impractical, impolitic, inexplicably strange wisdom, in all of us, waiting for us to listen, to 
answer them, not constantly, but sometimes.  When we let go of what we think we know, 
sometimes we find we’re wiser than we think.  
 
Sometimes it’s the smallest thing, not glorious nor even brave, just slightly out of step with the 
ordinary and familiar, a thing that somehow, strangely, you know you need to do, even if there’s 
no profit to be gained, no reasonable reason.  Think of this: a woman goes out for a run the 
morning after hearing dreadful news, disastrous news, about her child.  The doctors tell her that 
he can’t survive.  The next day, she literally ran, went running in the morning and stopped to 
catch her breath in the doorway of a church. Like Marcus Borg, Elaine Pagels is an historian of 
religion, but not herself especially religious.  The book in which she tells this is about the first 
centuries of the early church, when the people called Christians were distinguished not by any 
particular belief, but by the ways in which they gathered and welcomed and held and protected 
each other, sharing meals and songs and memories of their teacher.  They were marked not at 
first by a creed (which came some centuries later) but by the ways they gathered around human 
hope and human fear, around thankfulness and kindness and grief and celebration.  This was 
what she found in an unfamiliar congregation on that terrible, terrified morning when the 
mother’s heart in her chest was breaking and the sky was falling all around her – she found a 
living remnant of the early, crazy church.  It’s what we find here, I think, when this church is at 
its best: nothing flashy, something pretty basic yet also off the grid, in a way: a community 
where people meet one another as human beings, struggling, questioning, conjuring hope, in a 
circle safe enough for inquiry and strong enough not only for opinions and ideas, but for the 
deepest stirrings of the heart.  Against her habit she went in, and then yielding to unspoken need 
and uncommon wisdom, she went back.  
 
I recognized, uncomfortably, that I needed to be there.  A strange thought came to me: Here is a 
family that knows how to face death. Here was a place to weep; to sing, to celebrate, to 
acknowledge common needs, and to deal with what we cannot control or imagine, and still the 
worship spoke of hope. When people would say to me, “Your faith must be of great help to you,” 
I would wonder, what do they mean?   I returned, not looking for faith or a creed, but because 
my defenses fell away among the people in that church, believers, agnostics, and seekers … 
 
Poet Julie Staub lifts up the same thing in her poem about her parents.  Through her own grief 
she remembers their strength, doing good work all their lives despite crushing losses that could 
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have laid low either one – her mother’s stillborn child, her father’s grandmother murdered in the 
Holocaust.  She thinks of their resilient lives, their generosity and diligence, and then remembers 
something else: And didn’t my parents make all of us attend their church to absorb a faith that 
encompassed even their grief? It held them in a circle of belonging and belovedness, offering 
compassion if not explanations. with a longing more powerful than obligation, more authentic 
than mere habit, called to community by a wild wisdom deeper than intelligence or reason.  In 
church, says Anne Lamott, we don’t live from our minds; we don’t sit huddled together, thinking.  
We remember Spirit, and see it made visible in kindness, especially when it’s a busy person – 
like you, taking care of a needy, annoying, neurotic person – like you.  We laugh and rest and 
slow down, pay attention.       
 
I’m not trying to suggest that going to church is the most radical thing a person can do in this 
world – far from it.  But for some people, and my guess is for most of us in this room right now, 
there’s more quirkiness in it than convention.  We’re not compelled to be here. Some impulse 
inside us, some ineffable instinct and some primal need, calls us out, against our habit, against 
our better judgment even.  There’s something radical and maybe crazy here, counter-cultural, out 
of key and out of step - and it’s a lovely thing.  
 
Two hundred years ago, Unitarians and Universalists rebelled against convention, theological 
convention, against the tricky arithmetic of the Triune God and the cruelty of hell. They 
preached a different gospel, the crazy glad good news of radical love, radical inclusion, and the 
compatibility of science and spirit.  They were burned for that, and ostracized, but they held on.  
100 years ago, they questioned theism itself, and began to paint the holy in a brilliantly expanded 
palette.  From the outside, this looked like pure heresy.  50 years ago, all through the late 20th 
century, Unitarian Universalists pushed back against authority and custom, liturgical tradition, 
and carried that creative resistance into the street and Senate chambers, to so many movements 
for social justice, social change, naming the world as it is (naming oppressions and violence and 
greed) and proclaiming what it could be in a radical, prophetic voice.  All of this continues, 
inviting us, preparing us, to ask out loud what work is calling to us now.  What wild and crazy, 
urgent reformation might be needed now?  I have some thoughts about it – about the next lines 
for our movement to cross.  
 
But the fact is, to be here at all in 2016 on a perfect spring morning is already kind of a miracle, a 
kind of radical resistance- to loneliness and isolation, to busy-ness and the overwhelm or work, 
or the overwhelm of unemployment; it resists a national narrative of rugged individualism (a 
once-bright story gone astray and run amok), resists materialism and the culture of consumption, 
and a cynical, poisonous distrust of institutions and every kind of common cause that brings 
people close together instead of pushing us apart.  
 
A different wisdom calls us out, asks us in, brings us back, a deeper intuition about what might 
save our lives – and it doesn’t quite make sense. Why come here at all when you can download 
podcasts of the services, read everything online?  It’s out of tune with the tenor of the time, more 
than retro, to get up, get dressed, get the kids piled into the car on your only day off, to do this 
thing we’re doing. I guess I want to lift that up, whatever weird intelligence inside us beckons 
toward reverence, toward pluralism, toward poetry and music, toward silence and prayer, 
laughter and stories, and the preservation of a single hour once a week reserved for mystery, 
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mortality, lamentation, grace, atonement, gratitude.  There’s something beautiful in keeping a 
covenant - such an ancient word – with people you know and people you don’t, those who 
believe what you do, and quite a few here, guaranteed, who don’t, committing to life in 
community, paying money to support it, volunteering and mostly, and most of all, most 
importantly of all, just showing up.  It’s out of step and out of style, especially the way we do it 
here, with no big screen, no coffee shop in the lobby or cup holders in the chairs, no common 
creed, commandments or promise of salvation, just a house made holy by our presence, and in 
place of the praise band, the achingly beautiful gifts of mostly in-house musicians, who 
sometimes offer original works and sometimes works of others more than a century old 
(sometimes all in one morning) – a shaft of light from the soul of the composer to the hand or the 
voice of the artist to the ear of person who most needs to hear it, who could be any one of us on 
any given morning.   We think we come for ourselves, and we do – but there’s no question.  
Someone sitting here this morning ran in here today, breathless, running from or running toward  
terrible news, unspeakable grief.  Someone every week is sitting here just trying to catch their 
breath, and we are here to welcome them (without even knowing who it is); we are here to say, 
“come in.”   
 
There’s a poem from Philip Booth, describing an old New England church where his family went 
for generations, a chapel near the ocean, with a large window and music, a church different from 
this one, and just the same.   
 
A peninsula church, October’s last Sunday, 
Outside, a half-gale.  Barely beyond the twelve- 
over-twelve high panes of the southwest window, 
frost-paled maple leaves, still stemmed to 
their half-stripped tree, stream a bright translucence… 
they outshine the sermon, the hymns, 
the words of the congregation’s oldest prayer. 
Given the leaves’ bright light, their benediction, matched 
by the Bach partita fallen or risen to us through 
its thousand seasons, we feel our lives bare: without  
guilt or reason, we let our eyes fill and be lifted. 
 
We come for the same reasons as people always have come, to let our eyes fill and be lifted, to 
greet one another and meet our inmost fears and hopes, our vulnerability and our hidden 
strength.  We come in the same way as people everywhere and always and it is always a radical 
choice, and a slightly crazy, out-of-step wisdom that calls us in and calls us back, and then calls 
us out again, into the bright, broken, beautiful, luminous world.  
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