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The first reading is an excerpt from an 1851 journal of Henry David Thoreau:  

It is remarkable that the highest intellectual mood which the world tolerates is 

the perception of the truth of the most ancient revelations, now in some respects out of 

date; but [it hates] any direct revelation, any original thoughts.... The [parents] of this 

town would rather hear the young [ones] at their tables express reverence for some old 

statement of the truth than utter a direct revelation themselves…. So far as thinking is 

concerned, surely original thinking is the divinest thing. [We] should reverently watch 

for the least motions … of thought in this sluggish world, and … should run to and fro on 

the occasion more than at an earthquake. [Rather] we check and repress the divinity 

that stirs within us, [in order] to fall down and worship the divinity that is dead without 

us. I go to see many a good [person], so called, and utter freely that thought which alone 

it was given me to utter; but ... if your thought does not--or does not appear to--coincide 

with what they said, the good [person] has no ears to hear you. They think they love 

God! [But] it is only his old clothes, of which they make scarecrows for the children. 

Where will they come nearer to God than in those very children? 

 

The second reading is an excerpt from This I Who I Am When No One Is Looking 

by Pico Iyer, where he tells about his regular trip to a monastery: 

There are crosses in this place, and hooded men singing the psalms at dawn, and 

there’s a cross on the wall above the bed. But I go not because of all the trappings of the 

chapel I had to attend twice a day every school day of my adolescence, but in spite of it. I 

go to disappear into silence.  

My friends assume, I’m sure, that I go to the monastery to catch my breath, to be 

away from the phone, to drink in one of the most beautiful stretches of coastline in the 

world. What I can’t tell them--what they don’t want to hear--is that I go to the 

monastery to become another self, the self that we all are if only we choose to unpack 

our overstuffed lives and leave our selves at home… 

I step into my cell, and I step into the realest life I know. My secret life, as 

Leonard Cohen calls it, also happens to be my deepest and best life. There is no will 

involved, no choice; this other world, and self, are waiting for me like the clothes I never 

thought to ask for... 

I step into a place that never changes, and with it that part of me, that ground in 

me, that belongs to what is changeless. There is a self at the core of us--what some call 

“Christ,” others call the “Buddha nature,” and poets refer to as the immortal soul--that is 

simply part of the non-shifting nature of the universe. Not in any exalted way: just like 

the soil or sky or air. 
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Sermon 

This Little Light of Mine, I’m gonna let it shine. Be the Light. We are talking 

about and singing about expression--living out loud--letting our truths and our 

identities and our stories shine. Bring them into the light, let the world see them, which 

is a beautiful thing. But we’re forgetting a few important aspects. How do we find the 

light? How do we stay open to the growth that might lead to our light changing color and 

texture? And then how do we hold that bright expression in balance with the 

self-expression that doesn’t need public consumption--the expression that is just for us 

and our own benefit? 

First, how do we find the light? It could be argued that the process of 

self-discovery takes a lifetime. It is a life’s work, but it has to start somewhere, right? 

Sometimes the labels that people are given by others prevent them from discovering 

(and expressing) who they really are beneath the surface level and the outer trappings, 

and sometimes those labels are self-imposed. In the spirit of self-discovery, many people 

have taken various personality type tests. There are many versions: the strengths finder, 

the love languages, the Myers-Briggs, but the one that has interested me recently is the 

Enneagram. And don’t worry...I’m not going to try to convert you all to become believers 

in the power of the Enneagram. I don’t think it’s a perfect model, but I have found it to 

be helpful. In the words of statistician George Box, “All models are wrong, but some are 

useful.” 

Having said that, I am eager to share what I’ve learned--not about myself 

specifically, but more generally what I’ve learned about people and the processes of 

self-discovery. But first...a few details just to give some context: the Enneagram is a 

centuries-old psychological system with roots in sacred tradition that locates nine 

different Types (or archetypes), and each of the types has its own complexity and 

nuance. People are asked to take a quiz, which results in them finding out the three 

types that seem most likely to be a match. Then, the testers are expected to look through 

those three types and read about them in more depth. Upon further analysis and some 

soul-searching, they are asked to choose the type that seems to be the best fit and then 

sit with it for a bit. Unlike some of the other personality tests, this one has a little more 

freedom and it can actually be a tool that elicits self-discovery and spiritual exploration.  

Now just to give you an idea of some of the 9 types--there’s the Peacemaker, the 

Challenger, the Reformer, the Helper, and the Achiever. But before you jump to any 

conclusions about what your type is, you should know that the very names of these types 

can be at best unhelpful and at worst deceptive, which then makes it challenging for 

some people to find the type with which they most accurately and deeply resonate. First 

of all, since no one person or company “owns” the Enneagram, there is a variety of 

language used to express these different archetypes. For instance, the Reformer is also 
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called the Perfectionist, and the Achiever is also called the Performer. Since the nine 

types are archetypal, they sometimes have pejorative or stereotypical language that 

accompany them. And since the language of the types might utilize a stereotype that one 

may be actively trying to avoid, locating oneself can be difficult. For instance, I’m sure 

you can imagine that a person who gravitates toward perfectionism (especially in a 

moment where perfectionism is seen as imperfect) might have a hard time finding out 

that their type might be “The Perfectionist.” There might be some built-in resistance. 

For me, the interesting part about the Enneagram is the way that some people 

have used it. After finding out, for instance, that one is most likely a Challenger, that 

person may then double-down and use their results to explain (or justify) why they can 

so often be combative or why they regularly roleplay as the devil’s advocate. An Achiever 

might understand their need to perform and achieve as innate to who they are and 

hence above reproach or questioning. It was starting to bother me that people were 

using their type as an excuse or justification for bad behavior or habitual patterns with 

harmful side effects.  

I was beginning to think that this tool of self-discovery wouldn’t do very much if 

it just stopped there, but then I read a beautiful reminder from David Daniels and 

Virginia Price. Daniels is a professor of psychiatry and Price is a psychologist, and they 

co-authored a book on the Enneagram. Talking about the three different levels of 

learning that can take place within the Enneagram process, they say, “The third level of 

knowing and learning harnesses the specific energy of your type and uses it as a 

transforming agent to transcend your type and its core beliefs… [Transformational] 

learning requires that you be willing to experience your life from a perspective that is 

not based on a fixed position or identity. It requires that you take an openly receptive 

stance from which personality biases can drop away. From this stance, your intellectual 

curiosity and emotional openness enable you to experience life directly without the 

distortion or bias of your type.” They are, in essence, arguing for a level of awareness 

where we know some of our natural inclinations and know how to balance them out with 

intellectual curiosity and emotional openness. They are encouraging us to understand 

who we are and why we react in a certain way and then learn how to control our 

reactivity and choose to react differently.  

Know the source of your light, know what occasionally makes it dim, don’t let 

anyone blow it out, and know how to keep it shining brightly. It doesn’t just stop when 

we find our light or our type. We are still able to let our light change color and texture. 

Sometimes we need to give ourselves permission to change our minds, to change our 

labels, and to change our usual responses and patterns of reactivity. Once you’ve 

wrestled with some of these questions about your deepest and truest self, how do you 

express it? Which categories and labels do you choose for yourself, and how do you 

avoid those that are self-limiting? Henry David Thoreau would encourage us to break 
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out of the boxes that we are in and allow ourselves to do some “original thinking.” Don’t 

be like the misguided people that Thoreau critiques when he says, “[We] check and 

repress the divinity that stirs within us, [in order] to fall down and worship the divinity 

that is dead without us.” Don’t be afraid to sing a new song or build a new way. Listen 

for new truths that are being revealed to you and to the youth among you. 

I just came back from a retreat where I spent five days in a rustic hermitage in 

western Wisconsin. I went to unplug from a few of the responsibilities and chores of my 

daily life, and I went to write and read and connect with nature. What I found was a 

sense of connection and community amidst solitude. You see...we live in a world of 

multiplicities. We are able to find solitude or loneliness in a crowd just as easily as we 

can find connection and community while alone in nature. As one example of these 

multiplicities that we live among and between, Pico Iyer talks about his experience at a 

Catholic monastery: “But I go,” he says, “not because of all the trappings of the chapel I 

had to attend twice a day every school day of my adolescence, but in spite of it. I go to 

disappear into silence.” In other words, amidst the labels and categories of one reality, 

he finds a deeper and truer reality. He steps into the realest life he knows--his deepest 

and best life. He connects to that part of himself “that belongs to what is changeless. 

There is a self,” he says, “at the core of us--what some call ‘Christ,’ others call the 

‘Buddha nature,’ and poets refer to as the immortal soul--that is simply part of the 

non-shifting nature of the universe. Not in any exalted way: just like the soil or sky or 

air.” This kind of description really moves me, and I often think about this aspect of the 

human condition. I like that he grounds us in the humility of our condition--that it 

should not be exalted--while also comparing it to the soil and the sky, which (in my 

mind) should be exalted. It’s almost as if he’s saying that we are no more special than 

the earth or the cosmos, but the earth and the cosmos are very special. In other 

words...don’t forget that you’re special but no more special than those around you. In 

the words of Old Turtle, you are loved...and so are they. 

What language do you use for this reality? That part of you that belongs to what is 

changeless--that part of you that is “simply part of the non-shifting nature of the 

universe.” Some people refer to it as the circle of life. Some say “ashes to ashes, dust to 

dust.” Some say that you are part of a great carbon exchange. Some people discuss and 

theorize about the ground of your being--the very same ground to which you will one 

day return. When I paused this week to think about these cycles of life, I ended up 

becoming very enamored with the transformation of a caterpillar into a butterfly. I think 

the correct word is metamorphosis. I read about the way that caterpillars spin a cocoon 

and then literally digest themselves. They emit enzymes that break down all their tissues 

into what could be called a caterpillar soup. There are highly organized groups of cells 

that are known as imaginal discs, and these imaginal discs have been inside the 

caterpillar since its egg stage. Before hatching, when a caterpillar is still developing 
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inside its egg, it grows an imaginal disc for each of the adult body parts it will need as a 

mature butterfly. These discs primarily remain dormant in the caterpillar stage, but then 

after all the caterpillar’s tissue has been broken down, these imaginal discs use the 

caterpillar soup for energy and grow into butterflies. I’m not a biologist, so I’m sure I’m 

being quite inaccurate in my description, but isn’t that incredible? 

This transformation from caterpillar to butterfly captured my attention this week, 

and I ended up thinking a lot about it while I watched butterflies careening and diving 

from flower to flower in the prairies of western Wisconsin. The butterfly’s need for 

expression and freedom and living out loud felt like it was in tension with the 

caterpillar’s need for a grounded sense of quiet and solitude where it could find that still, 

small voice buried deep inside. While I was thinking about this tension, I wrote a poem 

about caterpillars and butterflies. I want to share it with you, so I’ve asked Amy to read 

it: 

 

A caterpillar 

Just wanting to be 

A butterfly 

Is she excited for it? 

A mysterious transformation 

What she will become 

Curiosity about 

The danger of flight and 

In the safe cocoon protected from 

The mystery of not knowing 

Her next steps 

Stable, steady--a creature who knows 

Who she really is 

Ground her down with 

Thoughts of earth 

In her mind while 

Taking flights of fancy 

A caterpillar 

Does she actually want to be 

A butterfly 

 

Depending on where you are on your developmental path, you might need to get 

some practice using your own voice, flexing the muscles of expression and agency, and 

spreading your proverbial butterfly wings. But not all expression needs to be loud or 

even public--sometimes the expression that is most needed is the still small voice deep 
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inside you affirming your worth and dignity, the imaginal discs with you proclaiming it. 

You may be at a stage where stillness and introspection might benefit you. Some people 

need to schedule regular times to check in with themselves about their feelings, needs, 

and wants. Some people need to create regular space (within themselves) to give voice to 

these feelings. Know thyself...and if that’s you, make that space. Focus on finding that 

still small voice. It might happen at a monastery like it did for Pico Iyer or in a rustic 

hermitage like it did for me just last week. But take that break from regular life--even if 

it’s just a regular time for journaling or reflection. Create space in your life in order to, in 

the words of Pico Iyer, “become another self, the self that we all are if only we choose to 

unpack our overstuffed lives and leave our selves at home.” You don’t have to live your 

life in a hermitage to find the still small voice, and you don’t have to express every one of 

your truths out loud in public places. Some of those expressions can just be for you. But 

either way, let your light shine. Blessed be. 


