
The tree fell on the back seat of my moving car with such force 
that it broke the rear axle and shattered every window. The crack 
as it snapped was so loud that even families warm inside their 

homes heard it and came running out into the cold. The car skidded to a halt, and very 
quickly people were yelling at me, “Are you all right? Can you get out?” 

Within five minutes, two police cruisers and a fire truck arrived. No ambulance came 
because the December storm had created such dangerous driving conditions that they 
had been called to other accidents. One of the firemen took my blood pressure, which 
was high and irregular; he asked if I wanted to go to the hospital. Despite my heart’s 
pounding with the excitement of flashing lights and cars in every direction stopped by 
the tree across both lanes of the road, I declined. I didn’t feel I needed a doctor; I had 
only a few cuts on the top of my head from the collapse of the car roof. That was all. 

How delicate our human bodies are in contrast to the strength of a large tree. Having 
carried large pieces of lumber, I know how dense and heavy wood really is. The tree 
that fell on my car could have hit the hood or the windshield. If it had fallen one second 
earlier, it would have landed directly on the front seat, and my head. Instead, I walked 
away unscathed. I am not dead, or permanently disabled. 

I know it might have been otherwise, as Jane Kenyon articulates in her poem Other-
wise, which she wrote after being diagnosed with terminal cancer: 

I got out of bed/ on two strong legs./ It might have been/ otherwise. I ate/ cereal, 
sweet/ milk, ripe flawless/ peach. It might/ have been otherwise./ I took the dog 
uphill/ to the birch wood./ All morning I did/ the work I love…/ But one day,  
I know,/ it will be otherwise. 

In my almost-otherwise encounter with that tree, I experienced something akin to the 
feelings reported by people who have a near-death experience—a changed understand-
ing of what life is all about. I sustained what I call a near-life experience—a deeper 
understanding of how sacred life is. I came to fully appreciate how fragile we human 
beings are, and I felt a profound sense of gratitude. 

My gratitude was more than an awareness of successes or bounty. It was a feeling that 
went to the core of my being. It was a sense of fundamental appreciation for my time 
here on earth and for the basic elements of my life—breath, health, love, joy, and inner 
peace. What I experienced was a deep sense of spiritual gratitude. 

A few years ago, my friend Alan had a four-inch tumor removed from his spine. Before 
going into the hospital, he told me that he envisioned himself after the operation as 
totally paralyzed and in a wheelchair. In his worst moments, he thought he might never 
leave the hospital. When he did survive, he came to view the operation and his recov-
ery as the greatest experience of his life. Upon seeing family and friends in his hospital 
room, he would burst into tears. After my own accident, I had the same ecstatic feeling. 
When I arrived home that evening, I walked in and hugged my wife again and again. 

I recently asked Alan if he had experienced any diminishing of the vividness of his 
appreciation for life. He said that his exuberance had lasted for several months, but that 
eventually it had faded away. He can intellectually remember and glimpse those former 
feelings of thankfulness for life, but they are no longer at the edge of his emotions. 

I find that when I wake up each morning, I no longer think, “Boy am I lucky to be here; 
I could have been killed by that falling tree.” My attitude increasingly, almost uncon-
sciously, is to say to myself, “Of course I’m alive.” Trees fall and tumors grow, but in 
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Who does not thank 

for little will not 
thank for much.   

—Estonian Proverb 
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time we may distance ourselves from a 
close encounter with death and forget 
how fortunate we are just to be alive. If 
I were lying in a hospital bed, I know 
I’d give anything just to be able to get 
up on two strong legs, eat breakfast and 
perform everyday tasks. 

We all need reminders of life’s mystery 
and preciousness. We don’t often 
enough take a few moments to reflect 
with gratitude on the blessings of the 
day. My liberal religious faith is em-
bodied in the belief that every day is a 
gift of grace. Unitarian Universalism 
supports this affirming view of life on 
earth. We join in worship to create the 
community where the sacredness of 
our lives is experienced, acknowl-
edged, and appreciated. 

Our spiritual challenge is to keep this 
appreciation alive every day. I have 
looked for and found ways that help 
me remember and appreciate my life. I 
invite you to find your own way, your 
own spiritual practice. 

Occasionally, to reflect on my being 
here, I stop at the spot where the tree 
fell. I also have kept, as a reminder, a 
General Motors advertisement that my 
wife cut out of a magazine—a picture 
of trees and the byline, “If a tree falls 
on your car in the forest, does anyone 
hear it?” Each day now, seeing the pic-
ture, I’m reminded of my good fortune 
in being alive. For each of us, visual 
reminders such as photographs of 
loved ones, a lit candle, a special ob-
ject, or a fresh flower can be a daily 
source of beauty and thankfulness. 

I have adopted the spiritual practice of 
saying, upon awakening each morning, 
a short prayer beginning with the 
words of Winslow Homer, “The sun 
will not rise or set without my notice or 
thanks.” And I add, “I’m blessed to be 
here. May I appreciate this day.” Morn-
ing prayer is an integral practice of all 
the world’s religions, from the active 
mosque to the quiet chapel. Earth-
based religions have encouraged the 
practice of praying each morning a 
litany of appreciation for all the ele-

ments of life, including thankfulness 
for people, earth, water, animals, trees, 
winds, sun and moon. A simple prayer, 
affirmation or meditation can be an 
important beginning, setting the course 
of our day with a sense of appreciation. 

Our expression of gratitude can be 
more public. A former member of my 
church, now deceased, served in the 
Army in World War II. Andrew was a 
short man with a trim moustache and 
the debonair appearance of a retired 
professional. He experienced horrify-
ing battles while in combat and saw 
many of his comrades die around him. 
Andrew vowed that if he survived, he 
would wear a flower in his lapel every 
day in memory of his fallen comrades, 
to acknowledge the beauty of each day 
and his gratitude for being alive. His 
flower became a reminder not only for 
Andrew, but for all who knew him. 

Some people keep a Gratitude Book, in 
which they write down the events of 
the day that have given them joy and 
for which they are grateful. Grace at 
meals provides a periodic time for 
thanksgiving, and nightly meditation, 
prayer or reflection brings restful clo-
sure to the day. As Meister Eckhart, the 
12th century mystic wrote, “The most 
important prayer in the world is just 
two words—thank you.” 

Near the conclusion of Thornton 
Wilder’s drama Our Town, Simon 
Stimson, who is dead, speaks to young 
Emily, also dead, who wants to return 
to earth. He says, “Yes, now you know. 
Now you know! That’s what it was to 
be alive. To move about in a cloud of 
ignorance….To spend and waste time 
as though you had a million years.” 

Upon recognizing that she cannot re-
turn to earth, Emily says, “I didn’t real-
ize. So all that was going on and we 

never noticed....Good-by to clocks tick-
ing…and Mama’s sunflowers. And 
food and coffee. And new-ironed 
dresses, and hot baths…and sleeping 
and waking up. Oh earth, you’re too 
wonderful for anybody to realize you.” 

None of us wants to experience a life-
threatening illness or an accident to 
shock us into a powerful appreciation 
of life. The significance of spiritual 
gratitude is that it is experienced be-
cause life is sacred, precious, spirit-
filled, and holy, not because of (or be-
cause of the lack of) any one life inci-
dent. Today and during the week, 
amidst the business and busyness of 
our work, our families, our concerns, 
and our chores, we need to remember 
how fortunate we are to be here, to be 
alive. 

Every morning our first thought should 
be “thank you.” As Malcolm, a ninety-
year old parishioner put it, “Any day 
my eyes pop open is a great day.” One 
day, I know, it will be otherwise.  � �

“The most important 
prayer in the world is 
just two words—thank 
you.” Intro from our Intern 

Greetings! I am very excited to be 
coming to the CLF as your newest 
intern minister.  I arrive with a 
sense of honor and privilege at the 
prospect of doing ministry where 
two of my families of identity over-
lap—Unitarian Universalism and 
the military.  My years in each have 
shown me that this intersection is a 
place of mutual need and reward.  

Among my internship goals are a 
curriculum for congregations that 
wish to provide a more focused 
ministry for military families and 
increasing the on-line resources 
available to UUs in the military. �

My hope is that this internship will 
be an opportunity to collaborate and 
strengthen the bridge 
that so many others 
have already built.   

In faith and service,  

Seanan Holland 
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Living in  
Difficult Times�
BY VANESSA RUSH SOUTHERN , MINISTER, 
THE UNITARIAN  CHURCH IN SUMMIT ,  
NEW JERSEY�

To me, the metaphor that keeps surfac-
ing about the debilitated financial state 
of the world is that of an earthquake. It 
feels to me like we have all been 
through an earthquake. The tectonic 
plates on which we used to stand se-
cure have moved beneath our feet and 
shaken the foundations of much of 
what we had come to take for granted.�

I remember being in California on my 
college campus in 1990 when such an 
earthquake shook our world. It was a 
7.0 on the Richter scale, so no small 
event. We all walked around in a daze 
afterwards, in disbelief. People re-
turned home to find out their dorms 
had been condemned, or closed down 
until they could be inspected by engi-
neers. Our trailer was one of the safer 
places to be. Its aluminum sides, after 
all, shook, but didn’t break or crack, 
and so our floor was soon covered with 
friends and their belongings in one big 
post-disaster sleepover that lasted for 
over a week, until people could return 
to their rooms.�

For a while, after the quake, there was 
nothing to do but wait and see how 
things settled. We had to wait to hear 
what the experts ruled about what had 
been ruined, what needed repair but 
would survive, and what miraculously 
remained unscathed. And in the midst 
of this waiting there were an unsettling 
number of aftershocks that continued 
for days; mild, unpredictable bouts of 
shaking that would send us running to 
the doorways to stand until the shaking 
stopped. It is hard to live life amidst all 
of that—ready to dash to safety, living 
and sleeping even on your toes, and 
harder still when there is no clear place 
to run where you know you’ll be safe. 
It’s such a great metaphor, really, that 
the safest place is perched for a while 

in the door-
ways. That 
was always 
the best 
place to wait 
out the 
ride—at 
least that’s 
what we 
were told at 
the time.�

I have felt of late that we stand in this 
same kind of place, in the aftermath of 
an earthquake. Everyone is agreed that 
the shaking hasn’t quite ended yet. We 
aren’t sure what will be condemned, 
what resurrected, what stands sure and 
strong despite the upheaval. And there 
are aftershocks that keep us nervously 
on our toes. Moreover, we are living in 
that hard place too, standing in the 
doorways, uncertain, waiting, hoping, 
and afraid, too.�

I know I’m not the only one feeling 
uneasy with the uncertainty. I meet a 
strong, older woman, a scientist with a 
razor-sharp mind, prudent and wise 
who has endured incredible profes-
sional barriers to make her mark in the 
world. She is a sound financial planner, 
I am sure, and generous and deeply 
reasoned in her choices. She wonders 
out loud if she will be able to afford her 
medicines when all this is over. I meet 
a man who works for one of the banks 

that was not overly invested in sub-
prime loans. In that firm he has re-
cently been promoted with nothing but 
strong reviews, but when his normally 
polite boss sends a brusque message 
summoning the man to his office, the 
man realizes that his first thought is 
whether he’ll be carrying his belong-
ings out the door in an hour. After that 

he notices at the main door every 
morning as employees swipe their ID 
cards how gallows humor prevails. If 
for a moment the card doesn’t read or 
register someone as familiar, everyone 
laughs that perhaps he or she has been 
let go.�

As the financial crisis goes from weeks 
to months to years, it is hard to tell 
which anxieties, which fears, are real 
and which illusory. As Martin Luther 
King, Jr. very rightly pointed out in his 
sermon on fear, fear and uncertainty 
are not innately dangerous or  
destructive. He writes:�

Fear…is a powerfully creative 
force. Every great invention and 
intellectual advance represents a 
desire to escape from some dreaded 
circumstance or condition. The fear 
of darkness led to the discovery of 
the secret of electricity. The fear of 
pain led to the marvelous advances 
of medicinal science…. The fear of 
war was one of the forces behind the 
birth of the United Nations.�

The thing that is important about fear, 
then, is knowing when to be afraid and 
how. What is important is not simply 
surrendering to fear when it comes 
knocking.�

So, I have been thinking a little about 
the when and how of fear. As for the 
how part of the challenge, I like Emer-
son’s reminder that life, a life that is 
lived boldly and with passionate com-
mitment, is about daily surmounting 
some fear. You might say that for some 
of us these days are a boot camp train-
ing for that kind of Emersonian life. 
We are being called to reconsider our 
way of life. I expect all of us will slim 
down a little in the months to come, 
and not just our budgets. Some spiritual 
flab should come falling away too. And 
I expect we’ll be stronger for spirited 
living in the end.�

Even my dentist this week, a man with 
a sleek office and a family of four kids 
to support in this part of the country 
that is both expensive and competitive 

�

The thing that is impor-
tant about fear, then, is 
knowing when to be 
afraid and how.  



November 2009 

������
Page 4  

said, “Well, this just gets us back to 
what’s really important.” For a mo-
ment I wondered if maybe he said this 
to please me. I was, after all, a minister 
standing in his office. Except that there 
was such a deep sense of relief in his 
voice. It made me think that for him, 
and people like him in our communi-
ties, keeping up with the Joneses may 
be hard, unpleasant and unwelcome 
work. It might be nice to have an ex-
cuse not to compete, or for the bar to 
come down all around.�

So, perhaps we befriend fear. We can 
respond not by closing down, but by 
opening up. None of us would dream 
up this hardship, but maybe we look 
for and find the opportunities in it.�

And it might just be that the “how” for 
how we deal with this fear and uncer-
tainty is also channeling it into a bit of 
righteous anger. The Bible was big on 
righteous anger! We can get mad about 
privatized gains and socialized losses, 
but we don’t have to let it end there. 
Maybe we refuse to ever again feel 
guilty about advocating for a regulated 
mixed economy. Maybe this reminds 
us of the need for a social net, for there 
is nothing like the possible need to be 
buoyed up by a net to make you hope it 
is there, and strong to boot. Maybe we 
channel this experience of fear into 
nurturing a generation of prophets (not 
“profits”) for a greater, more broadly 
shared economic and social health to 
be built from the wreckage.�

Finally, we might befriend fear by 
drawing closer to each other, as people 
have always done in such times. The 
older members of my congregation 
I’ve talked to lately have gone back 

naturally and immediately to stories of 
the Depression. Part of the stories they 
tell is about how tough things were. 
They tell of the shanty 
towns in the marshes on 
the way to New York and 
how people would come 
to the door asking for a 
cup of coffee or food to 
get them through the day. Others of 
their stories, however, are about how 
people would take evicted friends and 
neighbors into their own homes and 
how you shared what you had, what-
ever you had.�

We don’t have to get through it alone.�

Many of us have lost a lot in the last 
months—savings, retirement, some of 
us have lost homes or jobs, all of us 
have lost some of our sense of security. 
But what have we really lost?�

Amidst all the uncertainty, certain cer-
tainties remain. Our portfolios of love 
and friendship need not have taken a 
hit. The privilege of breathing the 
morning’s first whispered beauty did-
n’t drop in value with the DOW or 
become less available in the market-
place of life. A healthy body or a quiet 
hour —none of this has been taken 
from us in the market devaluations. 
Much of what is most important is cer-
tain and remains.�

When the earthquake in California hit 
that spring, I was in the gym, where I 
practiced as part of the fencing team 
for my college. I was in a bout, in full 
fencing gear: the metal-weave vest, the 
headgear with its strong mesh of wire. 
I didn’t know what had happened when 
the quake struck. I thought I’d slipped 
on sweat or water on the floor. All I 
knew was I lost my balance, and then 
when I looked up I saw my teammates 
rushing to the doors, pulling the equip-
ment we were tied to behind us, foils 
and epees cast to the floor. As I ran I 
could see through my mask that white 
stuff was falling from the ceiling. Eve-
rywhere it was coming down. I tried to 
dodge it, fearing I’d be knocked out 

and buried underneath what must 
surely be pieces of the ceiling breaking 
off all around me.�

Once at the door I tore off my mask, 
and then almost immediately the world 
stopped shaking. At that moment, with-
out the mask or the shaking of the 
world, I could see clearly for the first 
time since the quake began. I could see 
that I was safe. I could see that my 
teammates were safe. I could see to the 
courtyard outside the gym doors and 
that the sun was still shining and the 
clear blue sky dotted with white clouds 
was as gorgeous and blue as ever. Eve-
rything I loved was still intact. Even 
the gym seemed whole.�

However, there on the floor of the 
gym, scattered everywhere by the hun-
dreds and perhaps thousands, were 
what I had seen through my mask. 
Not pieces of the sky falling, 
Chicken Little, but basket loads of 
white badminton birdies from dec-
ades of classes and countless gen-
erations of wild shots that lodged 
them in the gym’s high 
beams! I had to laugh.�

What I had feared in the 
midst of that earthquake, all of it, had 
been for naught. Sure, I would 
return home to a trailer that was 
shaken, with some broken glass to 
sweep up. Yes, I would cook that night 
for ten displaced friends and step over 
them on my way to class each morning 
for weeks to come, but life, in all the 
important ways I had known it, would 
go on despite all the dramatic rum-
blings.�

So allow me to give the following min-
isterial investment advice. Divest from 
fear’s most destructive derivatives. 
Hold tight to what shares of a funda-
mental faith in life you already own. 
My advice, like Warren Buffet’s, is 
that in these days we double down. But 
in my case I’d say, double down on 
what is precious in your life and write 
off the rest, and absolutely, absolutely 
keep the faith.  � �

Divest in fear’s most de-
structive derivatives. 
Hold tight to what 
shares of a fundamental 
faith in life you already 
own.  
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Wake Up Call 
BY BARBARA  MERRITT , SENIOR MINISTER, 
FIRST UNITARIAN  CHURCH, WORCESTER, 
MASSACHUSETTS 

The first thing that occurs to me when I 
contemplate the change from Daylight 
Savings Time to Standard Time this 
month is, “How wonderful, an extra 
hour of sleep!” At the moment I can’t 
imagine anything more precious than 
an additional hour to rest, to be uncon-
scious, to do nothing. 

Excepting that yesterday the text in our 
adult spirituality discussion group in-
cluded a few lines from Rumi: 

The breeze at dawn has secrets to 
tell you. 
 Don’t go back to sleep. 
You must ask for what you really 
want. 
 Don’t go back to sleep. 
People are going back and forth 
across the 
doorsill where the two worlds touch. 
The door is round and open. 

  Don’t go back to sleep. 

In our group discussions we talked 
about what the poet means by being 
awake. The list included being con-
scious, paying attention, and being fo-
cused, aware, alert and clear. I know a 
few things that make me physically 
awake: exercise, cold water, rock and 
roll music, a lively conversation. But 
what is it that awakens us spiritually? 

One thing was clearly stated in our 
circle—how easy it is to “go back to 
sleep.” This spiritual somnambulism 
occurs when we are unable or unwill-
ing to experience reality head on. This 
metaphysical unconsciousness can take 
many forms, including, but not limited 
to, judgment, distraction, denial, de-
spair, impatience, boredom, jealousy 
and self-pity. 

The bargain basement emotions deaden 
us, separate us from healing realities, 
keep us focused on our own blind view 
of the world. My own personal favorite 

form of spiritual unconsciousness is 
ingratitude. With this twisted perspec-
tive you can be richly blessed, sur-
rounded by good and loving people, 
and still pour all your attention on the 
few things that are wrong and imper-
fect. It’s not an easy assignment, but, 
believe me, it is possible to ignore a 
world full of beauty and gifts, and fix 
your focus entirely on what is broken 
and hurting. 

What is it that draws our consciousness 
up from that deepest of spiritual sleeps? 

It remains a mystery to me. I have seen 
friends waking each other up. Love, 
understanding and compassion seem to 
produce a good environment for bring-
ing us back to reality. The beauty of the 
autumn foliage or a crisp, cool wind 
from the North can turn our focus in 
the direction of clarity. Sometimes mu-
sic can remind the heart of the harmony 
we have forgotten. Sometimes in the 
silence we can experience a reality 
within that is peaceful and restorative. 

This month, each of us who lives in an 
area where the time “changes” has been 
given an extraordinary gift: one extra 
hour. How we use it is of supreme im-
portance. How we use every hour of 
our lives is supremely important. The 
poets whisper across the centuries, 
“The breeze at dawn has secrets to tell 
you. Don’t go back to sleep.” �  

CLiF Notes RE  
Curriculum on CD 
Looking for Unitarian Universalist 
ready-to-go curricula to use at 
home, in a multi-aged small group 
or in a congregational RE program? 
The CLF’s popular “CL iF Notes” 
religious education sessions, now 
available on CD, may be your an-
swer. Each CD contains 10 months 
of full lessons, with content for each 
week including opening and closing 
words, a centering exercise, infor-
mational stories, ac-
tivities, and discussion 
questions. Currently, 
two curriculum years 
are available: “Going 
to the Sources,” focus-
ing on the sources of our living tra-
dition, and “The Big Questions,” 
which centers on helping children to 
explore theological questions from a 
Unitarian Universalist perspective. 
Each month also contains a wor-
shipful celebration of a holiday, as 
well as a lesson focused on someone 
from our UU heritage. 

Each CD sells for $99. To order 
your CD(s) contact Beth Murray at 
bmurray@clfuu.org or at 617-948-
6150.  �  

Thanks Giving�
In this season of Thanksgiving, the CLF gives 
thanks for you, our members who make this minis-
try live and breathe. You correspond with one an-
other through our Prisoner Pen Pal program, or 
send us notes about what you thought of the most 
recent Quest. You participate in spirited online 
debates, or you quietly contemplate what you dis-
covered in one of our many resources. We are grateful to you all.�

We do not for one minute take your gifts for granted. Your offerings can be 
given through the enclosed envelope or through our website, www.clfuu.org.  
If you would like to give a gift to memorialize, celebrate or honor someone  
or something special in your life, the CLF is happy to notify the designated  
recipients that a gift was made. Thank you for your support, which enables this 
congregation, your congregation, to thrive. �  
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From Your 
Minister 
BY JANE RZEPKA ,  
SENIOR MINISTER,  
CHURCH OF THE LARGER 
FELLOWSHIP 
 

Some of us are more attached than oth-
ers to the things of the material world. 
But for most of us there’s something 
now gone that still delivers a pang 
when we think of it—that well-worn 
Hard Rock Cafe tee-shirt from Atlanta 
that got thrown out; the magical swan-
boat picture of the children when they 
were little that was in your wallet when 
it got snatched; the heirloom jewelry 
box that went to your father’s new wife 
when he died, instead of to you; your 
collection of baseball cards that you 
lost track of years ago, but think about 
every six months or so; the hand knit 
sweater that got ruined in the wash. 
There’s a favorite earring I lost once in 
the car or the driveway, and I imagine 
I’ll be keeping an eye out long past the 
time when there’s any chance of find-
ing it. 

Of course, over the span of a lifetime 
our losses will go much deeper than 
jewelry and baseball cards. Some of us 
have known unspeakable loss, where 
the heart breaks and the pain seems 
never-ending. 

Feelings of loss need to be dealt with 
on their own terms and according to 
their own time frame. When we watch 
people grieve, we just can’t tell from 
the outside what’s going on. Maybe 
they’re going through the process in a 
healthy, thorough-going way, and it’s 
perfectly fine that it’s taking four years 
to dismantle the daughter’s room or 
work through the anger at the loss of 
the spouse. Who are we to say a person 
is crying too much, or too long, or not 
enough? How can we know from the 
outside whether or not it’s time for the 
person to get on with it, to get past it,  
to get over it, or to really deal with it 
squarely in the first place?  

For that matter, how can we know from 
the inside? 

I think back to when our boys were 
little, and we used to take them to a 
cheap restaurant that gave out cheerful 
helium balloons. I began to dread these 
outings, and finally put a stop to them 
altogether, because as you know, the 
ultimate outcome of handing a child a 
helium-filled balloon is always disas-
ter. Either in short order it winds up in 
the rafters or the tree tops or the wild 
blue yonder, or it makes it all the way 
home, where it dies a slow and pathetic 
death, ending as pitiful deflated litter 
on the child’s bedroom floor. 

Our children were much in touch with 
their emotions in those days, and when 
it came to feelings of loss, they were 
unsurpassed. True to the textbooks, 
they were angry—furious—that any-
thing as wonderful as a balloon would 
be taken from them. They were sad, 
too, tears of sadness that you wouldn’t 
believe. And they were afraid—afraid 
of how life worked, how the universe 
was designed, of what else could disap-
pear so suddenly, so definitely. And 
they felt regret, especially if it was they 
themselves who had accidentally let go 
of the string, just for an instant, and lost 
the balloon for good. 

Well, according to the psychologists, 
we should be as little children. Indeed, 
good grieving may require the tears and 
the yelling and all the rest. We can help 
ourselves by recognizing and process-
ing these feelings in our own particular 
style, by tending our emotional land-
scape. 

But what does religion have to offer to 
the process? Well, for one thing, relig-
ion offers ritual. When we lose some-

thing or somebody, 
most people find 
comfort in a cere-
mony of some kind. 
When people die 
and we are missing 
them, it can feel 
good to gather to-
gether at a funeral 
or memorial service and remember 
what characters they were. 

We may decide to plant a tree, or scat-
ter the ashes with friends at that favor-
ite pond in Oregon, or go out in the 
woods on the first Valentine’s Day 
without her and read something com-
forting, or we may honor special peo-
ple by offering gifts to charities. We 
bake the special dessert she used to 
serve us because we remember it would 
have been her birthday; we hang an 
evergreen wreath because that’s what 
he used to do; we get out the photo 
album every year on the anniversary of 
her death. 

And there’s spirituality, that strength 
inside, that source of peace, that con-
nection to whatever for you is holy, 
that stillness that tells you over and 
over again, no matter what’s going on, 
that life is worth the living. 

We do the work of living this life, we 
feel the feelings, we practice our relig-
ion in ways that sustain us, we learn 
what makes us whole again inside, we 
get back in touch with what other 
things the day has to offer, and then we 
do what Mary Oliver tells us to do in 
her well-known poem, “In Blackwater 
Woods.” 

“Every year/ everything/ I have ever 
learned/ in my lifetime/ leads back to 
this: the fires/ and the black river of 
loss/ whose other side/ is salvation,/ 
whose meaning/ none of us will ever 
know./ To live in this world/ you must 
be able/ to do three things:/ to love 
what is mortal;/ to hold it/ against your 
bones knowing/ your own life depends 
on it;/ and, when the time comes to let 
it go,/ to let it go.” � �

�

Feelings of loss need to 
be dealt with on their 
own terms and accord-
ing to their own time 
frame.  
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Did You Know 
The CLF is always looking 
for free-world writers for 
our Prisoner Pen Pal pro-
gram? Contact Chaplain 
Pat at pfranz@clfuu.org. 

So Much Happiness 

 
It is difficult to know what to do with so much happiness. 
With sadness there is something to rub against, 
a wound to tend with lotion and cloth. 
When the world falls in around you, you have pieces  
 to pick up, 
something to hold in your hands, like ticket stubs or change. 
 
But happiness floats. 
It doesn’t need you to hold it down. 
It doesn’t need anything. 
Happiness lands on the roof of the next house, singing, 
and disappears when it wants to. 
You are happy either way. 
Even the fact that you once lived in a peaceful tree house 
and now live over a quarry of noise and dust 
cannot make you unhappy. 
Everything has a life of its own, 
it too could wake up filled with possibilities 
of coffee cake and ripe peaches, 
and love even the floor which needs to be swept, 
the soiled linens and scratched records…. 
 
 

Since there is no place large enough 
to contain so much happiness, 
you shrug, you raise your hands, and it flows out of you 
into everything you touch. You are not responsible.  
You take no credit, as the night sky takes no credit 
for the moon, but continues to hold it, and share it, 
and in that way, be known. 

(for Michael) 
 
    Naomi Shihab Nye, from Words Under the Words, 
    Far Corner Books, 1995 

Also published in Words to Live by in Uncertain Times, edited 
by Joan Murray and published by Beacon Press in 2001. This 
volume is available from the UUA bookstore (www.uua.org/
bookstore or 800-215-9076) or through the CLF Library 
(www.clfuu.org/library or 617-948-6150).�  
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