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August 16, 2009

1 Kings 2:10-12, 3:3-14, Psalm 111, Ephesians 5:15-20, John 6:51-58

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen

In a book entitled Generous Faith: Stories to Inspire Abundant Living,  Sister Bridge Haase shares the following story.


One summer day, while spoon-feeding my mother chocolate ice cream, I discovered how I could live in the present moment—sometimes we learn how to live from people who are dying.   My mother sat in her wheelchair, eyes glazed over and unable to speak.   At eighty-three , she was aimlessly drifting on the ocean of Alzheimer’s disease.  Knowing she had forgotten how to swallow, I was slowly and carefully feeding her when suddenly she began smacking her lips.


I began to reminisce, about the place of chocolate ice cream in our lives as kids.  I remember waiting around the table with my siblings for the ice cream carton to appear after the dinner dishes were completed.  Chocolate ice cream was a built-in family reunion.  Being alert for equal portions, my siblings and I would indulge, slurping until there was no sound but the spoon hitting the side of the bowl.  Mama never baked cookies or cakes.  Once, when I asked her why, she very firmly said, “No need to when you’ve got chocolate ice cream.”


I returned from my reverie  to begin to feel anger and deep sadness for the disease that would rob my mother of her life.  Then I suddenly realized that I had allowed the thoughts that chocolate ice cream evoked within me to distract me from the gift of this precious moment with my mother.  In so doing, I had entered into another time zone.   Mama, on the other hand, smacking her lips with the pleasurable taste of chocolate ice cream, was living totally in the present moment.  I knew then that this was what I lacked, and for this I longed.  In my mother’s ending, I discovered how to begin.

This week’s sermon is part of our summer sermon request series.  The person requested that I preach a sermon on the sacrament of the present moment which is what Sister Bridget is exploring in the opening story.   Making a deliberate choice to live an abundant life by paying attention to the present moment  is the sacrament of the present.  Sister Bridget continues, “The practice of abundant life is making a deliberate choice to be aware of and sensitive to what our senses apprehend, to what we are experiencing without imposing thought and commentary about it—experiencing what I am, being where I am, and not evaluating, judging, or weighing the merits.  This practice allows us to live fully in the here and now without thinking about the moment. “


One of the ways I have discovered to do that is to ground myself by being aware of where my feet are at the present moment.   I have found that it is very difficult to think about anything else past or future if I am concentrating on where my feet are at the present moment.


Perhaps totally experiencing the present is a piece of what Solomon is requesting today when  the Lord appears to Solomon in a dream and asks what the Lord would want God to grant him.   Solomon requests to have “ an understanding mind to govern your people, able to discern between good and evil; for who can govern this your great people?”  God is pleased with Solomon’s request and grants him “a wise and discerning mind; no one like you has been before you and no one like you shall arise after you.”   That is where the popular phrase the “wisdom of Solomon” originates. Perhaps the sacrament of the present is part of that wisdom as well.

Part of wisdom, attentiveness to the present moment, is considered by mystics and spiritual masters  to be one of the highest forms of spirituality.    Really experiencing the present or living with abundant faith allows us to really see the person before us and feel what is around us.    We are created by God to savor and enjoy every moment of life.  Unfortunately what we do is just the opposite.   For example, when we shower, we plan the day’s events instead of just feeling the rush of water on our shoulders.  When watermelon juice runs down our chin, we might wonder if mangoes would have tasted better.

Living in the here and now demands daily discipline.  Being attentive to what surrounds us and encompasses us takes a response of the will and a diligent awareness of our five senses.   I wonder if we really and consciously paid attention to the present, even ten minutes a day, what a difference that would make?   What would we see, hear, touch, smell or taste that would surprise us?


I have found that when I return from a trip, I often see and experience everyday things in a new way.   For example, when we returned from Anaheim last month, I noticed how green everything seemed and how many different shades of green there were everywhere I looked.   The part of California where we were is covered in buildings and roads with very little vegetation.  The hills this time of year are dried brown because of the lack of rain, so everything in the Norfolk area seemed unusually bright.   I also noticed how quiet it is at night and in the early morning here.  I could actually hear the birds, leaves rustling and of course mosquitoes whining.  

Our Lord has created an incredible feast for the senses in the world in which we live.   I challenge you in the next week to pay attention or celebrate the sacrament of the moment by taking ten minutes a day to really see, hear, taste, touch or smell part of that creation.  


Sometimes that deliberate attention will have unexpected results.  Consider the following story entitled “Perception” sent to me by Nancy Nockels.   Washington DC Metro Station on a cold January morning in 2007.  The man with a violin played six Bach pieces for about 45 minutes.  During that time approximately 2,000 people went through the station, most of them on their way to work.  After three minutes, a middle aged man noticed there was a musician playing. He slowed his pace and stopped for a few seconds and then hurried to meet his schedule.


Four minutes later the violinist received his first dollar.  A woman threw the money in the hat, and without stopping, continued to walk.   Six minutes later a young man leaned against the wall to listen to him, then looked at his watch and started to walk again.  After ten minutes, a three-year-old boy stopped but his mother tugged him along hurriedly.  The kid stopped to look at the violinist again, but the mother pushed hard and the child continued to walk, turning his head all the time.   This action was repeated by several other children.  Every parent, without exception, forced their children to move on quickly.


During the entire 45 minutes the musician played continuously. Only six people stopped and listened for a short while.  About twenty people gave money but continued to walk at their normal pace.  The man collected a total of $32.   He finished playing and silence took over.  No one noticed.  No one applauded, nor was there any recognition.


No one knew this, but the violinist was Joshua Bell, one of the greatest musicians in the world.  He played one of the most intricate pieces every written with a violin worth $3.5 million dollars.  Two days before Joshua Bell sold out a theater in Boston where the seats averaged $100.  Joshua Bell playing incognito in the Metro Station was organized by the Washington Post as part of a social experiment about perception, taste and people’s priorities.  The questions raised: in a common place environment at an inappropriate hour, do we perceive beauty?  Do we stop to appreciate it? Do we recognize talent in an unexpected context?


One possible conclusion reached from this experiment could be this:  If we do not have a moment to stop and listen to one of the best musicians in the world, playing some of the finest music ever written, with one of the most beautiful instruments ever made… How many other things are we missing?


Jesus teaches us to jump into our senses without evaluation.  In the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, Jesus eats and drinks with sinners; tells us to look at the birds of the air and the lilies of the field; reminds us to use our ears to hear the divine message; offers a healing touch to both a leper and a servant with a severed ear.  In the Gospel of John, Jesus accepts the stench of Lazarus’s death.   Jesus, engaging himself fully in the five senses in each and every moment, shows us how to live life abundantly.  How not just to be alive, but to live life fully.


Living with attention to the present moment is a day-by-day discipline of wisdom that sometimes takes us a lifetime to realize.  But in return we  may hear not only violins in the metro, but the still small voice of the eternal Holy One who is creator, redeemer and restorer of the universe .  The God whose footprints are scattered everywhere if we only have eyes to see them.
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

