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Call to Worship 


Let us be at peace with our bodies and our minds. Let us return to ourselves and become wholly ourselves.


Let us be aware of the source of being, common to us all and to all living things.


Evoking the presence of the Great Compassion, let us fill our hearts with our own compassion—towards ourselves and towards all living beings.


Let us pray that we ourselves cease to be the cause of suffering to each other.


With humility, with awareness of the existence of life, and of the sufferings that are going on around us, let us practice the establishment of peace in our hearts and on earth.


Thich Nhat Hanh  


Meditation

Each week we pause in our service to take stock of the week just past.  Please join me, in the manner that brings most meaning to you, for a time of meditation, of centering, or of prayer.  We begin in silence.
In the spirit of life and of love we gather this morning in gratitude for this time, this place, and this community of memory and hope, of love and compassion.  

This morning we think of the women and the men of the world whose hearts are cold and shrunken with fear.  We pray that the fire of love in our own hearts will warm them, and stoke within them the passion of their own power to overcome the fear.  We think also of those who feel alone and pray that this gathered community can, for the time being, stand in for what they lack.  Our prayer is for the safety of the world and the healing power of community.  Blessed be.  Amen.

Sermon:
Predicting the Future


I don’t imagine any one of us, if asked, would say we are able to predict the future.  Probably not very many of us would say we would even try, or even consider it.  Why would we?


Well, I think we do try, at least, to predict the future, every single day.  We listen to the weather forecast (even though we know there’s not much credibility there) then look out the window and take our own pulse of the heavens in order to weigh the necessity of wearing our heavy coat, or of taking the really big umbrella. 

 During the holiday season, I’m sure many of us were attempting to predict which gift would be most pleasing to which friends and relatives.  I know where of I speak on this one because I am a victim of  the dreaded gift anxiety syndrome.  I know, I know, just buy things I like and it will all turn out well.  Well, it usually does.  People know how to be cordial as they open their gifts.  But I’m always hoping for the look of unbridled joy when a gift I have given is received with wonder and awe; always hoping for that, rarely ever get it, all the time knowing I will go through the same predict/don’t-even-try cycle the next year.  


We believe we can predict the future when we buy into the office super bowl pool. Well, maybe not us.  Maybe we just do that to be a part of the gang. But millions of folks wager good money on bad science every day.  

Philip Tetlock, in his new book “Expert Political Judgment:  How Good Is It?” tells us that

“people who make prediction their business—people who appear as experts on television, get quoted in newspaper articles, advise governments and businesses, and participate in punditry roundtables—are no better than the rest of us.  When they’re wrong, they’re rarely held accountable, and they rarely admit it either.  They insist that they were just off on timing, or blind-sided by an improbable event, or almost right, or wrong for the right reasons.  They have the same repertoire of self-justifications that everyone has, and are no more inclined than anyone else to revise their beliefs about the way the world works, or ought to work, just because they made a mistake.  No one is paying you for your gratuitous opinions about other people, but the experts are being paid, and Tetlock claims that the better known and more frequently quoted they are, the less reliable their guesses about the future are likely to be.  The accuracy of an expert’s predictions actually has an inverse relationship to his or her self-confidence, renown, and, beyond a certain point, depth of knowledge.” 

I think it is certainly reasonable to expand Tetlock’s observation to our own lives; that is, we try to predict the future also, in our personal lives, when we believe we can control the outcome of something.  In our own personal lives, we are the ones with the expertise.  We are the ones who should know.  How often have you thought:  If I want B to happen, I just have to do A.  Or conversely, If I do A, then the result will be B.  For example, in order to get the kids to eat their veggies, I will cut them into amusing shapes, or make up stories with the veggies as characters that get eaten by the terrible monsters, or force feed. . .well you get the idea.  


We are trying to predict the future when we believe we can control the outcome of a certain action in our lives.  More often as not, we believe we can control the outcome of somebody else’s life.  If I do this, she will like me.   If I do this, he will change.  If he does this he will be happier.  If I do this I will be happier and he will like me more. Sound familiar?  In my experience, the world just doesn’t work that way.  What I have found is that the only possible person in the entire universe that we have any control over is ourself, and, speaking very personally here, I’m not always too sure about that.  

As a reminder, the bad wolf and the good wolf are inside each of us all the time, fighting over our futures.  I can say to myself: “If I order the high-tech, shiny super Pilates workout bench I will like myself better.”  And saying that leaves out the part about using the high-tech, shiny super Pilates workout bench on a regular basis and mostly the bad wolf has more to say about it than I do anyway.  Besides, Mr. Tetlock tells us the more events there are that have to happen before the final outcome is known, the less likely it is the outcome can be known.   So what are we to do?  Will life be a series of internal ping-pong matches (should I? shouldn’t I? should I? shouldn’t I?) back and forth until we wear ourselves out and give in to our most vulnerable selves?

I’m not really interested in talking to you about high-tech, shiny Pilates equipment.  You will have your own version of that story and will be able to draw your own connections to my main question, which is how do we operate in the world when we know (going in) we are facing a situation in which the outcome is impossible to know.   This is not merely a theoretical exercise.  This is an existential question based in a particular world view that says we cannot know the outcomes of various actions in our lives, and we cannot know the ultimate outcome of our lives.  

The Unitarians and the Universalists had theologies of an afterlife: the outcome of life is another life in a different realm than this earthly one.  When the two churches united, they decided not to talk about their theologies because they were very different in some aspects and didn’t want to talk about anything that might interfere with the union.   So we are left with great freedom and a legacy of not talking about our differences.  That’s a sermon for another time, but it is important this morning to speak because as UUs we don’t have a theology of an afterlife, though each of us sitting here today has an idea of what they believe to be true.  

The theme of the WomanSpirit conference this past weekend was “LifeChanges:  Our Transforming Power.”  The keynote address was given by the dynamic Selena Fox (psychotherapist, teacher, author, and founder of Circle Sanctuary, an international nature spirituality resource center—and giggler!).  She focused on honoring life transitions, and keeping ourselves healthy and whole through the use of ritual.  There were 200 or so attendees representing every phase of womanhood from childhood to ages higher than mine.  It was a grand time.   The message I received was the necessity of maintaining personal health and well-being through the natural transitions of life—which is true of course for men as well as for women.  And I was reminded of the necessity of maintaining personal health and well-being through the unnatural transitions, the times when circumstances beyond our control change us without our permission, without giving us a chance to prepare, or time to garner our defenses.  Unnatural transitions might include job loss; the serious injury or illness of a loved one or of self; the death of a loved one; the sudden realization that the world is not just.  

How do we live our lives in the face of unfairness?  

How do we live in a world we know to be filled with beauty and suffering in equal measure?  How do we live our lives knowing we cannot predict the outcome of our small efforts to relieve our own suffering, let alone that of others?  How do we live our lives knowing there are threats every day to our health and well-being?  

Some will believe they have no control and will do nothing.

Others will work for social change in large and small ways.  Some will burn out; others will stay the course.  Why is that?

Sharon Welch, UU theologian and academic suggests what she calls an “ethic of risk.”  She places that context up and against the prevailing ethic in most cultures of the developed world, which is an “ethic of control.”  

Welch observes that “with an ethic of risk, action begins where much middle-class thought stops.  Action begins in the face of overwhelming loss and the recognition of the irreparable damage of structural evil.” [Welch, 67]  

She cites Toni Morrison’s novel The Bluest Eye as an example:  “This is a story of pure pain,” she says, “of victims of oppression further hurting other victims.  There are no victories here, only the condition for later victories.” [67]

“Within an ethic of risk, actions begin with the recognition that far too much has been lost and there are no clear means of restitution. The fundamental risk constitutive of this ethic is the decision to care and to act although there are no guarantees of success.” [Welch, 68]

“The ethic of risk offers a model of maturity that challenges the equation of maturity with resignation, with an acceptance of the improbability of fundamental social change.  Within an ethic of risk, maturity means recognizing that ideals are far from realization and not easily won, that partial change occurs only through the hard work and persistent struggle of generations.  Maturity entails the recognition that the language of ‘causes’ and ‘issues’ is profoundly misleading, conveying the notion that work for justice is somehow optional, something of a hobby or a short-term project, a mere tying up of loose ends in an otherwise satisfactory social system.  Within an ethic of risk, maturity is gained through the recognition that evil is deep-seated, and that the barriers to fairness will not be removed easily by a single group or by a single generation.  Maturity is the acceptance, not that life is unfair, but that the creation of fairness is the task of generations that work for justice is not incidental to one’s life but is an essential aspect of affirming the delight and wonder of being alive.” [Welch, 70]

And so we go on, not being able to predict the future, knowing in some cases it is too late for us and much, much too late for others, and therefore also knowing the battles are won with small steps we take toward love and toward justice in this moment.  And this one.  And this one.  

When we daily care for ourselves in ways that honor our natural transition, as Selena Fox says, through connections with self (body, mind and spirit), the earth, and with each other, we are better prepared for the unnatural transitions that will surely come.  And when we realize that growth comes not merely from passion and action, but from action and reflection, we can change our thinking from the back/forth, black/white questions of “should I?”/”shouldn’t I?” to the more substantial creation of a circle of discernment:  action/reflection/renewal/reaction/ action/reflection/renewal/reaction around and around and around.  Each time fine-tuning our response to the world.  

Sharon Welch tells us our work must be done in concert with those who have experienced the injustices we would fight against.  We must educate ourselves and take the risk of being changed by what we learn.  We must take the risk of giving up our comfortable assumptions. We must take the risk of knowing that social change begins within each of us being willing to change, with no promises for the future.  Holding hands in a great circle of life that enfolds and claims us all, if only we accept the invitation, we create new relationships and new patterns of being that those in the next generation can build upon and then the generation after that, and the generations after that.  We must take the risk of not being able to see the results of our work.  For those of us accustomed to success and thinking we can control our own destinies, this is a monumental shift.

With the maturity of recognizing the creation of fairness is the task of generations, we understand, with Theodore Parker, that the arc of the universe is long and it bends toward justice.  We are changed by that knowledge.  Life changes us all, for the better, when we join the dance.

Closing Words

Antiphonal reading by Wendell Berry (P is the pulpit side; C is the choir side)

P:  Within the circles of our lives we dance the circles of the years, 

C:  the circles of the seasons within the circles of the years,

P:  the cycles of the moon within the circles of the seasons,

C:  the circles of our reasons

P:  within the cycles of the moon.

Leader1:  Again, again we come and go, changed, 

Leader2:  changing.  Hands join, 

P:  un-join in love and fear, grief and joy.

C:  The circles turn, each giving into each,

P:   into all.  Only music keeps us here, 

C:  each by all the others held.

P:  In the hold of hands and eyes we turn in pairs, 

C:  that joining, joining each to all again.

Leader2:  And then we turn aside, alone, 

Leader1:  out of the sunlight gone

All:  into the darker circles of return. 
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