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OPENING WORDS: “Love Letters” 


You have a difficult letter to write. There has been a death or a severe illness, or trouble, or a wrong to protest. The question you ask is: What can I say? Perhaps the question defeats you and you do not write the letter. It could be a letter to a friend, a member of Congress or a newspaper.

You have an address to give. And in church. Most of the news is bad. Most of the predictions for humanity’s future are pessimistic, more pessimistic than they ever have been. What can you say?


Recently I was shocked by a letter from a friend. She had attempted suicide. She was in a mental institution. Her letter was clear. What can I say?

In writing to her an illumination occurred of why it was that I was writing. Put in simple terms: I was writing a love letter. A revelation. Suddenly you are looking at your life and realizing that love letters are all you ever wanted to write. Every essay, every address, a love letter. What else? What other purpose?

All the protests. Every conversation. Letters to Congress, editors and friends, all love letters or what else? Because I love life, because I love this earth as the only one I have, because I love this country and because I love kith and kin, I must protest the destroyer and the spoiler. Because I love I must test all that harms life.

Our lives get messed up. Everyone’s life, it seems. And there are all those frustrations to be spewed out, all those hostilities to be vented. Then comes the day something reminds us that love letters were all we ever wanted to write.
Ernest H. Sommerfeld

MEDITATION: “Life”
Life isn’t about keeping score.
It’s not about how many friends you have
Or how accepted you are.
Not about if you have plans this weekend or if you’re alone.
It isn’t about who you’re dating, who you used to date, how many people you’ve dated, 
or if you haven’t been with anyone at all.
It isn’t about who you have kissed,
It’s not about sex.
It isn’t about who your family is or how much money they have
Or what kind of car you drive.
Or where you are sent to school.
It’s not about how beautiful or ugly you are.
Or what clothes you wear, what shoes you have on, or what kind of music you listen to.
It’s not about if your hair is blonde, red, black, or brown
Or if your skin is too light or too dark.
Not about what grades you get, how smart you are, how smart everybody else thinks you 
are, or how smart standardized tests say you are.
It’s not about what clubs you’re in or how good you are at your sport.
It’s not about representing your whole being on a piece of paper and seeing who will 
accept the written you.
LIFE JUST ISN’T.
But, life is about who you love and who you hurt.

It’s about who you make happy or unhappy purposefully.
It’s about keeping or betraying trust.
It’s about friendship, used as a sanctity or a weapon.
It’s about what you say and mean, maybe hurtful, maybe heartening.
About starting rumors and contributing to petty gossip.
It’s about what judgments you pass and why. And who your judgments are spread to.
It’s about who you’ve ignored with full control and intention.
It’s about jealousy, fear, ignorance, and revenge.
It’s about carrying inner hate and love, letting it grow, and spreading it.
But most of all, it’s about using your life to touch or poison other people’s hearts in such 
a way that could have never occurred alone.
Only you choose the way those hearts are affected, and those choices are what life’s all 
about.
Anonymous

SERMON:

This morning I feel like the guy as described by that Arkansas poet Miller Williams in his piece titled “One of Those Rare Occurrences on a City Bus”:
For exactly sixty seconds riding to work
approaching a traffic light going to green
he understands everything. I mean from the outer
curling edge of the universe to quarks,
the white geometries of time, of language,
death and God, the potted plants of love.
He sits there and looks at the truth. He laughs.
What could we want, except for him to laugh?
Understanding all, he understands
he has only sixty seconds, then he returns
to live with us in ignorance again,
and little enough to laugh at. “Do you have pen,” 
he says to the man beside him,
“that I could use?” The man pats his pockets
and shakes his head and shows his open palms
to say that he is sorry. Fifty-three. Fifty-four.
Yes, as I approach today’s topic of love, I feel very much like that guy. And I imagine that sometimes, you have, too: because, just when you think you’ve figured “it”  out (whatever “it” might mean at the moment: love or otherwise), you realize sixty seconds later that you haven’t! Now, if only you had had a pencil to write down what you had discovered – before it was lost by the next salvo of life!
Well, that’s LOVE FROM THE NECK UP, ETC.! Ever changing its meaning, its purpose, its truth. Nevertheless, let me attempt to talk about it – about one aspect of love: the amorous kind: Eros.
For instance, when I think about those more than 500 couples I have married during my ministerial career, I can only recall some of the thoughts and feelings I had about these people:
Five hundred couples married by me
Some in the valley, some by the sea.
Some ON the sea – in ships numbered three:
Delta Queen and the Matthew McKinley,
And an elegant scow next to Queen Mary.
Couples on sand, couples on land,
Dunes and cliffs, hotels and bars,
Churches and temples and even graveyards!
X-priests and x-nuns, Hollywood stars.
Guys and guys; and gals with gals -
Their love as real as any Mabel and Al!
Pulitzer Prize winners and all kinds of losers,
Some straight-laced, and others, big boozers!
A dying patient and his nurse,
Disco dancers, each with a purse.
Cajuns and Asians,
Arabs and Jews,
Throw in a Christian – and pagans, too. 
Brides expecting and brides already had
With child in attendance held by mommy and dad.
The too-young and never too old
To say “I do – now let our life unfold”!
So, each of us gets but a glimpse of meaning – even when we are having a profound experience, like a wedding. It’s happening at the moment - this particular insight or truth - and then it vanishes. 
And I am in wonder at the ephemeral nature of it all. Life, love – like a moth attracted to a flame and brilliantly dancing before it, getting closer and closer, only to be consumed by it. Or rather, does the moth consume the flame? Or, is it a mutual act? Or, does any of it matter? Brief awareness, then no more!
All those couples “married by me”! All that love – or near-love. Where is their love now? Back then, at the time of ceremony, the love was palpable: crying brides AND grooms overcome by emotion; quivering bodies overtaken by the grand mystery of the occasion. Love in evidence; in full-bloom (for most, some couples were already showing signs of wearing each other down – or out). For most of them, however, the wedding ceremony was a time of sweetness, of love pure and hopeful. 
Admittedly, some had not yet progressed to the stage of LOVE FROM THE NECK UP – and were still enraptured – or perhaps entrapped by the ETC. part – i.e. the “from the neck down” part of love. But, the overall feeling of the moment when the vows were spoken and the rings were exchanged was: AH! 
But again, let me ask: Where is their love now? Granted for some couples it is a blessing when they realize their love has ended. It is sad, too, when it has ended for one partner and not for the other.
It has now been nearly three decades since the wedding for some of those couples I married.  But I wonder about all these people whose lives have touched mine for a brief instant: Where is their love now? Is it still growing? Or has it withered away?
Given the odds, more than half of that love of over 1,000 human beings who stood before me and recited their “undying” love for their partner, has died – officially! As in a divorce decree! For others, still married, the love might have died, too, although it has not officially been declared “deceased.” 
And I do not presume to guess which couple will kill off their love when they first meet with me to discuss their wedding plans. Handholding in the minister’s office is not always an accurate way for anyone to predict the lasting quality of a love affair.  
I DO know that each and every wedding ceremony at which I officiate, is a joy for me to do – although there are different degrees of this joy. For instance, there was that one groom who was so very drunk that he passed out before he could say his vows, so the best man and I held him up and when I asked the unconscious groom if he took the woman standing before him to be his bride, I literally grabbed his hair and made his head express an affirmative gesture!  By god, I was going to get him married off – or else – because the woman really wanted to marry the bloke! That was because she had already had a two-year old child with him and had been carrying his new seed within her for nearly nine months! Love? Well, at least the bride was happy that I performed the ceremony – and that gave me some joy!
Now, I don’t know if this couple or which couples of the ones I have married are still married – to the one I originally married them to! But I do know that at the time of official union, love for most of these couples was in full, glorious bloom – again, at least from the neck DOWN!
Ah, love! All telling me the truth: that the multiple aspects of romantic love, of one person relating to another, transcends age or time; that it is an ever-growing process where one is given the opportunity to look into the very essence of another human being and see one’s own reflection; that love of this kind is a deeply spiritual experience.
I look askance at the words of the poet Percy Shelley who is very much against committing himself to any one lover. Says this hardly “romantic poet” - at least in the following instance:

I never was attached to that great sect,
Whose doctrine is, that each one should select
Out of the crowd a mistress or a friend,
And all the rest, though fair and wise, commend 
To cold oblivion, though it is in the code
Of modern morals, and the beaten road

Which those poor slaves with weary footsteps tread,
Who travel to their home among the dead
By the broad highway of the world, and so
With one chained friend, perhaps a jealous foe,
The dreariest and the longest journey go.
From “Epipsychidion”


Obviously, some who never have been married (legally or not) or who have been married (and are presently so or not), will agree with Mr. Shelley. Some might concur – depending on which “mistress or friend” or spouse one is talking about! Some people will, of course, wholeheartedly disagree with the poet: a committed relationship for them is a gift greatly to be treasured. 
 Granted, with each passing moment in a romantic relationship comes the possibility of joy or sorrow – whether or not one has been with one’s lover for 62 years or an instant.
Consider this story about a couple on their golden wedding anniversary. All day long they had been kept busy with the celebration. There had been a huge crowd of relatives and friends who dropped in to congratulate them. So, at the end of the day, they were grateful to be alone on the front porch, watching the sunset and trying to relax before going to bed.
The old man gazed fondly at his wife and said, “Mabel, I’m proud of you!”
“What was that you said, Al?” asked the old lady. “You know I’m hard of hearing. So, speak up!”

“I said: I’m proud of you!”

“That’s all right,” she replied, “I’m tired of you, too!”
Each moment in a marriage: something new, something unexpected, something challenging, and something glorious. 
As the psychotherapist John Welwood puts it: “Every couple comes to a point sooner or later where they must ask themselves, in the face of the difficult challenges of intimate relationship, Why go on?”
Obviously, the longtime couples have figured that one out, each in their own way. The ones about to be married, or the ones struggling in a relationship, have yet to more fully understand their possible answers to: Why go on?
What is clear about relationships, though, is that love from the neck down needs to explore other territories! Sex is great! (You can quote your minister on that one!) But it takes more than sex to make a relationship a truly loving one.
And it takes more than security, similar interests, sharing IRA’s and raising children. It takes a commitment to grow individually AND together, realizing, along with Anne Morrow Lindbergh who died at the age of 94:
When you love someone you do not love them all the time, in exactly the same way. And yet this is exactly what most of us demand. We have so little faith in the ebb and flow of relationships. We insist on permanency…when the only continuity in life as in love is in growth, in freedom – in the sense that dancers are free, barely touching as they pas, but partners in the same pattern. The only real security is not in possessing, not in demanding…Security in a relationship lies neither in looking back to what it was in nostalgia, nor forward to what it might be…but living in the present relationship and accepting it as it is now.

She is talking about a spiritual relationship – where each partner relates to the other with awe and respect, honoring the core of the other’s being; knowing that there are differences: of belief, of action, of dreams, but that together the two can weave a wonderfully integrated tapestry. 
It is a task of heart and mind; sometimes it might be more of a chore, but some lovers are able to surmount the negatives, learn from them, and go on. Some do not, and that is all right, too. Where love or lack of love exists let me not judge others. 
But rather, let me hope for you and for me this image of love, taken from Kuan Tao-Sheng:
Take a lump of clay,
Wet it, pat it,
Make a statue of you
And a statue of me
Then shatter them, clatter them,
Add some water,
And break them and mold them
Into a statue of you

And a statue of me.
Then in mine, there are bits of you
And in you there are bits of me,
Nothing ever shall keep us apart.
Happy Valentine’s Day to you all!
CLOSING READING: “Loving Kindness”

Let no one deceive another.
Let no one despise another in any situation.
Let no one, from antipathy or hatred, wish evil to anyone at all.
…Within yourself foster a limitless concern for every living creature.
Display a heart of boundless love for all the world.
It all its height and depth and broad extent.
Love unrestrained, without hate or enmity.
Then as you stand or walk, sit or lie…
Devote your mind entirely to this,
It is known as living here life divine.
from the Buddhist tradition
