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OPENING WORDS: “The Nonconformist” (unison reading)
Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members. The virtue in most requests is conformity; self-reliance is its aversion. It loves not realities and creators, but names and customs. Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist. He who would gather immortal palms must not be hindered by the name of goodness, but must explore if it be goodness. Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson

MEDITATION: “Laughter” – from Everyday Tao

Some ascetics do not believe in laughter. They believe laughing is a sin. Tao, however, excludes nothing, including laughter.


It is very important in understanding Tao that we perceive the transient nature of life. Everything is in a state of constant change. Therefore, we can never be complacent. We can never expect places, things, or people to remain static. If we understand that, then we have the opportunity to learn more of Tao. If we do not accept that, then madness swiftly ovetakes us.

The ancients understood the ephemeral and advised their students not to take life too seriously. Life changes too quickly for us to dwell overly long on a single aspect. Things may go one way for a while, only to change quickly and unpredictably. Therefore, the wise realize that there is nothing to be gained by regarding life as immutable. It is far better to accept and work with its ephemeral quality. Then, no matter how difficult things are, we can laugh.


As nothing is permanent, there is nothing to take seriously. As there is nothing to take seriously, we should laugh at the world. As we laugh at the world, we should realize that understanding the changeable nature of life is the swiftest way to joy.

Deng Ming-Dao

SERMON:


Happy April Fool’s Day to each of us! And may we have enough gullibility within us to appreciate this annual day of tomfoolery. For if we do not, we are even bigger fools than we might imagine. More of that name-calling later.

First, let me ask: do you know the origin of this particular “near” holiday? If you don’t, let me inform you – no fooling!


Depending on your opinion of this annual event, blame or praise the French of the 16th century. In 1564 (the year of Shakespeare’s birth) the French King, Charles IX proclaimed the adoption of the Gregorian calendar in his country. This meant that New Year’s Day would thereafter be officially recognized as January 1, not March 25 the way it had been. The latter day had been picked because it was also the beginning of spring, which meant a weeklong celebration, culminating on April 1. Oh, we French! Any excuse for a party!


Well, there were those rapscallion French who absolutely refused to give up their partying at that time of year and adopt the new calendar. Rather, they continued celebrating what we moderns might call a “spring break” holiday, ending on April 1. 


Some who did switch over to the new way of doing things, made fun of those who didn’t by playing little tricks, such as sending silly gifts and party invitations to non-existent parties. Anyone who became the butt of such foolishness was known as an “April fish” – a reference to the fact that at this time of year the sun is leaving the zodiacal sign of Pisces, the “fish” – believe it, or not!


Now, for those of you who want even more information, listen up! It became the custom for any significant event or person connected with such an event occurring on April 1 to be called an “April fish,” including Napoleon I, emperor of France who married Marie-Louise on April 1, 1810. As to whether or not the new Mrs. Bonaparte called her husband a “fish” on the first night of their honeymoon is a question that hopefully will never be answered by historians!


How “April fish” became “April fool” is anybody’s guess, too, although when the concept came to the United States 200 years after the French established it, it signified a foolish rather than a fishy holiday.


Now, what does this have to do with the subject at hand: THE FOOL WITHIN US ALL! other than to be an interesting historical aside? Simply this: if you believe what I have just told you about the origin of April Fool’s day, you are, indeed a big fool! Because it might not be true! Some historians believe something else. 


For instance, Jesus gets into the picture, but so do pre-Christian cults. But let us leave those stories to the historians. 


Still, all this is even a further illustration of the gullibility of the human mind and how foolish we can be as we attempt to discover knowledge. Who has the right answer - about the origin of April Fool’s Day or anything else? 

It is even more foolish from my perspective when people do not want to learn at all – about holiday origins, or religious practices and beliefs.

 “Just accept things the way they are,” say so many. “Accept it all? I ask in return. “Even made-up history! Made-up religions?”

 Why would anyone want to be ignorant about this grand adventure called “living”? 

What I think is not foolish is this morning’s meditation reading on the nature of Taoism – how it is vitally serious not to take life so seriously even as you attempt to discover answers – for instance, to seriously believe that anyone’s historical perspective on any event is the one and true version of what really happened – how laughable! For can we not agree that one person’s reality is another’s illusion?

Does it not make more sense to laugh about what the ultimate truth of the matter might be, with the fullest realization that life is forever a changing, kaleidoscopic pattern? And that we observers see existence in a myriad of ways?

That is to accept a closer approximation of the truth, I do believe: there is a tragic-comedic dimension to life; there is bad as well as good. And the most viable attitude any of us might achieve in this intricate dance between the lows and highs of human existence, is one of equanimity, where we accept life’s ceaseless need to fulfill its organic, peripatetic identity, i.e. life’s fulfilling itself by moving on – with or without our say so! 


As Deng Ming-Tao says: We can never expect places, things or people to remain static…If we do not accept that, then madness swiftly overtakes us…As there is nothing to take seriously, we should laugh at the world.

What archetypal figure better illustrates this Taoist perspective than the fool? Let us explore this by opening up our history books again – with the proviso that we understand that one historian’s foolishness might just be another historian’s truth. 

The theologian Harvey Cox in his book Feast of Fools speaks of the Christ figure as the archetypal fool. Jesus is the outsider, the loner; he is apart from society, and it is his mission to comment on its values.

The poet e. e. cummings’ words come to mine when he says of Jesus: “he was made up of nothing, except loneliness.”

The fool, the trickster – never quite what he might seem – this is Jesus, according to Cox, and they are all others throughout legends and myths who hold up the mirror before society to reveal who we really are. It is a solitary, lonely task they undertake; indeed, one that might just get you crucified. 

Holding up a mirror to say: “Look! Look, this might just be reality, not what you think you are! How foolish you are!” This is the message of the archetypal fool. They are saying to us that because we cannot always see reality ourselves (or have a closer approximation of it than we usually have), we are the bigger fools – not they.

Cultures throughout time have honored these tricksters as our reality checks. As they play tricks on us, or at least take us off our guard, we gain clarity. This activity is illustrated in the German fool Eulenspiegel; the French Reynard the Fox, Gargantua and Pantagruel, and Punch and Judy; the Greek Zeus, Hermes, and Karagoz; the Turkish Nasr-eddin; the Norwegian Loki; the Native American Coyote.

What one author (source unknown) says of the Greek god Hermes illustrates this archetypal concept of the fool or clown which Harvey Cox talks about:


As both a creator and a deceiver Hermes rests at the margin of society. He uses humor and wit to gain control over others, while at the same time using his ability as an interpreter to aid others...He guides people by using his insight into the deeper meanings of actions, events, and relationships.


I believe that Jesus as archetypal fool “deceives” others by the use of his parables – which are always more than just stories to be interpreted literally. Their symbolic, ethical messages lie beneath the surface. Like Hermes, Jesus points others toward a more significant appreciation for the depth of existence. 


Indeed, there are many dimensions of the subject, “fool.” But always there is a sense that as “foolish” as they might appear – and by this I mean “different” from others – the professional fools through history have forced the rest of us to look at who we ourselves might be – in relationship to the common humanity of us all. Although observers of the fools’ behavior might have reason to laugh, a serious intent often lay beneath the clown’s behavior or appearance – whether or not the “performer” was always aware of it.

For instance, the early fools did, indeed, have physical and/or mental challenges. We see that the Pharaohs as far back as the 5th Dynasty in Egypt kept court fools. They provided “amusement”; the same was true for the wealthy citizens of the Roman Empire, and the English and French kings of medieval and later times.

And yet, by simply being who they were (these early “court jesters” did not wear clown’s makeup or fancy costumes), they illustrated human behavior – usually in the extreme – but human behavior nevertheless – again, a reality factor for all us so-called normal, non-fools. 

Now, before we broaden our scope a bit more as we pursue the meaning of being a “fool” let us reconsider what we have said so far.

Of prime importance is to realize that the negative aspect of THE FOOL WITHIN US ALL is that which makes us believe we can hold onto anything or anyone forever; said in another way, that we believe reality is static and can be viewed in only one way. For when we put blinders on to the magnificent and ever changing display which life puts on for us - when we become solipsists instead of universalists – we are that which borders on madness and delusion. We separate from humanity and creation’s impetus. 

The positive aspect of THE FOOL WITHIN US ALL is that which goads us to play humanity’s looking glass. This is the noble act of foolishness: to attempt to gain clarity for others and ourself, as frightening as it might be. The attempt to do so is often a solitary act, an iconoclastic task that leaves one open to scorn and ridicule from others. The court jesters from early time on are merely the surface image for the archetypal fool whose task demands bringing enlightenment to humanity. 

Let us expand this second point in relationship to Unitarian Universalism. 

Consider Emerson’s words which opened our service: “Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist…Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind.” 

The fool is certainly that nonconformist, is she, is he not? One of my favorite little stories has a pig as one of the characters. The only thing wrong with the tale is that the representative of porcine pulchritude (i.e. the piggy) is not the main character. Anyhow, just listen to this illustration: 

While traveling one night a Hindu, a Rabbi and a Critic were all caught in a terrible thunderstorm. They sought shelter at a nearby farmhouse. The farmer took them in but told them that one of them would have to sleep in the barn.  

The Hindu agreed and left for his barnyard accommodations. Soon, however, the Hindu was back at the house explaining: “I am sorry, but there is a cow in the barn and my religion says cows are sacred. I must not intrude upon his space.”

The Rabbi volunteered to sleep in the barn. But soon he was knocking on the farmhouse door. “Sorry,” he told the farmer. “There is a pig in the barn. Pigs are unclean according to my religion. I wouldn’t feel comfortable sleeping with one!”

“Okay, okay,” said the critic (you might want to substitute the words Unitarian Universalist for critic), “I’ll go sleep in the barn. You guys have a nice night!”

But alas! Soon there was yet another knock on the door… 

It was the cow and the pig.

Oh! How hard it is to be a critic, a Unitarian Universalist, a nonconformist, a fool, an individual, someone who tells it the way you see it!

In a way, I believe we Unitarian Universalists are all fools – at least when it comes to the nonconforming side of our collective psyche. We go against the grain of the majority when it comes to “religious” thinking and practice. Many of us are the spiritual fools in our family of origin, or in our workplace. 

Still, some of us might be rather timid about expressing our foolishness when it comes to what we truly believe. 

Are you willing to play the fool as you are playing your bridge hand with your born-again Christian friends? “Excuse me, dear, I have this little trump card here, and by the way I am a Unitarian Universalist atheist who is opposed to anything Jessie Helms might say or do!” 

Are you willing to play the fool for Emerson, et al? 

If so, please do it lovingly. Be a loving fool, as you attempt to hold up your mirror to others in an attempt to express what your reality (in relationship to theirs) might be. 

For the work of the true archetypal fool, be it Jesus or Hermes or you is to bring depth to relationships between human beings and the world we live in. It is not to alienate others from us, or us from others. The “I am better than you are” approach to life is the easier route, whether we do it in a church or a political rally. It is much harder and nobler, to ascend to the higher road as we to attempt to see the dignity and worth in each person.

What Emerson said about the importance of not just flowers but weeds as well, correlates to our attempting to see the importance of every human being. Said the sage of Concord on the subject: “A weed is a plant whose worth is yet to be discovered.” 

And may we not look for the worth in what ostensibly might be the “weediest” of human beings?

That trickster, clown, and fool from Middle-Eastern tradition, the holy man, Mulla Nasrudin, has a word on the subject de jour. 

Mulla Nasrudin decided to start a flower garden. He prepared the soil and planted the seeds of many beautiful flowers. But when they came up, his garden was filled not just with his chosen flowers but also overrun by dandelions. He sought out advice from gardeners all over and tried every method known to get rid of them but to no avail. Finally, he walked all the way to the capital to speak to the royal gardener at the sheik’s palace. The wise old man had counseled many gardeners before and suggested a variety of remedies to expel the dandelions but Mulla had tried them all. They sat together in silence for some time and finally the gardener looked at Nasrudin and said, “Well, then I suggest you learn to love them.”

My friends, as we attempt to accept and appreciate the changing nature of what we call “reality”; as we seek to live out the positive side of our foolishness when it comes to being a clarifying agent for others and ourself; and as we seek to do that with love in our hearts, believing that each of us has dignity and worth as a human being, may we rejoice that our foolishness is part of our human condition.


CLOSING WORDS: adapted from Honey from the Rock (quoted in Spiritual Literacy)

Some seem to be born with a nearly completed puzzle.

And so it goes.

Souls going this way and that

Trying to assemble the myriad parts.

But know this: No one has within themselves

All the pieces to their puzzle…

Everyone carries with them at least one and probably

Many pieces to someone else’s puzzle…

And when you present your piece

Which is worthless to you,

To another, whether you know it or not,

Whether they know it or not,

You are a messenger from the Most High.

Lawrence Kushner

