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“Have you ever heard the one about the old man who, while standing near the edge of a high cliff, encourages a younger man to come and have a better view?  ‘Come over here and have a better look,’ he suggests. ‘I don’t know,’ replies the young man cautiously, ‘it seems awfully risky, and I have a lot of life ahead of me.’

‘No, really, come and have a look,’ prods the old-timer, ‘it’s really quite exciting!’ ‘I don’t know. I’m not very brave and what would happen if I fall?’  ‘Get over here and look over this cliff!’ demands the old man, forcefully enough that the younger fellow gives in and treads gingerly to the edge of the cliff.  

Sure enough, just as he reaches the spot where he couldn’t go another step without falling, the old man places a hand on the small of his back and gives him a hearty shove.  And the young man flies.”       John Jacobson

Encouragement and sometimes a well placed push from someone who’s been there is all the inspiration we need to fly. We’re cautious and afraid to challenge life and we need a push over the edge of our reluctance. If we’re lucky we’ll get a shove from a friend.

In that well placed shove is the electricity of caring that energizes us as we focus this energy into action. Two weeks ago I wasn’t feeling well and I needed a shot of inspiration to put together this service. You didn’t know it but you gave me a gentle shove of confidence because I knew you’d listen with an open mind. So with that confidence I turned to Walt himself.

I knew you’d not only understand but enjoy leaving the safety of seriousness and that you would come along with me to Disneyland. I grew up with Mickey, Minnie, Donald and Goofy as friends. Don’t know when I discovered they weren’t real but these Disney characters are still with me and they’ve taught me a lot. There’s a lot of truth and, yes, wisdom, in many Disney stories. 

Walt Disney is the first person I think of when I hear the word inspiration. His entire life was inspired and inspiring.  First of all he loved storytelling. A story, he thought, is the best way to communicate facts, knowledge and understanding. He taught kindness and hope in Snow White.  

In Toy Story he taught about friendship and courage. And in Pinocchio he showed us the power of love.   

Walt writes:   “The inclination of my life - the motto, you might call it - has been to do things and make things which will give pleasure to people in new and amusing ways.   And when you believe in a thing, believe it all over, implicitly and unquestioningly. Then let your inspiration and dreams guide you. People who like to bring delight to other people gain pleasure and satisfaction for themselves.  This inspiration, these dreams, when shared, gives the world a rosy glow. Without inspiration, we would perish.”

So while I was sick I turned to Walt.  I played a movie I’ve seen at least 10 times, Pollyanna.   Just watching it made me feel better. Beautiful photography of a small town at the turn of the century. Only enough tension to keep the viewer interested, and a young girl and boy to solve the problem. And I had the confidence of knowing that, at the end, everything will work out just right. 

The heroine of the movie, Pollyanna, brought to the attention of the minister of the feuding town a quote from Abraham Lincoln. “When you look for the bad in mankind expecting to find it, you surely will.”  And I thought: it also works when you look for the good in the people around you expecting to find it, you most surely will. It’s there, it’s in great abundance. I’m looking right now and I see it everywhere. We are very good people.  

This church is for me a constant source of inspiration. From the pulpit, from the music, and from the people here. I started to write a list of what I’ve received from all of you. I was even writing down the names of people who have taught me things, people who have shown me what generosity and caring is all about, people who have stood up to illness and tragedy with gentle strength. 

People who show up and do the work, go to the meetings, and make the decisions, people who come here on Sunday, smile and talk together. Well, I had to stop making my list.  If I stood up here and read all the names, we’d be here for hours.  

We form a chain of people as we clasp the hands of those who were here before us. We hold the hands of people who are here, right now, here with us.  We, in turn, reach for the hands of those who will come after us to pass our ideas, hopes and values - our inspiration - along to others.  We, all of us, give that push of inspiration. 

We have a vision of how we think life should be - could be. We want everyone to be fed and warm with a home to live in and a job to support themselves and education for their children. 

We want our earth to stay alive and viable.   We want all people to be free to practice their religion in peace and respect. 

Inspiration is the flash that fills us with the energy to do what we love to do. To wake up and contribute to life. To put our energy and talent to good use and to let us change our world one little piece at a time

Another example of human inspiration is one that conforms to our mental picture of the word inspiration - the making of music.  Beethoven was inspired by the energy in nature when he composed his 6th symphony. In this symphony is the living memory of Beethoven’s words: “How glad I am to be able to roam in wood and thicket, among the trees and flowers and rocks. Every tree seems to speak to me saying, ‘Holy! Holy!’” 
Max Lucado tells about one time at a concert when a man, faced with a problem, was inspired  with the perfect response. He writes:  “We were sitting in the audience at a very serious concert featuring Beethoven’s 6th symphony. Classical music with musicians dressed in their black tuxedos.  The conductor, in black tie and tails, strides commandingly onto the stage, his black patent leather shoes gleaming in the spotlight.  

He springs onto the podium and the audience holds its breath. Just like there’s a second of silence between lightning and thunder there’s a second of silence between the raising of the baton and the explosion of the music. But when it falls the heavens open and you are delightfully drenched in the downpour of Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony.

The auditorium is hot.  There’s no air conditioning and the doors are open in case of a breeze. Enter, stage right, the dog. A brown generic dog.  Not a mean dog, not a mad dog, just a curious dog.  He passes between the double basses and makes his way through the second violins and into the cello section. His tail wags in beat with the music.  As the dog passes between the players, they look at him, look at each other, and continue with the next measure.  

At home in the splendor, the dog roamed through the meadow of music.   He visited the woodwinds, turned his head at the trumpets, stepped between the flutists, and stopped by the side of the conductor.  

And Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony came undone. The musicians laughed.  The audience laughed.  The dog looked up at the conductor and panted. And the conductor lowered his baton. The Sixth Symphony, one of the most moving pieces ever written.  A night wrapped in glory, all brought to a stop by a wayward dog.  

The chuckles ceased as the dignified conductor turned.  What fury might erupt from this elegant man?  The audience grew quiet as the maestro faced them.  What fuse had been lit? The polished, stately director looked at the crowd, looked down at the dog, then looked back at the people, raised his hands in a universal gesture and ..... shrugged.   

Everyone roared. The maestro spoke to the dog, bent down, took him by the collar and led him off the stage. You’d have thought the dog was Pavarotti the way people applauded. The conductor returned and the music began and Beethoven seemed none the worse for the whole experience.”  

Everything we can be, everything we want to be, everything we will be is there - inside us. 

Sometimes we ignore it.  Sometimes we fight it.  Sometimes we fear it. But it’s there just the same and will empower us to not just smell the roses but to grow the roses.    

May your life be a delight for you and those around you.  

May your heart come alive with the spices of joy and laughter.  

May you find your inspiration and let it take you to   the satisfaction of a life well done.

And may you, when you’re interrupted in the middle of something important, all dressed up, and that dog ambles onto your stage, welcome him with a shrug and a smile.    

