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“They love more who realize they are loved.” I cannot imagine a more beautiful description of the purpose and possibilities of life – and especially spiritual life and religious community. For Bernard of Clairvaux, the human family is created by and for love - a love that is available to each and every one of us - a love that we must cultivate and savor like water in a reservoir and then share with each other and with the world. 


I want to begin this morning by telling you a story about love – a story that points to the importance and the beauty of living one’s life like a reservoir of love. 


Once upon a time there existed a small monastery. All the monks were quite elderly and had lived at the monastery for many, many years.


On the surface, there wasn’t anything very extraordinary or unusual about this particular monastery. The monks did what monks do. They attended daily prayer services, performed work to support the monastic community, and engaged in long periods of silence and contemplation so as to enrich their souls and to experience divine love.


But over the years, something had changed at the monastery. You see, in a community dedicated to being a reservoir of love, the monks had grown distant and apart. Where they had once seen and felt beauty and blessing, they now saw and felt only burden and pain. Rather than cultivating humility and love, their daily lives were often consumed by mistrust and even bitterness towards one another. Although the monks lived in close proximity, spiritually, they were miles and miles apart.


One day, the leader of the monastery, the abbot, decided that something had to change. The monks were getting older and because there was so much bad feeling in the air, no new monks had joined the monastery in many, many years. So he informed the monks that he was going to the nearby village to visit his old friend the rabbi for some advice.


Unfortunately, after the abbot explained the problem to the rabbi, his friend told him that he had no magic plan or solution. But the rabbi did tell the abbot about a curious dream he had had the night before – a dream that involved the monastery. “According to my dream,” the rabbi told the abbot, “a holy person – a person filled with the divine spirit and filled with love for each and every one of your monks will soon be among you.”


While the abbot thought the rabbi’s dream was interesting, he returned to the monastery feeling disappointed. After all, he’d come to the rabbi looking for a detailed plan or a perhaps a new mission statement, anything to turn the monastery around and get it moving in the right direction. When the monks gathered to hear the results of the journey, the abbot didn’t know what to say. So he told them about the rabbi’s dream that a holy person would soon be among them.


Over the coming days and weeks, life at the monastery appeared to stay much the same. All the tasks and rituals were performed as they had been for years. But something began to change – something that transformed the way the monks lived and especially the way they saw themselves, each other, and the world.


You see, after the abbot had shared the details of the rabbi’s dream, the monks couldn’t stop thinking about that mysterious holy person was to appear among them. Who was it? When would they appear? What would they say or do?  


Then, after a few days waiting for a stranger to appear at the front gate, the monks began to consider another possibility. What if the holy person the rabbi had dreamed about was not a stranger from outside the community, but instead one of them whose real identity had remained as yet hidden and undiscovered? 


And as this idea began to catch on, life in the monastery began to change. The monks viewed each other and treated each other in new ways. They listened to one another, learned from one another, and helped one another. And as the monks began to see love in each other’s faces and experience love in each other’s presence – life at the monastery was truly transformed – transformed from a place devoid of kindness and humility into a reservoir of love and brotherhood.


Now of course this story is just that – a story. But the transformation of the monks from selfishness and isolation to love – from living as canals who could not find a way to welcome and embrace love into reservoirs filled with love - I think this transformation points to a deep and profound theological insight – an insight at the heart not only of Bernard’s thought but also at the heart of the Universalist side of our Unitarian Universalist tradition. 


According to Bernard, love is central to human experience. Humankind is created in the image of a God whose nature is love – a God who yearns and who hungers to love and be loved by the human family. Love is in us, among us, and all around us. It is waiting for us – waiting to embrace us and fill our lives with meaning and hope. 


And there is something extraordinary about this love. As Universalism asserts, the love at the heart of existence is universal and unconditional. It isn’t reserved for some and not others. It isn’t a reward for good behavior or earned by affirming one set of beliefs or doctrines. Whoever you are and wherever you come from in this marvelous and wondrous creation – you are loved, you are valued, you are welcome and at home in the universe.


Now, before I move on to what Bernard and the Universalists see as the implications of love for our lives and our world, I want to pause and say a word about his sources. You see, like our Universalist forbearers, Bernard looked to the Bible for his understanding of God. But rather than looking primarily to the Christian Bible or what we often call the New Testament, Bernard’s understanding of God is derived from an unusual and relatively obscure book in the Hebrew Bible called the Song of Solomon or the Song of Songs. This very short book is a love poem filled with extraordinary language and imagery that is very passionate and erotic. The Song of Songs chronicles the emotions and experiences of two lovers who yearn for one another. Now Bernard read the Song of Songs not as a love poem about two people, but instead as a metaphor describing the relationship between God and humankind. For Bernard, the divine-human relationship is a love story and God is a passionate lover who yearns to love and to be loved by us, and who experiences that love most fully when human beings love and care for one another.         

 
So if a God who is madly and passionately in love with us is at the heart of existence, our purpose, our calling, our fulfillment as beings is to live into divine love,  to welcome love, to express love, and to build a world in which that divine and universal love fills every corner of creation. That’s our purpose; that’s why we’re here.


And the centrality of love in the human experience brings me back to the images in the title of today’s sermon – canals and reservoirs. You see, as Bernard and so many other spiritual thinkers point out, the reason our world so often seems to be moving away from love in the direction of fear and unhappiness is that we don’t live in harmony with divine love and don’t live as if love is our reason for being. Instead, we find substitutes for that all -encompassing love – power, judgment, exclusion, self-righteousness, greed – the list is endless.  Our divine lover is calling us to love one another but we are so often unable and unwilling to listen and to respond.


And the reason we fail to respond, according to Bernard, is because we live our lives as canals rather than reservoirs – allowing the divine love that is all around us and calling to us – we allow love to rush past as we spend our lives chasing power, passing judgment, and listening to so many other voices, rather than slowing down and listening for the voice and the presence of love.


But there is another way – a way leading our lives and our world in the direction of that all encompassing love. And that is the way of the reservoir – a way that enables us to stop hurrying and to slow down, to listen  and to savor, and to experience the fundamental truth that love is real, that we are loved, that we are precious, and that we have been blessed with a n existence filled with wonder, beauty, and love.   


And how does one live as a reservoir? By slowing down, by living mindfully and with intention, by devoting time to prayer and silence, and by seeking to live our lives from a place of humility and compassion rather than judgment and self-righteousness. As one writer puts it, “If we never sit still, we will never perceive the gentle breezes that caress our necks and kiss our cheeks with love – divine love.” That’s what it means to live as a reservoir – sitting still long enough to feel the gentle breezes of divine love.


And I must say that the reminder to live as a reservoir rather than a canal is especially important for Unitarian Universalism.  You see, Unitarian Universalism places that boundless and universal love at the center of our faith and we commit ourselves to sharing that love with the world. That’s one of the great blessings of our faith tradition. But in our own lives and the lives of our religious communities, I sometimes think we can get too canal-like - placing too much emphasis on doing and not enough on simply being. We Unitarian Universalists are doers and we strive to translate our values into deeds of love and justice. But as we live our values and do our work in the world, we must remember to take the time to savor, to listen, to practice humility, and to be a reservoir of love. As Bernard reminds us, if we take the time to be filled spiritually, we will live into that divine love and do our part to share it with creation.


Friends, as you make your journeys of the spirit, be reservoirs of love. Take time to listen, to savor, and to welcome love into your life. And when you are filled with that boundless love that lives at the center of existence, share it with others, with this church community, and with the world. Share your love with humility, compassion, and understanding. For when we are filled with love and then answer love’s call, we truly become a blessing to ourselves, to each other, and to the world.

