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A few years ago, while I was training to become a Unitarian Universalist minister, I spent one summer working as a student chaplain at a hospital in the Boston area. Although I was required to do some of the typical things students do – attend lectures and write what seemed like an endless number of papers, I mostly spent my time visiting with patients. I listened and tried to offer support as they shared their joys and their sorrows, their hopes and their despair.

Now, while the vast majority of my experiences with patients consisted of these kinds of conversations, there were a few that were, how shall I say, quite a bit more challenging. You see, as a chaplain my job was to find a way to connect with patients and to hold a space of love and trust in which they could share their stories and express their feelings.  But during one very unusual and challenging visit, I found it almost impossible to build that trust or to hold that space, and I want to begin this morning by telling you that story.


The story involves a male patient who I will call Mr. Walker. Mr. Walker had recently been diagnosed with an inoperable and incurable form of lung cancer.  As I read Mr. Walker’s chart prior to going into his room, I imagined that I was going to meet a very sad and sickly man who would be struggling to accept and understand the fact that he was dying.


When I walked into Mr. Walker’s room, I was surprised by his appearance. Far from looking weak or sick, he appeared vigorous and looked to be in reasonably good health. He didn’t appear distraught or sad; in fact, he seemed eager to engage me in conversation. 


After introducing myself as the chaplain and asking how he was doing, Mr. Walker responded by quizzing me about my role as a chaplain and about my religion. After explaining that I wasn’t representing any one religion but was there instead to listen and to see how he was doing, Mr. Walker continued to press me to share my religious affiliation and beliefs with him.


Now, during my time working with patients in the hospital, I had found that being a Unitarian Universalist was something of a mixed blessing. You see, although it enabled me to be open and receptive to people of all faiths and to people of no faith, my being a Unitarian Universalism did prove to be a challenge with patients who had what I would call an exclusivist approach to religion. On at least two occasions prior to meeting Mr. Walker, patients had abruptly ended our conversations after learning that my religion was not “Christian” even though I tried to explain that Unitarian Universalism had deep roots in Christianity and considered the Christian tradition to be important source of truth and wisdom.


Now I don’t want to give you the impression that being tossed out of patients’ rooms was a common occurrence or that my visits were filled with religious tension and conflict. The vast majority of my patients couldn’t care less about my religion or my beliefs. They simply wanted comfort and someone who would listen. But there were a few, like Mr. Walker, who saw our religious differences as an obstacle barrier to our being together in that space of love and trust.


After telling Mr. Walker that I was a Unitarian Universalist and giving my little speech about our connection to Christianity, he looked me directly in the eye and asked, “Chaplain, do you accept Jesus as your lord and savior?” After fumbling my words for a few seconds, I told Mr. Walker that although I considered Jesus to be a wonderful teacher and tried to embody his ethical teachings in my life, I did not see him as the Son of God.


Now, I must say that at this moment I was fully prepared for Mr. Walker to tell me take a hike. But, much to my surprise, Mr. Walker was different than those other patients who had given me the heave ho. He wanted to talk, he wanted to teach, he wanted, I think, to save me. So rather than tossing me out of his room, he asked me another tough and very direct question – one of the toughest and hardest questions anyone has ever asked me as a minister. “How can you call yourself a chaplain or a minister if you don’t believe that was God’s son who died for your sins and for mine?”

I wish I could tell you that after Mr. Walker asked me this question that I remained calm or that I was thinking positive and good-natured thoughts. But I wasn’t. I felt so defensive and I would even say threatened by his question. I remember thinking to myself, “Who are you to be challenging my beliefs or my right to be a minister when you’re the one who has so little love and compassion in your words? I’m sorry to say that in this moment when I was supposed to be helping this man who had such a terrible illness, I found myself hoping he would toss me out of his room. 


I can’t tell you how close I was to verbalizing my feelings and really giving Mr. Walker a piece of my mind. But at the last second, I remembered why I was there. I was supposed to be helping this very sick man and if I fled or argued with him, I would only be helping myself.


“I consider myself a chaplain, Mr. Walker, because my job is not to represent any one religion or to convert anyone, but instead simply to listen and offer support to people like yourself who are in the hospital.” 

     Mr. Walker looked at me for what seemed like a very long time. His expression seemed to soften a bit and then he said in a very different tone of voice than before, “But chaplain, how can you help people if you yourself are lost and don’t understand the truth about God and his son Jesus?”

I can’t exactly explain why but at this moment, something in the room and something inside of me began to change. Rather than feeling threatened, I began to sense that for all of his tough talk and bluster, Mr. Walker was genuinely concerned about me. He wanted to help me, to teach me, to show me the path he felt I needed to follow.


So for the next 20 minutes, I listened as Mr. Walker shared his faith with me. I must say that most if not all of what he said were things I had heard before – ideas that I simply could not accept or affirm. But the longer Mr. Walker talked, the more I came to realize that we were coming together and finding common ground in a way I hadn’t imagined possible. You see, as I listened to Mr. Walker, I came to appreciate his Christian faith for what it meant to him, for how it brought him comfort and hope in this incredibly difficult time, and for how he wanted to share the gift he had received with me. The longer I listened to him the more I came to understand that I didn’t have to agree with Mr. Walker in order to cre about him and to respect his beliefs.


After Mr. Walker finished telling me about his faith, I responded by telling him that I wasn’t in a place in my own spiritual life where I could accept what he had said but that I appreciated his willingness to share his faith with me. And I told Mr. Walker that I admired his commitment to his beliefs and that I could see how they had enriched his life.


And then, something happened that I will never forget and that I would have never expected in a million years, especially given the way Mr. Walker and I had begun our conversation. As I got up to leave after wishing Mr. Walker well, he looked at me and said in a voice filled with so much compassion and tenderness, “You’re ok chaplain, keep doing what you’re doing.”


And that friends, is the amazing and transforming power of civility. Civility is ultimately not about being polite or having good manners. And it’s not about sacrificing or surrendering our ideas or values for the sake of avoiding conflict. Civility, as Carol said so well in her reflection, is about listening deeply and treating others with dignity and respect. Civility is about seeing difference as an invitation to learn and to grow rather than as a reason to fight or to flee. And above all else, civility is a deeply spiritual practice that leads us to live our lives from a place of humility, compassion, and love.


And there is something else about civility that I learned from my visit with Mr. Walker. When we find a way to engage our differences with compassion rather than anger, we can build bridges and find common ground across those differences. Just as we saw in the story I shared with the children, listening to and respecting difference is a path to shared truth and wisdom. In that story, God affirms the truth of the first teacher’s arguments not because they are more correct or because they contain more truth, but because they possess humility and affirm the dignity and worth of the other side. And I think Mr. Walker and I found common ground that morning – common ground rooted in mutual respect, compassion, and kindness. 


And that, I think, is one of the greatest blessings and one of the greatest challenges we face as Unitarian Universalists. We celebrate and affirm values like pluralism and diversity. We recognize the importance of accepting one another and respecting the dignity and worth of all people. But as I learned that morning in Mr. Walker’s room, affirming principles and values is a lot easier than living them. That’s why we must continually ask ourselves what it means to respect difference, what it means to accept all people, and what it means to practice civility in everything we do.


Soon after my conversation with Mr. Walker, he was discharged from the hospital so that he could live out his remaining days at home. I never had the chance to tell him what our conversation meant to me or to thank him for enriching my life. So let me simply close this morning by saying “thank you, Mr. Walker, for helping me to see what it means to listen and learn, what it means to see the dignity and worth in every person, and what it truly means to live as a Unitarian Universalist committed to the values we hold dear – compassion, human dignity, celebration of difference, and love for all people.


I don’t know how Mr. Walker would feel if he knew that he had helped me become a better Unitarian Universalist. I know that was not his intention or hope for me. But as I look back on that day and on those incredible few moments we spent together, I can still hear him saying in a voice filled with kindness “You’re ok chaplain, keep doing what you’re doing.”

Thank you for listening and blessed be.
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