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Canadian-born artist and writer, Sabrina Ward Harrison, moved from California to New York City in the summer of 2001, with plans and dreams. She hoped to find inspiration, love, and a life of doing art and writing that mattered. An edgy, creative type like her belonged in a big studio in the city, she thought. And she was probably right. Months later, the 911 tragedies had created a firestorm of devastation and confusion she could never have anticipated, and she found herself at square one. Or was she? Her book, Messy, Thrilling Life, is the account, via paintings, photo collage, and prose, of a journey through.  It is an account of encounters with the sublime and the terrifying, and the courage to live the messy, thrilling life that presented itself. What were the tools she brought with her, this transplant of Canada, then California, whose roots took hold in the cracked concrete of New York City, pre- and post- 911?  What tools and lessons are ours for the asking, that offer possible answers to the questions posed by our own life’s maelstroms? 

Her dear friend and fellow performance artist and writer, Laurie Wagner, wrote the forward to Sabrina’s book.  As she was doing so, a phrase kept insinuating itself into her consciousness, a phrase applicable to Sabrina’s journey, and probably to each of ours; “We make our plans, and then a great wind comes.” Laurie tells of a three-day project in Sabrina’s studio, poring over reams of drawings and photographs and snippets of prose, tacking them to the wall in orders that made sense, moving, removing, reattaching, over 72 hours until they felt Sabrina had a good armature for the book she was to write. Accustomed to leaving windows open from her time in California, Sabrina left at the end of the third day with the studio windows wide open. Upon their return, they found all the snippets of paper, photos, and drawings in what Laurie Wagner calls a “swooshy-wooshy mess on the floor.”  Faced with this, they did the only thing they could do. They put on another pot of coffee and they began again. “We make our plans, and then a great wind comes.” 

Back in my college days, I was part of a group of friends, all young men except for me, who studied philosophy and spent winter evenings plodding through inches of snow on local hiking trails, drinking Calvert’s from the bottle, and talking about the theory of entropy. In our altered state, we simplified the theory to three simple   words:  Things fall apart.  We were so pleased with ourselves in our drunken, fatalistic stupor.  Children of working-class families, we were only tipping the iceberg on the idea of things really falling apart.  What was in store for us, and who among us would find a way to amass the tools to stay the course when the edges of our young lives really began to unravel? 

What are the universals, things which have the potential to sustain us through the great winds, inevitable and yet potentially devastating?

Two and a half decades from my wintry Calvert evenings, it seems very clear. The three threads that seem to weave a strong fabric of resilience in people are these: 

· a sense of spirit or transcendence, 

· a tribe to call our own, and 

· something to do, and a sense of its value 

(Faith, hope and love?) 

In my work as a grief counselor, I hear so often from folks, “I could not have made it through this without my faith.” Often, many of us experience a loss, expected or unexpected, as a great wind. And it can be our faith in something larger, something transcendent, which sustains us.

 Kathleen Chesto, a Director of Religious Education for the United Church of Christ, and a Multiple Sclerosis patient, wrote a poignant memoir in 1990 of her debilitating illness and her seemingly mercurial faith. Sometimes angry, sometimes resilient, always honest, two years into her illness, she shares these priceless insights:

     “God is love. A simple truth. All my growing up years I was taught this. Now, suddenly, I discover 
I have never believed it. I said, ‘God is Love’, but what I meant was that God was loving. And when life proved unloving, I stopped believing. If God is truly love, then God is the husband who fixes the meals and helps me in the shower, consistently believing in me, patiently (and not so patiently) putting up with me. God is the kids who still trust me, confide in me, and give me an important, though no longer central, place in their universe. God is the friend who had my house cleaned as a Christmas present, the partner who brought videos to make me laugh, the mother who took me to lunch, the family who supported me, the friends who challenged me out of my self-chosen death.  I have been looking for God in all the wrong places. God is not the storm that rages around me; God is the love that sustains me in its midst.”  

For Chesto, it was her illness through which she found what was transcendent, through which she found faith, even though her religion clearly defined the concept of God. Thanks to Chesto, I have begun to look for God in the nooks and crannies of my own life. God is the generous friend who, each fall, has my propane tank filled or topped off so that I will stay warm through the winter. God is Jerry Douglas on dobro, or Yoyo Ma on cello, playing songs only the angels could have written. God is my garden, dormant yet poised on the edge of fecundity, its ultimate purpose buried only temporarily. 

Faith is not a matter of blind assurance that everything will be alright. Faith is not a way to protect us from the great wind. In our children’s  story this morning, faith is the stream allowing herself to trust and be absorbed by the wind, surrendering to its power and love. Stream saw the wind, not as an obstacle, but as a vehicle at the intersection of crisis and solution. 

I’m not suggesting that there is anything wrong with making plans. I am suggesting that we will be less frequently wiped off our feet by the great wind if we loosen our grip a little. Sabrina Ward Harrison says:

“This life is not a straight line with all the perfect pieces filled in just right. (I’m amazed at) how we can traipse about wondering, how we can devise our plans and theories on how to  make our life feel better, more safe and more beautiful, and how all the while our life, this big, messy, thrilling life, is waiting for us to step into, to dance to, to write about, and to live.”

Lately, I have been working with the team who are creating our afternoon services. These are mainly young adults, and from them I have learned the difference between planning and doing. It is not that these services are without planning-- it is that the plan has not become an end in itself. These folks have taught me how to jump, knowing the net will appear, again not out of blind assurance that entropy is not always operating, but because they have the skills and tools to sustain themselves if and when things do fall apart. 

Joseph Campbell said, “We must be willing to get rid of the life we have planned, so as to have the life that is waiting for us.”

As Unitarian Universalists, or other people of faith, what constitutes our core, our center, our true north? I will pose this question, one that many in this congregation have been asking of late in many different ways, knowing that the exploration and answer is larger and longer than this 15 minutes in time, but let’s throw it aloft on the wind anyways: If the great wind came and blew all the extraneous things away about what it means to be a Unitarian Universalist, what would remain?  What is the God, or the good that sustains us in the midst of a storm?

This congregation has lately been put to the test, in many ways, to figure out what grounds us in the face of great winds, not just as Unitarian Universalists, but as individuals and members of a congregation. We are diverse in terms of sexual orientation, political and religious belief, race, culture. What sustains us during the firestorms of intolerance and crimes of hatred against people just like us? What is our center during times of personal crisis and loss? What has sustained us collectively during a time of upheaval with staff changes, changes in our church government, and the prolonged absence of our beloved minister?

From what I have seen over the past three months, we have been grounded by our connections to each other, our sense of purpose, and our faith that our actions born of love and service are the right actions to take, regardless of outcome. Dozens of people have contributed to high quality and inspiring worship services, have been a source of solace and comfort to one another, have held on to our Unitarian Universalist principles, even as the great wind blows. I have been particularly proud to be a member of this congregation in the past few months, as it seems the great wind was blowing in from all directions. We have transcended our losses, embraced our chaos, and we have emerged much stronger than we were a few months ago. 

Let me close with Laurie Wagner’s words;

“And I tell you this story, want to show you the swooshy-wooshy mess on the floor, because it reminds me of how life really is. How we make our plans and how tempting it is to believe that if we can just find the right order, to our words, to our stories, if we can find the right order to our lives, the right relationship, the right body, the family, the career… if we can just put these elements into place, then, then……then there’s that wind again. This is not a story of foiled plans. This is a story about making things: making stories, making plans, lists, making love in the face of the inevitable messiness we will encounter, in the face of the great wind which will carry us to its own unquestionable destination…And in the end, it turns out that maybe it’s not the order of our words and our stories that is so important, but how we pick them up off the floor and how we hold them, how we live them, and how we begin again.”

