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The Song – “Shades of Grey” by Billy Joel

Some things were perfectly clear, seen with the vision of youth

No doubts and nothing to fear, I claimed the corner on truth

These days it’s harder to say I know what I’m fighting for

My faith is falling away

I’m not that sure anymore.

Shades of grey wherever I go

The more I find out the less that I know

Black and white is how it should be

But shades of grey are the colors I see.

Once there were trenches and walls and one point of every view

Fight ‘til the other man falls – kill him before he kills you

These days the edges are blurred, I’m old and tired of war

I hear the other man’s words

I’m not that sure anymore.

Shades of grey are all that I find

When I come to the enemy line

Black and white was so easy for me

But shades of grey are the colors I see.

Now with the wisdom of years, I try to reason things out

And the only people I fear are those who never have doubts

Save us all from arrogant men, and all the causes they’re for

I won’t be righteous again

I’m not that sure anymore.

Shades of grey wherever I go

The more I find out the less that I know

Ain’t no rainbows shining on me

Shades of grey are the colors I see. 

The Reading – a parable

There is a story of a farmer whose only horse ran away. That evening the neighbours gathered to commiserate with him since this was such bad luck. “Your farm will suffer, and you cannot plough,” they said. “Surely this is a terrible thing to have happened to you.”

He said, “Maybe yes, maybe no.”
The next day the horse returned but brought with it six wild horses, and the neighbours came to congratulate him and exclaim at his good fortune. “You are richer than you were before!” they said. “Surely this has turned out to be a good thing for you, after all.”

He said, “Maybe yes, maybe no.”
And then, the following day, his son tried to saddle and ride one of the wild horses. He was thrown and broke his leg, and he couldn’t work on the farm. Again the neighbours came to offer their sympathy for the incident. “There is more work than only you can handle, and you may be driven poor,” they said. “Surely this is a terrible misfortune.”

The old farmer said, “Maybe yes, maybe no.”

The day after that, conscription officers came to the village to seize young men for the army, but because of his broken leg the farmer’s son was rejected. When the neighbours came again, they said, “How fortunate! Things have worked out after all. Most young men never return alive from the war. Surely this is the best of fortunes for you!”

And the old man said, “Maybe yes, maybe no.”

The Sermon – “Shades of Grey” – Susan Wynn
It’s Father’s Day.  Happy Father’s Day.  I hope no one saw this Father’s Day sermon title and thought I was going to talk about the impact of children on fathers’ hair color.

And, I hope my blurb about the service did not lead you to believe I’d be talking about rock and roll.

I do like rock-and-roll.  I grew up with it.  I can’t get it out of my head.  That’s why so often, all I have to hear is one word.  A word, a concept or an event can easily trigger a song.  Sometimes I respond with a lyric.  Sometimes the song just starts playing in my head.  It’s scary to think in rock-and-roll.  But I don’t think I’m the only one who does it. 

Billy Joel’s “Shades of Grey” is probably not my favorite song in the world, but I believe “Shades of Grey” is the song that the rock-and-roll lobe of my brain references most often. 

For me the song says that nothing in life is perfectly clear or straight-forward.  And just to prove that nothing is perfectly clear or straight forward, I’m going to share my thoughts about the song with you today.

I wasn’t sure if “Shades of Grey” is a well-known song so Polly helped me by placing the lyrics on the cover of today’s order of service.  Thank you, Polly.

I want to draw out a few lyrics now:

“Some things were perfectly clear, seen with the vision of youth.  

No doubts and nothing to fear, I claimed the corner on truth…

Black and white was so easy for me…”

Black and white.  Good or bad.  Them or us.  Democrats and Republicans.  Enemy or friend.  Dichotomies.  Dividing things into two mutually exclusive groups; two contradictory groups.  We do it all the time.  It’s how we cope with all of the information we take in on a daily basis.

We start hearing things like this from our parents almost as soon as we are born.  But that’s because it’s a parent’s responsibility to teach children what not to do because it is dangerous or harmful and what to do to be safe and healthy, what is right and what is wrong.  Children can’t understand nuance.  They aren’t wired for higher-level reasoning until they’re in their early 20s.  Teaching kids in black-and-white terms is a necessary evil.  

And there’s a comfort to it.  Knowing what to call things; with what things are to be lumped.  It’s what the farmer’s neighbors were doing in the parable Pam read.  The neighbors were quick to declare things good or bad.  The farmer’s horse ran away.  That’s bad.  It came home with 6 wild horses.  That’s good.  One of the horses threw the farmer’s son when he tried to ride it and the young man broke his leg.  That’s bad.  The conscription officers rejected the young man because of his injuries. 

Good OR bad?  More like, good AND bad.    

Good, bad and everything in between.  Nothing is ever simple.  Not only are we surrounded by complexity, but we love it.  Shows and books with complex plots are far more interesting to us than those that take no thought.  We like the twists and surprises.  Look at Stephen Sondheim’s musical, “Into the Woods.” In Act One, many familiar children’s stories like “Jack and the Beanstalk,” “Rapunzel,” and “Little Red Riding Hood,” to name a few, are interwoven.  It’s fun and it’s light.  Then in Act 2, everything goes wrong.  All of those choices that seemed so good in Act One, they’re not playing out so well.  One of the song towards the end of the show comments that “Witches can be right…Giants can be good.” 

Besides complex story lines, we like complexity in our art.  Did you see the M. C. Escher exhibit at the Akron Art Museum?  I went 3 times.  His work is intricate and intense.  The first time I visited the show, I couldn’t absorb everything I saw.  The second time I started at the end and worked my way through backwards.  By the third time, I felt like I was seeing familiar friends.  I could look at detail without being overwhelmed.  I could see patterns and themes and just enjoy the view of another world. 

We enjoy complex music.  Classical music.  Jazz.  Even rock-and-roll.  

And flavors.  Humans seem to be attracted to complex flavors.  Coffee, molasses, chocolate, Indian food, the list goes on. 

Two of my favorites are coffee and chocolate.  I truly enjoy the cup of coffee I brew myself every morning.  I can get a little grouchy if I have to hurry either my morning coffee or my after-lunch square of dark chocolate.  

So maybe art and coffee aren’t your thing.  Maybe you like nature.  From the interdependent web of existence of which we are all a part to the DNA in each of our cells, everywhere you look and even where you can’t see, complex processes and relationships are at play.    

Back when I was a kid, besides having to walk to school in the snow uphill both ways, I learned the basics of genetics in biology class.  I learned that our genes determine things like our height, our hair color, and whether or not we have hairy fingers.  Our genes, which are made of DNA, are located along our chromosomes.  When we were each created, our chromosomes matched up in pairs, and, voila, construction began based on the master plan that is in each of our cells. 

But now scientists know it’s more complicated than that.  I enjoyed Dr. Sharon Moalem’s discussion genetics in his book, Survival of the Sickest.  Dr. Moalem explains:

“…[L]ess than 3 percent of your DNA contains instructions for building cells.  The vast majority of your DNA-–97 percent of it—isn’t active in building anything.  Think about that.   If you took the DNA from any cell in your body and laid it end to end, it would reach the top of Shaquille O’Neal’s head—but the DNA that actively codes for building your body wouldn’t even reach his ankle.

“Scientists initially called all this additional genetic material ‘junk DNA.’  …[T]hey thought this DNA did nothing for us at all; they imagined it was just hitching a ride through life, not hurting us, not helping us, just helping itself.

“…[N]ew research is beginning to demonstrate that the previous assumption that so-called junk DNA is junk—was bunk.  It turns out that the massive volume of genetic information in this portion of our genome may play a critical role in evolution.  As its importance has been reevaluated, the respect it gets from the scientific community has begun to change; the standard term for this genetic material has even been upgraded from junk DNA to noncoding DNA…Perhaps the biggest surprise is where much of this noncoding DNA comes from.

“…Researchers now believe that as much as a third of your DNA is from viruses.  In other words, our evolution hasn’t only been shared by adaptation to viruses and bacteria—it’s probably been shaped by integration of viruses and bacteria.”    

This truly fascinating book goes on to explain that through the genome mapping work that’s been done, researchers now know that there are a lot fewer genes than there are characteristics.  So that means that a single gene serves multiple purposes.  Not only that, there are redundancies built into the genetic system, so that, if one gene is removed, others fill in for it.  It’s an incredibly complex system.  The new work that is being done to understand the genome is changing how scientists think of “genes.”

I find this new understanding of what a gene is to be comforting.  It’s good to know we’re engineered to have these flexible genetic back-up systems.  

And then there’s the comfort I get from my coffee and chocolate.  

But now I must deal with the challenging parts of the song, the parts that talk about the absurdity of war.  It’s difficult to miss all the war references in “Shades of Grey.”  The lyrics say, and again I’m skipping around - 

“These days it’s harder to say, I know what I’m fighting for…”

“Once there were trenches and walls and one point of every view,

Fight ‘til the other man falls – kill him before he kills you…”

“I’m old and tired of war…”

Let me just say, I hate the idea of war.  The drawing of lines.  Deciding who the enemy is.  And then even when war is over, it’s not over.  There’s the death and destruction; important issues go unresolved; new tensions are created. 

In that context, I want to share with you something that really challenged me this past year.

Last fall my cousin called to tell me she had received word that our great-grandfather was one of several South Bend, Indiana citizens being inducted into their community Hall of Fame.  He was their “historic” inductee.  He came to their attention because he was the only person from St. Joseph County to have received a Congressional Medal of Honor.  Neither of my cousins could go and they live farther away anyway, so that left me.  When I called the office of the organization to let them know I was coming, the woman was thrilled.  She told me I would need to keep my speech to 3 – 5 minutes.  At that point I realized, “Our family thanks you” probably wasn’t going to be quite enough and the panic began to set in. 

Thank goodness for friends like Alison McIntyre who helped me find the details I needed to build on the parts of the story I did know.  Here, in a nutshell, is the Enoch Weiss story.  He lived in northern Indiana.  When he was 12 years old, his mother and most of his brothers and sisters died in an epidemic.  When he was 13 years old, he lied about his age and enlisted in the Army.  When he was 14, he began his tour of duty through the Civil War.  He was injured in the Civil War but re-enlisted.  This time he was shipped to the Arizona Territory where fought in what historians commonly refer to as the Indian Wars.  That became my focus.

I did a lot of reading about the “The Campaign of the Rocky Mesa.”  This battle pitted my great-grandfather’s cavalry unit against a well-armed group of Apaches lead by Cochise.  It happened in the Chiricahua Mountains of the Arizona Territory on a miserable cold and rainy afternoon, in October of 1869. Enoch was then 21 years old. 

As I struggled to relate to this person, I did a variety of things.  I dug through boxes and albums of old photographs.  I found three pictures of him.  I looked for clues in his face.  

I searched for topographic maps of Arizona.  I looked for pictures of the Chiricahua Mountains.  I found them to be incredibly rocky, rugged and other-worldly.  

Besides reading different accounts and looking at pictures, I did a lot of thinking.

Enoch had originally enlisted right before his 14th birthday.  I didn’t have to look to far to see 14-year-olds.   Last year I worked with our youth in the Coming of Age program.  The kids in Coming of Age are roughly the same age as my great-grandfather had been when he headed off to the Civil War.  Way too young to fight and witness the horrors of war.  It was all very difficult for me to imagine.

In case you’re interested, here’s the rest of my great-grandfather’s story.  He returned to Indiana, found a job, married, raised three children and served as a volunteer fireman.  He lived to be 69 years of age. 

That’s the Reader’s Digest version of his life, but that’s pretty much all I had to work with.  I wanted to know him as a whole person, but what had brought him to the attention of the Hall of Fame group was his Medal of Honor. Representing Enoch put me in a position with which I was honestly very uncomfortable.  

He was being recognized for his valor in battle and there I was, an anti-war UU who has a serious problem with the way native peoples have been treated. How in the world could I graciously represent him at this big event?  

Black and white.  North vs. South.  The cavalry vs. Cochise.  The more I thought about it, the more I wished I would have skipped the whole thing.  While I was struggling with it,  I spoke with a few friends who I knew would understand the depths of my conflicts.  

That’s when the shades of grey began to appear.  I realized I had more questions than answers and that I never would have answers. Maybe enlisting at 13 was a desperate reaction to the loss of most of his family.  The bottom line was, and is, I will never know his motives or his thoughts.  I am living decades away from his decisions, from his military service, from his life.  To be able to represent him with pride at this event in South Bend, I had to let go.  I could not judge.  I could not look at him in black and white.

Letting go.  Appreciating the shades of grey.  Realizing that “the more I find out, the less that I know.” Giving up the arrogance of certainty that deafens us to other’s experiences.  Letting the black and white melt and “the edges blur.”  

 “Now with the wisdom of years,” I am trying to find the comfort in complexity.  On my journey, I think I have gone from the black and white thinking of my youth, to thinking in terms of continuums, to understanding that chaos may be too simplistic of a view. 

Nothing is black and white, especially when it comes to relationships.  Black-and-white thinking can prevent or ruin relationships.  It categorizes us.  It separates us.  When we can get beyond that and see the shades of grey we see what we have in common.  And only when we understand what we have in common can relationships really flourish, can we feel compassion, can real progress be made towards justice.  Only then can we have real community.    

And here, at the end of the song, I disagree with Billy Joel.  He ends the song with, “Ain’t no rainbows shining on me, Shades of grey are the colors I see.”  I don’t agree.  Not at all.  On the contrary, I believe that seeing the shades of grey is the ONLY way to have a rainbow shining on me; the only way to have a rainbow shining on us, together.     
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