Father’s Day, June 20, 2010

OPENING WORDS  from the writings of Antoine De Saint-Exupéry  

In a house which becomes a home, one hands down and another takes up the heritage of mind and heart, laughter and tears, musings and deeds.   Love, like a carefully loaded ship crosses the gulf between the generations.  Therefore we do not neglect the ceremonies of our passage: when we wed, when we die, and when we are blessed with a child; when we depart and when we return; when we plant and when we harvest.  Let us bring up our children.  It is not the place of some official to hand to them their heritage.

If others impart to our children our knowledge and ideals, they will lose all of us that is wordless and full of wonder.  Let us build memories in our children, lest they drag out joyless lives, lest they allow treasures to be lost because they have not been given the keys.  We live, not by things, but by the meanings of things.  It is needful to transmit the passwords from generation to generation.

LIGHTING THE CHALICE  words by Albert Schweitzer 

At times our own light goes out and is rekindled by a spark from another person.  Each of us has cause to think with deep gratitude of those who have lighted the flame within us. 

RESPONSIVE READING NO. 594    “Principles and Purposes for All of Us”

We affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person.

We believe that each and every person is important.

We affirm and promote justice, equity, and compassion in human relations.

We believe that all people should be treated fairly.

We affirm and promote acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth.

We believe that our churches are where we keep on learning together.

We affirm and promote a free and responsible search for truth and meaning.

We believe that each person must be free to search for what is true and right in life.

We affirm and promote the right of conscience and the use of the democratic process.

We believe that all people should have a voice and a vote about the things which concern them.

We affirm and promote the goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all..

We believe that we should work for a peaceful, fair, and free world.

We affirm and promote respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.

We believe that we should care for our planet earth.

SERMON                    In Gratitude                                 Susan Wynn

As UUs, do we really need Father’s Day?  Or Mother’s Day?  I mean, really. They are so commercial.  It’s all about buying the perfect card and the perfect gift.  What if no cards really express the complicated relationships you have with your parents?  What if you’ve lost or never known your dad?  What if your mom didn’t do such a great job?  Or what if it’s Father’s Day and you were raised by two moms.   Besides all that, we’re UUs.   Our first principle is all about valuing the inherent worth and dignity of every person.  So why do we need Mother’s Day and Father’s Day?  

Anna Jarvis thought we needed Mother’s Day.  She wanted to honor her mother and all mothers for the work they do.  Anna’s mother was indeed ahead of her time.  As a young woman in Appalachia, she began her work as an advocate for better sanitation.  Her work and the network she created helped save thousands of lives during the Civil War.  After Anna’s mother died, she started a campaign for a Mother’s Day to honor her mother.  She also hoped that, by having a Mother’s Day, other people would be reminded to appreciate their mothers while they were still alive.  It was about respect and family bonds.  Because of Anna’s efforts, the first Mother’s Day was celebrated in 1908.

A year later and on the other side of the country, Sonora Dodd was listening to a Mother’s Day sermon in her church.  Sonora lived in rural eastern Washington state.  Her mother had died in childbirth.  Her father, a Civil War veteran, had worked hard as a single father to raise Sonora and her 5 brothers and sisters.  The Mother’s Day sermon made her think about her father’s love, his courage and selflessness.  Thanks to her efforts, Father’s Day was soon on the calendar, too.

Those are the abbreviated versions of the stories of Mother’s Day and Father’s Day.  I tell them to you to get at the point of the celebrations.  WHAT is being celebrated.  They are days of appreciation and respect.  Appreciation for love, courage and selflessness.   Respect and family bonds. 

It’s Father’s Day, so I’ll tell you a little about my father.  I’m from Dayton, Ohio.  My dad was a mechanic.  His father had opened a gas station/repair shop.  From the time my father came back from WWII until he retired as the second generation owner/operator, the station was pretty much his life.  My grandfather was a good businessman.  My dad wasn’t, but his customers loved him because he was always willing to help them, whether they could pay or not.  I honestly never felt like I had much of a relationship with him because he was at work all the time.  Then I went away to college and never lived in Dayton again.  

Now he’s 84-years old, he’s doesn’t hear well and his body is paying him back for all those years of physical labor.  For as absent as he was for me, he’s been very present for my children who he dearly loves.  And he wanted to see where my son, Casey, goes to school in Arkansas.  

So a year-and-a-half ago we made the trip, just the two of us.   Here’s the sequence of events.  The wind ensemble of which Casey was a member had a Monday evening performance in early March.  I had talked in general about getting my father there for the concert but I found myself dragging my feet about making the specific plans.   Then, in early February my dad passed out at a men’s group meeting at his church.  He was in the hospital for ten days having lots of tests done.  He came out weak and concerned about the inoperable blockages that had been detected.  But he was still determined to go to Hendrix College to see Casey.

Four days after he was discharged from the hospital, he and his luggage were getting in my car.  I was terrified.  All I could think was, what if he dies on this trip?  I kept telling myself to be glad we were finally going to spend some time together and that what would be, would be.  

Well, we made it and we did have a good adventure together.  I taught him how to read a map.  I heard a lot of stories.  I did some unintentional off-road driving.   And as for the warm weather I was hoping to enjoy, well, it snowed.  But all in all, even though I wasn’t sure the trip was a good idea, I really appreciate that my dad and I had that much time to be together.  

And that’s the intent.  Father’s Day reminds us to appreciate.  Sometimes, like me, we have to be dragged kicking and screaming to have an experience that, in the end, brings us to the point of appreciation.  With appreciation comes gratitude.  And that was the original intent.  To recognize with gratitude.  To value and highly admire.  To take the time to consider the love, selflessness and admirable qualities of the people who have helped us along life’s journey. 

It’s sad to think we need special days to do this.  But consider the way we live.  We are nearly constantly bombarded with information and entertainment.  Quiet time for reflection is in short supply.  Yet quiet time is important.  It’s the time when our brains make sense of information, observations and experiences.  We all need quiet time to be able to put things in perspective, into a context.  

Having a Father’s Day and a Mother’s Day can make you think of those relationships even if it’s just when you are standing, looking at a rack of cards.  Cards.  Am I the only one who struggles when it comes to buying cards? 

Because my dad wasn’t home much, a lot of those cards about always being there just don’t ring true to me.  And he doesn’t play golf.  He doesn’t fish.  He doesn’t watch sports.  There aren’t a lot of Father’s Day cards that talk about loving art, playing music and singing in church.  It always takes me a while to find a card that rings completely true, and that’s what I look for.  My criterion is to find a card that tells no lies.  

You can probably tell I never was very good at Mother’s Day or Father’s Day.  In contrast, I prefer Thanksgiving.  When I was younger I used to make a point of sending a round of Thanksgiving cards to aunts, uncles and grandparents to tell them how much I appreciated them.  Thanksgiving is my favorite time to recognize with gratitude.  And it doesn’t have a name that gives us tunnel vision.

But no one has given me the power to do any kind of celebration lumping, so we will continue to have Mother’s Day and Father’s Day for the heaping of cards and gifts as if those are the only ways to show appreciation.  At least that’s the marketing message we get at this time of  year. 

Commercialization.  All holidays have become more commercialized.  It contributes to our stress levels.  It certainly did in poor Anna Jarvis.  Remember the woman who got Mother’s Day on our calendar.  Anna watched as Mother’s Day changed from a church service honoring mothers to a commercial event requiring gifts, cards and flowers. With this transition, she became disillusioned and miserable.  She became a major opponent of what the holiday had become.  But this time she was on the losing end of calendar planning.  Mother’s Day is a commercial gold mine.  It’s the busiest day of the year in the restaurant business.  But meeting all the “expectations” for the holiday, whether it’s Mother’s Day, Father’s Day or Christmas, can make us overlook the meaning of the holiday.

So it’s Father’s Day.  Of whom are you thinking?  I think of my father.  Maybe that shows I follow directions.  When some of you recall memories of a father, they will be predominantly good memories.  But for others the memories may bring anxiety or even anger.  If we don’t have a relationship with a father, or if our relationship is negative, we can feel cheated.  It can make us resentful of everyone else who seems to be so happily waxing sentimental about their seemingly perfect and wonderful parents.  But please consider this an alternative.

For the thought to ponder, I selected something by Alice Walker.  “It no longer bothers me that I may be constantly searching for father figures; by this time, I have found several and dearly enjoyed knowing all of them.”  

And that’s what I’m hoping you will do today.  Broaden the meanings of Father’s Day and Mother’s Day.  Maybe you already have and I’m behind the curve.  But if you haven’t, I invite you to think of role models and mentors who have been important to you.  Maybe you’re related to them.  Maybe you’re not.  Think of the memories associated with these people as you go through your own personal highlights reel.  I’ll bet the memories that make you feel the best are those associated with people like Sonora Dodd’s father or Anna Jarvis’s mother. They’re most probably people who were positive role models and teachers, who showed you love and respect.  Even if you had wonderful parents, be inclusive. Think beyond the day.

WHAT are we celebrating?  If we remove the blinders, I think we can see that we are celebrating qualities in people.  On Father’s Day and Mother’s Day we can show appreciation to people who have been loving and selfless.  People for whom we have had respect and who have shown us respect.  

Back to our UU principles.  We read them earlier.  The first principle deals with valuing the inherent worth and dignity of every person.  That is certainly a great start and, to me, relates well to what we are celebrating today.  But if you take the whole package, all seven principles and make them your life, you will always be an honored and valued person.  Whether or not you are a father or a mother, you will be appreciated by those around you and seen as a role model.  You may not get a card or a gift on the third Sunday in June or the second Sunday of May, but you will be treasured by many who know you and you could have a life-changing impact when you least expect it.  

That’s how central our UU principles are.  They aren’t easy to live but they are an anchor to integrity.

So here’s my Father’s Day wish for you.  I hope you can take the time to tune out the commercial parts of Father’s Day long enough to think about the people who have helped you along the way, people who have served as teachers, mentors and role models for you.  Hold their names in your heart.  By thinking of them and recognizing their roles in your life, you may gain some valuable perspective and, I hope, some inspiration.  

To me that’s the important message.  Recognize and honor what is good and figure out how you can pass it on.   Happy Father’s Day!  Make it mean something special for you!  

CLOSING WORDS  from Nancy Wood

Hold on to what is good

even if it is a handful of earth.

Hold on to what you believe

even if it is a tree which stands by itself.

Hold on to what you must do

even if it is a long way from here.

Hold on to my hand even when

I have gone away from you.           
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