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Please attribute the authors of these resources in the Order of Service and in the service itself.

Part 1: Sample Order of Service

Part 2: List of Resources 
Part 3: Worship Resources

Part 1: Sample Order of Service

This sample order of service illustrates one way to break the sermon (aka talk, lecture, etc.) into two or three parts. One part would use one of the sermon excerpts provided below, while the other one or two parts would be based on the theme and written and delivered by members of your congregation. An alternative using two parts would be to use two of the sermon excerpts in this packet.

Announcements
Gathering Music

Opening Words
Hymn
Chalice Lighting (either spoken by worship leader or in unison by congregation)
Sung Response #123 Spirit of Life by Carolyn McDade (remain seated)

Spirit of Life, come unto me. Sing in my heart all the stirrings of compassion.

Blow in the wind, rise in the sea; move in the hand giving life the shape of justice.

Roots hold me close; wings set me free; Spirit of Life, come to me, come to me.

Words of Welcome (by worship leader or Board member)

Meeting and Greeting (invite people to greet each other)
Music 
Exploration I 
Suggested length 5 minutes (500 words) written by a member of the

congregation on the theme or use pat of one of the sermons in section 11. 

(If you are just doing two explorations, eliminate this one.)

Sharing of Joys and Sorrows (with lighting of candles or another ritual)

(unison response) For the joys shared, we join you in celebration. For the sorrows and concerns spoken here, may you feel our sympathy and compassion. For all that remains unspoken, both joy and sorrow, may the caring of our community offer you both kindness and hope.

Readings from the Common Bowl (use ten quotes from the Touchstones journal read by two people alternating—don’t read the names of the authors of the quotes, but allow a few beats between them so people can absorb the words and the meaning.)

Exploration II             Use one of the sermon excerpts provided below (ten minutes/1,000 words)
Offering

Reading or Responsive Reading

Exploration III
Suggested length 5 minutes (500 words) written by a member of the

congregation on the theme.

Hymn

Extinguishing the Chalice by Elizabeth Selle Jones (in unison)

We extinguish this flame but not the light of truth, the warmth of community, or the fire of commitment. These we carry in our hearts until we are together again.

Closing Words

Postlude
Part 2: List of Resources

1.0: Opening Words

1.1: Let there be joy in our coming together this morning by Rev. Carl Seaburg (56 words)
1.2: Multiple Intelligences Welcome by Rev. Dawn Skjei Cooley (240 words)
1.3: Everything begins on the verge of awareness by Rev. George Kimmich Beach (97 words)
1.4: Welcome on a Difficult Morning by Rev. Erika Hewitt (170 words)
2.0: Chalice Lighting

2.1 Embrace the Night by Rev. Jennifer Leota Gray (30 words)
2.2: Let There Be Light by Rev. Andrew Pakula (85 words)
2.3: The Symbol of our Shared Faith by Rev. Paul Stephan Dodenhoff (64 words)
3.0: Hymns, Choral Music & Popular Music

      Singing the Living Tradition

3.1: SLT #6 Just As Long As I Have Breath

3.2: SLT #16 ‘Tis a Gift to be Simple

3.3: SLT #83 Winds Be Still

3.4: SLT #90 From All the Fret and Fever of the Day

3.5: SLT #94 What is This Life
3.6: SLT #163 For the Earth Forever Turning

3.7: SLT #175 We Celebrate the Web of Life

3.8: SLT #352 Find a Stillness

      Singing the Journey 
3.9: STJ #1008 When Our Heart is in a Holy Place
3.10: STJ #1009 Meditation on Breathing

3.11: STJ #1011 Return Again
3.12: STJ #1012 When I am Frightened
3.13: STJ #1017 Building a New Way
3.14: STJ #1021 Lean on Me
3.15: STJ #1023 Building Bridges
3.16: STJ #1026 If Every Woman in the World
3.17: STJ #1029 Love Knocks and Waits for Us to Hear

3.18: STJ #1031 Filled with Loving Kindness
3.19: STJ #1037 We Begin Again in Love
3.20: STJ #1051 We Are…
3.21: STJ #1052 The Oneness of Everything

3.22: STJ #1054 Let this Be a House of Peace

3.23: STJ #1066 O Brother Sun
3.24: STJ #1067 Mother Earth, Beloved Garden

3.25: STJ #1073 The Earth is Our Mother
3.26: STJ #1074 Turn the World Around
     Choral Music 

3.27: Walk in Balance and Beauty by Sy Brandon

     Popular Music

9.1: Balance by Rexx Life Raj (3:06)

9.2: Balance (feat. Rustage, Caleb Hyles, Chi-chi) from Avatar: The Last Airbender Song (3:33)

9.3: Wings by Macklemore x Ryan Lewis (5:32)

9.4: Balance by Sara Tavares in Portuguese (4:04)

4.0: Stories & Illustrations

4.1: Finding Balance from Tapestry of Faith, adapted (548 words)
5.0: Meditations

5.1: Life is Always Unfinished Business by Rev. Richard Gilbert (170 words)
5.2: Beannacht / Blessing by John O’Donohue (142 words)
5.3: Balance by Rev. Scott Alexander (458 words)
5.4: Meditation on Letting Go by Rev. Carol Allman-Morton (139 words)
5.5: O Source of life and love by Rev. Bruce Southworth (158 words)
5.6: Stirred by the Spirit by Rev. Tess Baumberger (68 words)
5.7: We thank them all by Mel Harkrader-Pine (118 words)
6.0: Prayers

6.1: Make Me a Channel of Thy Peace by St. Francis of Assisi (110 words)
6.2: Each Breath by Rev. Leaf Seligman (183 words)
6.3: Mother Earth by Jamie Sams (125 words)
6.4: Earth Day Prayer: In the Spirit of Indigenous Traditions by Rev. Vern Barnet (402 words)

6.5: God of Many Names and Mystery by Rev. Daniel Kanter (131 words)
6.6: Too often, God, we have ignored you by Rev. Amy McKenzie Quinn (252 words)
6.7: The Circle of Connection in Our Lives by Rev. Anne Mason (153 words)
7.0: Responsive Readings

7.1: SLT# 550 We Belong to the Earth by Chief Noah Sealth

7.2: SLT# 606 The Tao by Lao-Tse

7.3: SLT# 614 The Sacred Hoop by Black Elk

7.4: SLT# 655 Change is Alone Unchanging by Heraklietos of Ephesos

8.0: Readings
8.1: Beatitudes for the Earth by Rev. Richard Gilbert (188 words)
8.2: The deepest craving of my heart by Henri J.M. Nouwen (298 words)
8.3: from The Paradox of Balance by Rev. Michael Leuchtenberger (290 words)
8.4: Tai Chi by Kathy Underwood (188 words)
8.5: Dark and Light by Jacqui James (288 words)
8.6: from A Fine Balance by Rohinton Mistry (75 words)
8.7: Quilts by Nikki Giovanni (144 words)

8.8: Harmony of Science and Religion by Max Planck (101 words)
8.9: Like pendulums we swing by Rev. Don Vaughn-Foerster (265 words)
8.10: To Savor the World or Save It by Richard Gilbert (284 words)
8.11: Resistance is Futile by Rev. Doug Kraft (429 words)
8:12: Inexplicable by Rev. Karen Johnston (117 words)
8.13: Kindness by Naomi Shihab Nye (239 words)
8.14: Hopping over the Surface of Life by Rev. Doug Kraft (219 words)
8.15: Cosmic Bowling by Rev. Christopher Buice (347 words)
8.16: Balance Spirituality and Justice by Rev. William Murry (125 words)
8.17: The Glove in the Subway by Rev. Jane Ranney Rzepka (320 words)
8.18: Balance Breaks by Donald Altman (317 words)
8.19: A Place of Great Balance by Unknown (225 words)
8.20: In Praise of Slowness by Carl Honore (254 words)
8.21: The Sacred Balance by Amanda McConnell, David Suzuki & Maria DeCambra (278 words)
8.22: Get a grip and enjoy the merry-go-round of life by Bernie Siegel (140 words)
9.0: Extinguishing the Chalice

9.1: We extinguish this flame by Elizabeth Selle Jones (30 words)

9.2: Carry the Flame by Rev. Brian Kiely (53 words)

9.3: A Guiding Light by Rev. Martha Munson (33 words)

9.4: Daring Vision by Rev. Maureen Killoran (31 words)

9.5: It Becomes More by Rev. Amy Zucker Morgenstern (44 words)

9.6: The Work We Share by Rev. Krista Taves (54 words)

9.7: As Breath to Song by Becky Laurent (33 words)
9.8: Kindle New Sparks by Debra Burrell (36 words)
9.9: Shape a New World by Rev. Rolfe Gerhardt (60 words)

10.0: Closing Words

10.1: Only one thing required of us by Rev. Kendyl Gibbons (91 words)
10.2: We all have two religions by Rev. William Gardner (30 words)
10.3: Remembering our spiritual, courageous ancestors by Rev. Rhys Williams (73 words)
11.0: Sermons

11.1: Life and Work: Finding the Balance by Rev. Matt Alspaugh (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,173 words)
11.2: Harmony by Rev. Mary Katherine Morn (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,091 words)
11.3: Balance by Rev. Scott Alexander (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (905 words)
11.4: The Paradox of Balance Rev Michael Leuchtenberger (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,277 words)
11.5: Tipping the Balance by Rev. John Nichols (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,660 words)
12.0: Readings from the Common Bowl

Part 3: Worship Resources

1.0: Opening Words

1.1: Let there be joy in our coming together this morning by Rev. Carl Seaburg (56 words)
Let there be joy in our coming together this morning.
Let there be truth heard in the words we speak
and the songs we sing.
Let there be help and healing for our disharmony and despair.
Let there be silence for the voice within us and beyond us.
Let there be joy in our coming together.
Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/opening/5359.shtml 
1.2: Multiple Intelligences Welcome by Rev. Dawn Skjei Cooley (240 words)
     The diversity of the human species is astounding. The fact that we can gather together for common experience is nothing short of a miracle.

     Today, let us celebrate some of those differences.

     Let us celebrate those who worship best through music, for whom the holy speaks through rhythm and harmony, pitch and meter.

     Let us celebrate the inter-personal worshipper, who finds the sacred in relationships and in community.

     Let us celebrate those who worship best through the visual world, for whom the divine speaks through the aesthetics of a space.

     Let us celebrate the verbal & linguistic worshipper, for whom words and languages, stories and poetry are sacred sources of joy and revelation.

     Let us celebrate those to whom the divine might be found in logical reasoning, in mathematics, and through critical thinking.

     Let us celebrate the intra-personal worshipper, those who experience the holy as they listen to the still, small voice within themselves.

     Let us celebrate those who worship best through their bodies—those to whom the divine speaks through movement and physical action.

     And let us celebrate the naturalistic worshipper, for whom the sacred is found in plants and animals, mountains and valleys, deserts and forests, oceans and streams.

     Today, may we find a way to connect with the ultimate, each according to our own ways of understanding and experiencing the world.

     May we bring our whole selves to this worship service and celebrate the diversity amongst us.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/opening/multiple-intelligences-welcome 
1.3: Everything begins on the verge of awareness by Rev. George Kimmich Beach (97 words)
     Everything begins on the verge of awareness. The dawn is not and then is. Sleep is and then is not. In between is the awakening.

     The passage of thin light, between, breaks open the day. The passage of thin sound, between, flows into the day. Too soon the numbing rumble of traffic swells, the day glares.

     Let the soft haze hang again across the row of morning. Wait upon the narrow moment, the first awareness of being in between! Live days and seasons on the thin edge of dawn, in praise that every single thing begins now!

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/opening/5214.shtml 
1.4: Welcome on a Difficult Morning by Rev. Erika Hewitt (170 words)
     Whether you’re here because worshiping with us is part of your routine or whether you feel like our country has been stopped in its tracks and it’s impossible to return to normalcy, on this morning we gather to proclaim that we belong to one another, and that others belong to us.

Broken hearts are welcome here.
Anxious spirits are welcome here.
Minds whirring faster than a racing engine, uncertain what to think?
Stubborn egos that sometimes trip us up, cementing us to opinions?
Fragile, shell-shocked souls?
Say it with me: they are welcome here —yours, mine, and everyone else’s —
not because this community will fix it through easy solutions or the “right” way forward.   
As a liberal religious congregation, we have something far more fragile, and far more powerful than that:
our need to be together,
our need to reconnect to the life-giving source that moves within and among us,
and our need to make one another a little bit braver and wiser before returning to the service of life.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/welcome/welcome-difficult-morning 
2.0: Chalice Lighting

2.1 Embrace the Night by Rev. Jennifer Leota Gray (30 words)
Universal mystery,
Guide us away from the desire to
Shine light in all the corners.
Teach us to embrace the night,
For without the darkness,
We never see the stars.

Source: https://www.usnh.org/savor-the-moment/ 
2.2: Let There Be Light by Rev. Andrew Pakula (85 words)
Let there be light

The light of joy, the light of happiness, and the light of contentment

May it illuminate our paths and fill our lives with peace

And let there be dark

For it is from our dark places that we are brought forward

Tried and tested 

And impelled toward growth

It is in these places that we realize compassion and learn to love

And there was day and there was night. 

And there was joy and there was sorrow. 

And it was good.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-lighting/let-there-be-light-0 
2.3: The Symbol of our Shared Faith by Rev. Paul Stephan Dodenhoff (64 words)
Joy and grief

Health and sickness

Light and Darkness

Peace and anger

Life and death

Wholeness and brokenness
We each bring all of these here to this sanctuary of unity in diversity

For this one hour of this one day

And pour them out

Commingling the oil of our lives

To become the flame of this chalice

The symbol of our shared living faith.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-lighting/symbol-our-shared-faith 
3.0: Hymns, Choral Music & Popular Music

      Singing the Living Tradition

3.1: SLT #6 Just As Long As I Have Breath

3.2: SLT #16 ‘Tis a Gift to be Simple

3.3: SLT #83 Winds Be Still

3.4: SLT #90 From All the Fret and Fever of the Day

3.5: SLT #94 What is This Life
3.6: SLT #163 For the Earth Forever Turning

3.7: SLT #175 We Celebrate the Web of Life

3.8: SLT #352 Find a Stillness

      Singing the Journey 
3.9: STJ #1008 When Our Heart is in a Holy Place
3.10: STJ #1009 Meditation on Breathing

3.11: STJ #1011 Return Again
3.12: STJ #1012 When I am Frightened
3.13: STJ #1017 Building a New Way
3.14: STJ #1021 Lean on Me
3.15: STJ #1023 Building Bridges
3.16: STJ #1026 If Every Woman in the World
3.17: STJ #1029 Love Knocks and Waits for Us to Hear

3.18: STJ #1031 Filled with Loving Kindness
3.19: STJ #1037 We Begin Again in Love
3.20: STJ #1051 We Are…
3.21: STJ #1052 The Oneness of Everything
3.22: STJ #1054 Let this Be a House of Peace
3.23: STJ #1066 O Brother Sun
3.24: STJ #1067 Mother Earth, Beloved Garden
3.25: STJ #1073 The Earth is Our Mother
3.26: STJ #1074 Turn the World Around
     Choral Music 

3.27: Walk in Balance and Beauty by Sy Brandon

(voicing: SATB) (level: medium) (length: 4:14) (piano)

“This composition is based on Native American Wisdom. It is tonal and is mostly homophonic with some counterpoint.”

Source: https://www.jwpepper.com/Walk-in-Balance-and-Beauty/10947546.item#.YivGWXrMLIU 
     Popular Music

9.1: Balance by Rexx Life Raj (3:06)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=syNoPjCXrFc
9.2: Balance (feat. Rustage, Caleb Hyles, Chi-chi) from Avatar: The Last Airbender Song (3:33)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=36YiWa0eNVw 

9.3: Wings by Macklemore x Ryan Lewis (5:32)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gAg3uMlNyHA 

9.4: Balance by Sara Tavares in Portuguese (4:04)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1C9mWN8vKHQ 

4.0: Stories & Illustrations

4.1: Finding Balance from Tapestry of Faith, adapted (548 words)
     “So, Ray,” asked his mother, “what do you want for your birthday?”
     It was a surprisingly hard question to answer. What did he want for his birthday? “I don’t know, Mom. Can I get back to you on that one?”
     Ray grabbed his skateboard and went out to the driveway to think as he rode. What did he want for his birthday? 

     …As Ray cruised down the slope of the driveway, his mind drifted back to that first day, when Vikram had come over to teach him how to ride the board. “It’s all about balance,” he’d said, “and balance is all about knowing where your center is.”
     … “Funny,” thought Ray, “but I think my center is right here, riding my skateboard.”
      All of a sudden, the idea came to Ray in a flash. He remembered how his church, the First Unitarian Church of Rochester, …asked [people] to think about what they would usually spend on Christmas presents, and then to give half [of] …that amount to the church’s …Greater Good program. …Their…congregation raised $64,000 for …local families, and to help a village in Honduras get fresh water.

     …Ray wondered, “What would it be like to have half a birthday?”…

     “Hey, Ray!” someone called, interrupting his thoughts.

     “Oh, hi, Sebastian,” Ray said. … “What’s up?”
     … “Nothing much,” Sebastian said. …” Ray noticed that Sebastian was looking at Ray’s skateboard.

      “Do you want to try it?” Ray asked.

    Sebastian frowned. “Sure, I do, but I don’t know how. It looks hard.”
      “Well, I could show you…,” Ray said.

       Ray …showed Sebastian how to place his left foot and kick off with his right. Then Sebastian tried it. …Ray …heard himself saying the same words Vikram had said to him: “It’s all about balance, finding your center.”
     By the time Ray had to go home, Sebastian was really catching on.

     … “You should get a skateboard, too,” Ray told him.

     … “Yeah, that would be cool,” Sebastian said, “but I don’t think that’s going to happen. There’s not a lot of money …at my house, but I had fun learning…. Thanks….”
     …Ray felt sad. It wasn’t fair that some kids could have a skateboard, and other kids who would really like riding one could not.

     …Suddenly, Ray knew what he wanted for his birthday. … “Mom! I know what I want for my birthday! I want half a birthday!” The words tumbled out of his mouth as Ray explained. 

     “A sports fund for kids. What a great idea! I think we could get a lot of people’s help at church,” his mother said.

     … “We can use the money to help other people get something they do need. It’s kind of like having your cake and eating it too,” she continued. 

     “Oh, I definitely want cake on my birthday,” said Ray.

     …His mom laughed. “I just meant it’s the kind of birthday present that is good in a lot of different ways. It’s very... “
     “Balanced?” Ray filled in.

     “Yes,” said his mom. “…When the gifts you gave up help someone else, that makes a kind of balance. If that makes any kind of sense.”
     “Yep,” said Ray. “It does. If I can find my center and my balance, that’s the best birthday present I can think of.”
Source: http://www.uua.org/re/tapestry/children/journeys/session5/132324.shtml 
5.0: Meditations

5.1: Life is Always Unfinished Business by Rev. Richard Gilbert (170 words)
     In the midst of the whirling day,
In the hectic rush to be doing,
In the frantic pace of life,
Pause here for a moment.

     Catch your breath;
Relax your body;
Loosen your grip on life.

     Consider that our lives are always unfinished business;
Imagine that the picture of our being is never complete;
Allow your life to be a work in progress.

     Do not hurry to mold the masterpiece;
Do not rush to finish the picture;
Do not be impatient to complete the drawing.
From beckoning birth to dawning death we are in process,
And always there is more to be done.

     Do not let the incompleteness weigh on your spirit;
Do not despair that imperfection marks your every day;
Do not fear that we are still in the making.

     Let us instead be grateful that the world is still to be created;
Let us give thanks that we can be more than we are;
Let us celebrate the power of the incomplete;
For life is always unfinished business.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/life-always-unfinished-business 
5.2: Beannacht / Blessing by John O’Donohue (142 words)
On the day when
the weight deadens
on your shoulders
and you stumble,
may the clay dance
to balance you.
And when your eyes
freeze behind
the grey window
and the ghost of loss
gets in to you,
may a flock of colours,
indigo, red, green,
and azure blue
come to awaken in you
a meadow of delight.

When the canvas frays
in the currach of thought
and a stain of ocean
blackens beneath you,
may there come across the waters
a path of yellow moonlight
to bring you safely home.

May the nourishment of the earth be yours,
may the clarity of light be yours,
may the fluency of the ocean be yours,
may the protection of the ancestors be yours.
And so may a slow
wind work these words
of love around you,
an invisible cloak
to mind your life.

Source: https://www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/poem/beannacht-blessing/ 
5.3: Balance by Rev. Scott Alexander (458 words)
     I would like you to join me now on a guided meditation…a guided meditation about finding and feeling balance in your life. So please close your eyes, and imagine yourself as a juggler…a juggler on the stage of life – which is precisely where each one of us is, all the time – before a full house. Before you on a table are seven or eight juggling balls, that you are about to pick up and try to keep in the air simultaneously. 

     Each of these balls represents a different aspect (or sphere) of your life to which you must tend. One might be your marriage or partnership…one might be your kids or grandkids or great-grandkids…one might be your job or volunteer responsibilities…one might be your apartment or home (and all that it requires)…one might be all the logistical details of your life (laundry, car upkeep, gardening, balancing the checkbook …one might be your hobbies, avocations, and other passions…one might be your body and health (we know that requires attention)…and one might be all the things that occupy you on the computer – email, facebook, and so much more. 

     Now…imagine yourself picking the balls, one at a time, and quickly launching them in the air. At first you find yourself having trouble keeping track of all of them, barely managing to pass them from one hand to the other…barely managing to keep them all up in the air at once. As you struggle with your juggling act, you are worried that the audience will notice that you are barely managing…and worry that they will all laugh out loud if you suddenly drop all the balls, and collapse in frustration on the stage. Can you see yourself in your mind’s eye…on the stage…barely managing to juggle all the components of your life? Sit with that anxiety producing image for a moment. 

     But now imagine that suddenly – for no particular reason you identify – you all of a sudden hit your groove as a juggler. Now all the balls are flying gracefully through the air, as you (with a big, relaxed smile on your face) deftly move them from hand to hand and then high overhead. Look at how smooth and sure your rhythm is…notice how relaxed your breathing is…you own the stage…and have never felt more calm and competent in your life. Sit with that good feeling for a moment…you are smoothly managing all the various aspects of your life in perfect balance …and it feels so good! 

     This is the way life should feel to us all the time…that we are managing to keep all the natural dimensions of our lives in proper relationship and rhythm. You are a master juggler… and your life feels smooth and right… you have perfect balance. 

Source: no longer online
5.4: Meditation on Letting Go by Rev. Carol Allman-Morton (139 words)
    Many of us carry a burden of worry.

     Anxiety over the state of the world
Worries about money
About our environment,
Our families
About peace and justice.

     May we trust that nothing will get worse for us putting that burden down for a moment.
May we let go of what weighs us down.
May we find that we can set down worry for longer and longer periods of time.

     In our experience of letting go, may we be open to the possibility that we need not pick our worries back up.
May we find passion and strength to work for change where we have the power to do so, and to let go where we do not.

     If not forever, let us put down any worries or anxiety, for our time of quiet.

     May we be in quiet together.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/meditation-letting-go 
5.5: O Source of life and love by Rev. Bruce Southworth (158 words)
     O Source of life and love,

     Torn by desires to sit back
and to enjoy the beauty of the world—
to savor the blue skies and gentle days—
and by desires to recast the world and to fight its evils—
to save the world...

     Torn by all those things that hurt and confuse
and make no sense amid beauty—
yet supported by all those things that heal and hold us—
smiles, kisses, mountain vistas
and gentle waves, warm words...

     We live in mystery.

We live torn apart at times --
so much glory --
so much pain.

     We live in faith --
faith in ourselves and each other --
faith that we can create bonds of the spirit
that proclaim we are not alone.
We have much health within us --
we can live through the heartache to new life.

     So, for the grace of the world
and all the tumble, too,
this day we give thanks. Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/5610.shtml 
5.6: Stirred by the Spirit by Rev. Tess Baumberger (68 words)
     We exist within 
this interstitial surface
tensed between past and future,
this violet veil
undulating between health and illness,
this filmy membrane
polished between body and spirit
this alert eardrum
reverberating between human and divine,

    We are sunrise with a remembrance of dusk,
We are soul with patina of soil,
We are stillness with mere veneer of words,
We are smooth surface of water stirred by the Spirit.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/5525.shtml 
5.7: We thank them all by Mel Harkrader-Pine (118 words)
     Some came here looking for solace.
Some came here and gave it to them.

      Some came here seeking music.
Some came here and gave it, joyfully.

     Some came here seeking laughter.
Some came here and created it.

     Some came here seeking learning, growth.
Some came here and provided it.

     Some came here looking for a sense of security, a safe haven.
Some came here and provided it.

     Some came here seeking an escape from hectic lives.
Some came here and enabled them to have it.

     Some came here seeking the joy of community.
Some came here and created that.

     Some came here wanting to serve.
Some came here and made it possible for them.

     We thank them all.

Source: https://trulyopenmindsandhearts.blog/prayers-and-poems/ 
6.0: Prayers

6.1: Make Me a Channel of Thy Peace by St. Francis of Assisi (110 words)
God, make me a channel of thy peace, that
where there is hatred, I may sow love;
where there is wrong, the spirit of forgiveness;
where there is discord, harmony;
where there is error, truth;
where there is doubt, faith;
where there is despair, hope;
where there are shadows, light;
where there is sadness, joy.
 

God, grant that I may not so much seek to be comforted, as to comfort;
to be understood, as to understand;
to be loved, as to love.
For it is in giving that we receive,
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,
and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.
(Twelfth century Christian mystic Giovanni di Pietro di Bernardone, now known as St. Francis of Assisi)
Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/prayer/prayer-st-francis 
6.2: Each Breath by Rev. Leaf Seligman (183 words)
Loving God,

We pause in the stillness to rest for a moment, to quiet ourselves so that we can feel what stirs within us. Each breath draws us closer to the pulse of life and with each exhalation we make room for something new. May we find in this gathering the comfort of those who care. May we encounter patience along our growing edges and compassion in our most tender spots. Here may we find the inspiration and encouragement we need to face our challenges and nurture ourselves. And in the presence of suffering across the globe may we redouble our efforts to practice kindness where we are, with the hope that the light of our actions travels like the light of faraway stars. May our gestures of compassion and generosity seed possibility. May we walk humbly with one another, choosing reconciliation over resentment as we try to live right-sized. When life presses in and shifts us off balance, when pain assails us, when frustration mounts, may the rhythm of our breath steady us and bring us back to a place of gratitude.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/each-breath 
6.3: Mother Earth by Jamie Sams (125 words)
Earth Mother teach me of my kin, 
Of Hawk, and Dove, and flower, 
Of blinding sunlight, shady knoll, 
Desert wind and morning showers. 
Teach me every language of 
The creatures that sing to me, 
That I may count the cadence of 
Infinite lessons in harmony. 
Teach me how to honor 
The Sacred Spaces of all, 
Gently melding with the whole, 
Answering the whippoorwill’s call. 
Steamy tropics to glacial ice, 
To thundering ocean tides, 
In every grain of desert sands, 
Your beauty forever abides. 
Oh, Mother of every kingdom, 
Let me claim my family’s love, 
From the whales of the deepest oceans, 
To the Winged-ones, high above. 
Expand my limited vision 
Until I can truly know 
The missions of my Relations 
And the blessings they bestow.

Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/practices/practices/view/28261/earth-mother 
6.4: Earth Day Prayer: In the Spirit of Indigenous Traditions by Rev. Vern Barnet (402 words)
     Infinite Spirit, sometimes called Grandfather, Grandmother —
Father Sky, Earth Mother, Creator:

We gather to praise your creation,
to honor the swimmers and crawlers,
the four-leggeds and the winged ones;
we give thanks for the beauty and glory of creation
and open our hearts to new ways to understand
our place in the universe—not the center or focus,
but a humble and balanced place,
where every step we take becomes a prayer,
where every word we say
makes harmony with the vast, vibrating cosmos,
and where we know we are singing the song of life.

     We pray to know more deeply that we are in the Garden
where every plant and animal and speck of dust
is a living prayer.
Without our brothers and sisters
of the plant and animal and mineral kingdoms,
the human family would end.
So we want to bless them, as they bless us.

We pray for humility— 
not to humble ourselves before presidents or priests,
but before the ants and trees— 
for if we cannot be in true relation to the ant,
we shall be outcasts of the garden.

     Let us cast the pollution from our eyes
so we can see the glory and live with thanksgiving.

Great Spirit, let us remember
it is not how we talk but how we walk.
When we say we love animals, let us protect them.
When we say we that we love the plant people,
let us honor them by living lightly on the earth.
When we say we love the minerals,
let us use them only in necessity,
and remember their rightful places.
Oil belongs in the ground,
not in the air through our wasteful machines.

     Wondrous trees, breathing life into the atmosphere:
your gifts of fire and shelter, fruit,
and sailing are precious to us.
And in many ways you offer us leaves of knowledge.

     May the vision of mutual interrelatedness,
cosmic interdependence,
the seamless process of generations,
not end in cough-filled skies blotting the sun,
but rather may clear air, healthy forests,
wholesome water, expansive prairie, and pungent earth
nourish paths for all creatures
through mountain and valley, and the salt sea,
and through a protective atmosphere,
as we rejoice in the inhabitants.

     Hear and empower our mantra: reduce, reuse, recycle.

     With thanks for the surprise and mystery of it all,
we pray in the name of the Creator,
the Processes and Presences, and all our relations.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/5590.shtml 
6.5: God of Many Names and Mystery by Rev. Daniel Kanter (131 words)
     God of many names and mystery beyond all our naming,
Persist in guiding us to a quiet measure of this moment,
That we might link heart to heart in the stillness and calm,
Leaving behind all scurrying and fury, rush and contempt
For the shore of this quiet moment.

     We who gather together today
Coming from many corners of the land
Join in breath over breath
So that we might hold the suffering and care for the mourning
And celebrate with the joyful.
Today we pray over those in our midst who struggle
And appreciate those who have enough spirit to give today
We pray in the names of all those known and unknown, present and absent, remembered and forgotten.

     We pray in the names of all helpers of humankind. Amen

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/prayer/god-many-names-and-mystery-2 
6.6: Too often, God, we have ignored you by Rev. Amy McKenzie Quinn (252 words)
     Shall we pray?

     Too often, God, we have ignored you. We have lived as though you didn’t matter. We have denied the new life that you would have us embrace; we have perpetuated that which depletes life. Forgive us for hesitating when we knew action was the needed response. Forgive us also for neglecting the stillness and the silence. You know that we carry with us deep sadness, deep regrets; they drag us down, but we can’t quite let go of them. Help us to release these leaden memories and move on. There have been times when we have felt ourselves to be out of balance, and so we pray that you would restore our sense of purpose and connection, for we are a part of you and bound to one another in struggle and love.

     Yes, there are also times when we feel invigorated, awed, joyful; we give thanks for the gifts that deepen our lives and the love that keeps us going. Each of us has private hopes and fears; we bring them to you in the silence, for you know us fully and love us unconditionally.

     And finally, we ask that you teach us how to keep you close, as you keep us close; ease our burdens and increase our energy; be with us as we struggle and as we celebrate. For our part, this is our pledge: we will live this week with a renewed spirit; we will do your work in the world. Amen and blessed be.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/5821.shtml 
6.7: The Circle of Connection in Our Lives by Rev. Anne Mason (153 words)
     Spirit of Life, your very presence among us is what gives us connection. Help us to sense that beneath our feet is the strength we need to keep us grounded. Help us to feel that behind our back is the protection we need to feel safe facing our fears. Help us to know that before our eyes lies the beauty we seek to feel astounded. Help us to lift our heads high enough to be aware of the vastness of our sky and of our spirit, and help us to know that within our hearts lies the love we need to complete the circle of connection in our lives.

     We are grateful, Spirit of Love, for this day. May we use all of these gifts—our feet, our backs, our eyes, our heads and our hearts—to bring Love into this hurting world; this world which we so value, which we cherish. Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/prayer/circle-connection-our-lives 
7.0: Responsive Readings

7.1: SLT# 550 We Belong to the Earth by Chief Noah Sealth

7.2: SLT# 606 The Tao by Lao-Tse

7.3: SLT# 614 The Sacred Hoop by Black Elk

7.4: SLT# 655 Change is Alone Unchanging by Heraklietos of Ephesos

8.0: Readings
8.1: Beatitudes for the Earth by Rev. Richard Gilbert (188 words)
     Blessed are the heavens,
for they declare the power of creation.
Blessed is the earth, our beloved home,
for she is a planet of plenitude.

     Blessed are the waters thereon,
for they gave rise to living things.
Blessed is the land,
for it is the source of life abundant.

     Blessed is the air we breathe,
for it fires us to life and love.
Blessed are the beasts of the field,
for they are glorious to behold.

     Blessed are the birds of the air,
for they carve a graceful arc in the sky.
Blessed are the mountains and the seas and the valleys,
for their variety makes rich our habitat.

     Blessed are the fields of grain, the orchards of fruit,
for they give sustenance, asking nothing in return.
     Blessed are the dwellers on earth,
for they cherish the privilege of living upon it.

     Blessed are they who protect the earth and all her creatures,
from the plants of the field to the trees of the forest,
for their reward shall be harmony with the web of existence.
Rejoice, and be glad,
for the earth and her people are one.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/5910.shtml 
8.2: The deepest craving of my heart by Henri J.M. Nouwen (298 words)
     At issue here is the question: “To whom do I belong? God or to the world?” Many of my daily preoccupations suggest that I belong more to the world than to God. A little criticism makes me angry, and a little rejection makes me depressed. A little praise raises my spirits, and a little success excites me. It takes very little to raise me up or thrust me down. Often, I am like a small boat on the ocean, completely at the mercy of its waves. All the time and energy I spend in keeping some kind of balance and preventing myself from being tipped over and drowning shows that my life is mostly a struggle for survival: not a holy struggle, but an anxious struggle resulting from the mistaken idea that it is the world that defines me.

     As long as I keep running about asking: “Do you love me? Do you really love me?” I give all power to the voices of the world and put myself in bondage because the world is filled with “ifs.” The world says: “Yes, I love you if you are good-looking, intelligent, and wealthy. I love you if you have a good education, a good job, and good connections. I love you if you produce much, sell much, and buy much.” There are endless “ifs” hidden in the world’s love. These “ifs” enslave me, since it is impossible to respond adequately to all of them. The world’s love is and always will be conditional. As long as I keep looking for my true self in the world of conditional love, I will remain “hooked” to the world-trying, failing, and trying again. It is a world that fosters addictions because what it offers cannot satisfy the deepest craving of my heart.

Source: https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/375941-at-issue-here-is-the-question-to-whom-do-i 
8.3: from The Paradox of Balance by Rev. Michael Leuchtenberger (290 words)
     Two summers ago, our family went to see a performance of Cirque Shanghai at Navy Pier in Chicago. A young boy, perhaps 12 years old, suddenly appeared on stage. On the floor was a piece of metal piping about 8 inches in diameter and a foot long. He rolled it back and forth, then took a board just big enough to stand on, placed it on top of the pipe and carefully stepped on top of the board. He waved his hands and the audience offered polite applause. Not bad for a 12-year-old. 

     Next, he took another metal pipe, placed it on top of the first at right angles, added the board and once again began to balance on top of these three moving parts. The applause grew. Not bad for a circus performer. 

     He jumped down, took another metal pipe, added it to the pile and somehow managed to look graceful as he stepped back onto this impossibly wobbly contraption. His concentration was showing but he remained in control and the audience became mesmerized. 

     I forget how many more times he upped the ante – but by the end of his act he had to use a ladder just to reach the top of his tower of moving parts. Impossible it should have been, even for a circus performer, especially a 12-year-old. 

     I love such displays of excellence. I find them inspiring, aesthetically pleasing, and somehow deeply satisfying. They seem to surpass ordinary life. Yet while I remain in awe of the balancing skills of this young artist, I recognize that he is not unique in what he is doing. 

     All of us are involved in many balancing acts each day. Life is at its core an attempt at balancing.

Source: no longer online
8.4: Tai Chi by Kathy Underwood (188 words)
     T’ai chi ch’uan” …means “supreme ultimate fist” or “boundless fist.” T’ai chi ch’uan started thousands of years ago as a martial art…. [I]t had both fast and slow movements. But when the Manchurians took over the country, the new emperor saw how healthy the people were and wanted to learn it. But the master teachers didn’t want the new emperor to know all of their secrets, so they only taught him the slow movements. Then the people saw this and started doing it too, until many learned it. It is still widely practiced today.

     …T’ai chi is called a “soft” martial art, which means that it uses both meditative and physical elements. It uses an internal power, a power inside of you.

     The term “t’ai chi” refers to the ancient Chinese idea of the interplay between two opposite yet complimentary forces—called Yin and Yang—that are the foundation of creation.

     …Yang means sunny, and yin means shady—they are opposites. Yin and Yang stand for opposites like night and day, white and black, happy and sad. But together they represent a balance in nature and in life.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/service/281567.shtml 
8.5: Dark and Light by Jacqui James (288 words)
     Blackmail, blacklist, black mark. Black Monday, black mood, black-hearted. Black plague, black mass, black market.

     Good guys wear white, bad guys wear black. We fear black cats, and the Dark Continent. But it’s okay to tell a white lie, lily-white hands are coveted, it’s great to be pure as the driven snow. Angels and brides wear white. Devil’s food cake is chocolate; angel’s food cake is white!

     We shape language and we are shaped by it. In our culture, white is esteemed. It is heavenly, sun-like, clean, pure, immaculate, innocent, and beautiful. At the same time, black is evil, wicked, gloomy, depressing, angry, sullen. Ascribing negative and positive values to black and white enhances the institutionalization of this culture’s racism.

     Let us acknowledge the negative connotations of whiteness. White things can be soft, vulnerable, pallid, and ashen. Light can be blinding, bleaching, enervating. Conversely, we must acknowledge that darkness has a redemptive character, that in darkness there is power and beauty. The dark nurtured and protected us before our birth.

      Welcome darkness. Don’t be afraid of it or deny it. Darkness brings relief from the blinding sun, from scorching heat, from exhausting labor. Night signals permission to rest, to be with our loved ones, to conceive new life, to search our hearts, to remember our dreams. The dark of winter is a time of hibernation. Seeds grow in the dark, fertile earth.

     The words black and dark don’t need to be destroyed or ignored, only balanced and reclaimed in their wholeness. The words white and light don’t need to be destroyed or ignored, only balanced and reclaimed in their wholeness. Imagine a world that had only light—or dark. We need both. Dark and light. Light and dark.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/5934.shtml 
8.6: from A Fine Balance by Rohinton Mistry (75 words)
     “Let me tell you a secret: there is no such thing as an uninteresting life. One day you must tell me your full and complete story, unabridged and unexpurgated. We will set aside some time for it, and meet. It’s very important.

     Maneck smiled. ‘Why is it important?’
    It’s extremely important because it helps to remind yourself of who you are. Then you can go forward, without fear of losing yourself in this ever-changing world.”
Source: https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/865827-a-fine-balance 
8.7: Quilts by Nikki Giovanni (144 words)

(for Sally Sellers)

Like a fading piece of cloth
I am a failure

No longer do I cover tables filled with food and laughter
My seams are frayed my hems falling my strength no longer able
To hold the hot and cold

I wish for those first days
When just woven I could keep water
From seeping through
Repelled stains with the tightness of my weave
Dazzled the sunlight with my 
Reflection

I grow old though pleased with my memories
The tasks I can no longer complete
Are balanced by the love of the tasks gone past

I offer no apology only
this plea: 

When I am frayed and strained and drizzle at the end
Please someone cut a square and put me in a quilt
That might keep some child warm

And some old person with no one else to talk to
Will hear my whispers
Source: https://poets.org/poem/quilts 
8.8: Harmony of Science and Religion by Max Planck (101 words)
There can never be any real opposition between religion and science; for one is the complement of the other. Every serious and reflective person realizes, I think, that the religious element in nature must be recognized and cultivated if all the powers of the human soul are to act in perfect balance and harmony. And indeed, it is not by any accident that the greatest thinkers of all ages were also deeply religious souls, even though they made no public show of their religious feelings.... Every advance in knowledge brings us face to face with the mystery of our own being.
Source: no longer online
8.9: Like pendulums we swing by Rev. Don Vaughn-Foerster (265 words)
     Like pendulums we swing from hunger to hunger -- from hunger for the one great Truth (absolute, eternal, mystical) to hunger for simple, near-in, familiar truths that change as we change, grow as we grow. Like pendulums we swing from hunger for cosmic imperatives commanding us to expand ourselves, to hunger for immediate and authentic inner promptings urging us to be ourselves.

     We would be right with heaven, so we swing outward; we would fulfill our own heart, so we swing inward. We would grasp the holy and we would create ourselves. We have this dual hunger: to serve the cosmos that commands us to become more than we would and to be our genuine selves, content with what we are. So we ride this pendulum in hunger for life. We ride from Truth that calls us out to truths that call us in.

     And all because the gravity of life pulls across our hunger, never allowing us to stay on one side or the other, always moving us into new urgency for the wholeness that would bind both the cosmic and the personal.

     And so life pulls us and we swing from Truth to truths, from cosmos to self, from mystery to clarity, from out to in. It is our state to swing and to be drawn ever into another swing. This is the motion that makes ours a human life.

     May the great gravity of life which pulls us along an unknown, holy axis never let the pendulums we are cease swinging until the Truth we seek and the truths we are one.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/5497.shtml 
8.10: To Savor the World or Save It by Richard Gilbert (284 words)
“It’s hard to know when to respond to the seductiveness of the world and when to respond to its challenge. If the world were merely seductive, that would be easy. If it were merely challenging, that would be no problem. But I arise in the morning torn between the desire to improve the world and a desire to enjoy the world. This makes it hard to plan the day.”
E. B. White
I rise in the morning torn between the desire 
To save the world or to savor it—to serve life or to enjoy it; 
To savor the sweet taste of my own joy 
Or to share the bitter cup of my neighbor; 
To celebrate life with exuberant step 
Or to struggle for the life of the heavy laden. 
What am I to do when the guilt at my bounty 
Clouds the sky of my vision; 
When the glow which lights my every day 
Illumines the hurting world around me? 
To savor the world or save it? 
God of justice, if such there be, 
Take from me the burden of my question. 
Let me praise my plenitude without limit; 
Let me cast from my eyes all troubled folk! 
No, you will not let me be. You will not stop my ears 
To the cries of the hurt and the hungry; 
You will not close my eyes to the sight of the afflicted. 
What is that you say? 
To save, one must serve? 
To savor, one must save? 

The one will not stand without the other? 
Forgive me—in my preoccupation with myself, 
In my concern for my own life 
I had forgotten. 
Forgive me, God of justice, 
Forgive me, and make me whole.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/savor-world-or-save-it 
8.11: Resistance is Futile by Rev. Doug Kraft (429 words)
     “We want to give you an update on our progress,” the captain said over the PA. A silent groan went through the passengers: the word “update” meant the problem wasn’t fixed.

     I was on a plane sitting on the tarmac trying to get to the East coast where I was officiating at my nephew’s wedding. We took off nearly an hour behind schedule. My itinerary gave me an hour in Houston before a connecting flight left. I’d hoped to get something to eat. Instead I barely made the plane.

     I like to look out airplane windows. The woman by the window closed the shade so she could watch a movie. The woman right next to me had three martinis and laughed constantly as she watched the movie.

     I wasn’t interested in the movie. I read a little, slept a little, worked on my computer a little.    Nothing was satisfying. There was nothing left for me to do but meditate. I didn’t want to meditate because there was so much aversion inside me about all the things that hadn’t gone the way I wanted.

     When I closed my eyes, I was too worn to fight the aversion. So I didn’t try. I just felt the cranky thoughts and relaxed.

     The aversion wasn’t that pack of grubby monsters I’d feared. It was like a four-year-old complaining that dad had cut the crust off the bread of his sandwich: it was sad but kind of sweet and endearing.

    I remembered that crucial meditation lesson: resistance is futile. Fighting reality—wanting things to be different than they are—is what Jean Houston calls “schlock suffering.” Life has its unavoidable discomforts. But it doesn’t turn into anguish unless we have the hubris to think it should be different just because we want it to be different.

     Aversion is like an ocean wave rolling toward us: We can try to run from it, but it’s likely to catch us from behind, sweep us away, or knock us flat. The Buddha recommended turning toward discomfort and getting to know it even if that means diving into the wave. Then we experience its true nature: water that passes by in a rush—not so bad after all.

     Sitting on the plane I learned this again for the one-thousandth time. Old habits of turning away are deeply conditioned; I have to learn it over and over until relaxing into the wave becomes a deeper habit.

     It was almost midnight when my sister picked me up at the airport. I was worn, tired, hungry, and unexpectedly light in spirit.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/resistance-futile 
8:12: Inexplicable by Rev. Karen Johnston (117 words)
Inexplicable.
How we rise each morning,
instead of burying our heads
under bedcovers,
sewing them shut.
Why we keep on
welcoming babies
with bone-deep joy
to this sordid world.
How we fill burlap sacks
with grit and gratitude,
our hands shredded
as we drag one over the other.
How we refuse the daily pull
towards greedy dark,
keeping at least one toe,
some of us whole torso,
in the light.
Inexplicable.
It’s what makes a poem
worth writing, worth reading,
worth flooding the world
with redundant, flawed attempts
at explanation.
It’s just the way it is.
There is no other way.
Stumbling every time,
practice or no.
Just part of the bargain…
the unavoidable,
intractable,
inexplicable
bargain.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/poetry/inexplicable 
8.13: Kindness by Naomi Shihab Nye (239 words)
Before you know what kindness really is
you must lose things,
feel the future dissolve in a moment
like salt in a weakened broth.
What you held in your hand,
what you counted and carefully saved,
all this must go so you know
how desolate the landscape can be between the regions of kindness.
How you ride and ride
thinking the bus will never stop,
the passengers eating maize and chicken
will stare out the window forever.

Before you learn the tender gravity of kindness,
you must travel where the Indian in a white poncho
lies dead by the side of the road.
You must see how this could be you,
how he too was someone
who journeyed through the night with plans
and the simple breath that kept him alive.

Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside,
you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.
You must wake up with sorrow.
You must speak to it till your voice
catches the thread of all sorrows
and you see the size of the cloth.

Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore,
only kindness that ties your shoes
and sends you out into the day to mail letters and purchase bread,
only kindness that raises its head
from the crowd of the world to say
It is I you have been looking for,
and then goes with you everywhere
like a shadow or a friend.

Source: https://poets.org/poem/kindness 
8.14: Hopping over the Surface of Life by Rev. Doug Kraft (219 words)
     When I was a kid, I liked to skip stones on lakes. If I threw a flat stone at the correct angle and with enough speed and energy it would kiss the surface and leap into the air again and again.

     If we have too much stuff in our lives, our attention skips from one object to another without really enjoying anything. If we have too many activities, our attention jumps from past to future without settling into the present. If we have too many opinions, we end up thinking about how things should be without fully seeing how things are.

     Happiness and ease flow from the bottom of the lake. They aren’t found hopping over the surface of life. We have to slow down enough to settle into the depths.

Joy and ease are simple and uncomplicated. Having lots of things to do, stuff to manage, places to go and opinions to consult make life complicated.

     Practices that cultivate simplicity do two things. (1) They reduce the amount of stuff, activities or preferences so we have a better chance of settling into the present. They get the outward to resonate a little better with the happiness, joy and ease in our depths. And (2) they help us become more aware of our relationship to stuff, experience and thought.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/hopping-over-surface-life 
8.15: Cosmic Bowling by Rev. Christopher Buice (347 words)
     I think about the Buddha when I am bowling. A bowling ball that goes too far to the right ends up in the gutter. One that drifts to the left experiences a similar fate. And so, when bowling I am aware that I am seeking the Middle Way. The Buddha sought the Middle Way between body-destroying asceticism and gluttonous indulgence of the appetites and cravings. Either extreme took him away from spiritual growth. I, too, realize that it is important to seek a middle way between the extremes of life: between firmness and flexibility, realism and hope, charity and empowerment. 

     The Middle Way is a difficult path to tread. The Hindu scriptures, the Upanishads, warn us that the path to salvation is as thin and narrow as a razor’s edge. Fortunately, a bowling lane is somewhat wider. 

     Finding the middle way is often difficult. On some occasions I feel as if bowling lanes are far too narrow. I long for a wider margin of error. Unfortunately, this is not always possible. Sure, I can have kiddy bumpers placed in the gutters, but that feels like cheating. I find that my greatest satisfaction comes not from trying to change the game but from changing myself. By centering my ball to glide down the lane, I find that my life becomes more centered with the Larger Life of which I am a part. By focusing my energies toward a central goal, I find a sense of precision and balance in my life. 

     And yet, the way to live a centered or balanced life is not always obvious. It is not always easy to find the middle way between two extremes. That is why I sometimes wish for a wider lane in my bowling alley. I roll a lot of gutter balls when I bowl. But I find that it is by accepting life on life’s terms that I truly begin to enjoy the game. History tells us that it took many, many years for the Buddha to achieve enlightenment. While I am waiting, I might as well continue bowling.

Source: no longer online
8.16: Balance Spirituality and Justice by Rev. William Murry (125 words)
In every church I know anything about there are two groups of members – those who are devoted to spirituality and spiritual growth and those who are committed to social action. The spirituality people are not involved in social justice work and the social justice folks generally want nothing to do with spirituality. They have two different understandings of liberal religion. However, in my view social justice and spirituality are two sides of one coin. For I believe that genuine spirituality should lead to social concerns and people working for social justice need a spiritual basis or they will burn out quickly. Moreover, spirituality that does not lead to social justice concerns is in my view bogus spirituality. It is simply a form of religious narcissism.

Source: https://uucsp.org/sermons/let-there-be-harmony/ 
8.17: The Glove in the Subway by Rev. Jane Ranney Rzepka (320 words)
     A one-paragraph newspaper article describes a subway platform during the morning rush hour at Grand Central Terminal. A train pulls in; a well-dressed woman gets off. Before the doors close, the woman realizes that she is holding only one of her leather gloves. She looks back into the train and spots the matching one on the seat. It is obviously too late to dash back in to retrieve it, so with a cavalier shrug, she flings her arm out and, the doors about to close, tosses her glove onto the seat alongside its mate. The doors shut, and the train pulls away.

      What a great image. One could use it, I suppose, as a metaphor for facing the inevitable, or arguing for an orderly universe, or even, with a little stretch, for sharing the good things in life. But, as we move into the summer season, the metaphor that comes to mind is the one of “letting go.”
     To throw a favorite leather glove into the oblivion of a moving train must involve small pangs of uncertainty, pangs of some degree of loss, pangs of upset. After a lifetime of struggling not to lose our mittens, then our gloves, cavalier abandonment does not come easy.

     In New England at least, our pattern is to cling, as we cling to our gloves, to routine, hard work, and obligation, all fall, all winter, and right through to the Fourth of July. But in the summertime, there is a letting go. We close up our schools and our churches, put our overcoats in mothballs, and dust off the swan boats, the lobster pots and last year’s new gas grill. We need that. We need to cast that glove of responsibility back into the train. We need a vigorous and decisive toss about now to free ourselves of the confining gloves of life, even if we love them.

     And the train’s about to leave.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/5937.shtml 
8.18: Balance Breaks by Donald Altman (317 words)
     Try a one-minute balance break on your own. You can time yourself with a wristwatch or clock. Sometimes it’s better to close your eyes and just count nine or ten breaths; that way you can really focus on the body and the breath. When you have finished, slowly open your eyes and let yourself return to your surrounding environment.

     What did that balance break feel like for you? Frequently, participants in workshops describe their experiences as calming, relaxing, or refreshing. Some report that after only a couple of balance breaks, they begin to look forward to the next one. In general, most are surprised at how quickly stress appears in the body and at how effectively we can help to dissolve and release it. It’s always good to hear people share that although their mind was off in the future when the slide appeared, coming to this awareness in itself helps them become more centered. Occasionally, there is mention of impatience, of not wanting to slow down to be present. I sometimes experience impatience when my presentation gets interrupted. But after a few moments of breathing, that fleeting sense of impatience gives way as I engage in the moment-to-moment process of regaining balance.

     Balance breaks are especially good to take during times of uncertainty and transition. Do a balance break while driving, before a meeting, while standing in line, or any time that a stress-inducing event is on the horizon. Here is a beneficial and practical way to implement one-minute balance breaks in your day.

     Practice taking a balance break at least once each morning, even if you don’t think you need it. Take another during your lunch break and one more later in the afternoon. Remember, we’re talking only three minutes here. If you can’t take three minutes out of the day to bring balance to yourself, then you need to evaluate your lifestyle and values.

Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/book-reviews/excerpts/view/20001/the-mindfulness-code 
8.19: A Place of Great Balance by Unknown (225 words)
     God was missing for six days. On the seventh day, Michael, the archangel, found him, resting. He inquired of God. “Where have you been?” God sighed a deep sigh of satisfaction, and proudly pointed downwards through the clouds, “Look, Michael. Look what I’ve made…. a planet, with Life on it. I’m going to call it Earth and it’s going to be a great place of balance.”
     “Balance?” inquired Michael, still confused. God explained, pointing to different parts of earth. “For example, northern Europe will be a place of great opportunity and wealth, while southern Europe is going to be poor…. God continued pointing to different countries. “This one will be extremely hot, while this one will be very cold and covered in ice.” Impressed, the Archangel pointed to a land area and said, “What’s that one?”
“Ah,” said God, “That’s Washington State, the most glorious place on earth. There are beautiful mountains, rivers and streams, lakes, forests, hills and plains… The people from Washington State are going to be handsome, intelligent, and humorous, sociable, hardworking, high achieving, and they will be known throughout the world as diplomats, and carriers of peace.”
Archangel Michael gasped in wonder and admiration, but then proclaimed, “What about balance, God? You said there would be balance.” God smiled,

“There is another Washington...wait until you see the idiots I put there.

Source: http://www.hcs.harvard.edu/~pnw/washingtonjoke.htm 
8.20: In Praise of Slowness by Carl Honore (254 words)
     Fast and Slow do more than just describe a rate of change. They are shorthand for ways of being, or philosophies of life. Fast is busy, controlling, aggressive, hurried, analytical, stressed, superficial, impatient, active, quantity-over-quality. Slow is the opposite: calm, careful, receptive, still, intuitive, unhurried, patient, reflective, quality-over-quantity. It is about making real and meaningful connections — with people, culture, work, food, everything. The paradox is that Slow does not always mean slow. As we shall see, performing a task in a Slow manner often yields faster results. It is also possible to do things quickly while maintaining a Slow frame of mind. A century after Rudyard Kipling wrote of keeping your head while all about you are losing theirs, people are learning how to keep their cool, how to remain Slow inside, even as they rush to meet a deadline at work, or to get the children to school on time.

     Despite what some critics say, the Slow movement is not about doing everything at a snail’s pace. Nor is it a Luddite attempt to drag the whole world back to some pre-industrial utopia. On the contrary, the movement is made up of people like you and me, people who want to live better in a fast-paced, modern environment. That is why the Slow philosophy can be summed up in a single word: balance. Be fast when it makes sense to be fast, and be slow when slowness is called for. Seek to live at what musicians call the tempo giusto—the right speed.

Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/book-reviews/excerpts/view/14315/in-praise-of-slowness 
8.21: The Sacred Balance by Amanda McConnell, David Suzuki & Maria DeCambra (278 words)
     Aboriginal people are right; we are the Earth, created like everything else from the four sacred elements of water, air, fire, and earth. 

     …We are water in the most obvious ways. More than half the weight of every human being on Earth is water. A glass of water contains countless molecules circulated around the planet by the water cycle. Water is the glue that holds life together. But how can we boast of intelligence and foresight when we deliberately release toxic materials into water and therefore inject it into ourselves.

     We are also air. If the planet were reduced to the size of a basketball, the atmosphere would be thinner than a sheet of plastic wrap. And that air is not constantly recreated afresh; it moves through the planet’s living organisms, giving life and receiving their emissions. …We must breathe every minute of our lives. There is no boundary between air and ourselves because we are fused to air and it is always in us. 

     …We are fire because energy makes all life possible, and every bit of that energy was once sunlight. All the energy we need to move, grow, and reproduce came from the Sun through photosynthesis. But we take far more than our fair share of the Sun’s gift to Earth, and our profligate use if fossil fuels, the planet’s stored solar energy, is imperiling our own future.

      We are earth because every bit of nutrition that we consume to create our bodies and minds was once living and almost all of it came from the soil. 

     …These sacred elements …ought to be treasured beyond price, celebrated and cherished, and fiercely protected at all costs.

Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/book-reviews/excerpts/view/14094/the-sacred-balance 
8.22: Get a grip and enjoy the merry-go-round of life by Bernie Siegel (140 words)
     Your life is whirling around you, and you feel dizzy and ready to fall. Now is the time to look for support. Find some firm ground to stand on, and then reach out and ask others to stand beside you to help maintain your balance.

      When you were a child and whirled around a post you kept a firm grip on it so that no matter how fast you were going or many times you circled, you had support and did not fall. Remember that in your life; get a firm grip and then start whirling.

     Your support post can be many different things or people. Once it is in place, you will be ready for whatever may throw you off balance. So be sure it’s anchored well and that you are firmly supported by the people in your life.

Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/practices/practices/view/26946/look-for-support 
9.0: Extinguishing the Chalice

9.1: We extinguish this flame by Elizabeth Selle Jones (30 words)

We extinguish this flame but not the light of truth, the warmth of community, or the fire of commitment. These we carry in our hearts until we are together again.

Source: SLT #456
9.2: Carry the Flame by Rev. Brian Kiely (53 words)

The Chalice is now extinguished, but its light lives on in the minds and hearts and souls of each one of you. Carry that flame with you as you leave this place and share it with those you know, with those you love, and most especially, with those you have yet to meet.

Source: http://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/carry-flame
9.3: A Guiding Light by Rev. Martha Munson (33 words)

We extinguish the chalice here that it might glow gently in our hearts.

May it light your path as you leave this place.

May it guide your way until we are together again.

Source: http://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/6049.shtml
9.4: Daring Vision by Rev. Maureen Killoran (31 words)

We extinguish this chalice flame,

daring to carry forward the vision of this free faith,

that freedom, reason and justice

will one day prevail in this nation and across the earth.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-lighting/daring-vision
9.5: It Becomes More by Rev. Amy Zucker Morgenstern (44 words)

     When we take fire from our chalice, it does not become less.

It becomes more.

     And so we extinguish our chalice, but we take its light and warmth with us,

multiplying their power by all of our lives, and sharing it with the world.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/it-becomes-more
9.6: The Work We Share by Rev. Krista Taves (54 words)

It is our work, shared with each other in covenant,

That creates and sustains this beloved community.

We extinguish this chalice, but its light lives on

in the directions we have chosen today.

The light of this faith lives on in us, together,

in our hearts, minds, bodies and spirits.

Amen and Blessed Be.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-extinguishing/work-we-share
9.7: As Breath to Song by Becky Laurent (33 words)
As flame is to spirit, so spirit is to breath, and breath to song. Though we extinguish the flame in this sanctuary, may we tend it in our hearts until we meet again.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-extinguishing/breath-song
9.8: Kindle New Sparks by Debra Burrell (36 words)
We have basked in the warmth and beauty of this flame and this community.

As the chalice flame is extinguished, let us carry its glow within.

Let us kindle new sparks within these walls and beyond.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-extinguishing/kindle-new-sparks
9.9: Shape a New World by Rev. Rolfe Gerhardt (60 words)

We extinguish this flame, a mere wisp of matter in process, almost as insubstantial as the thought of it. Yet our civilization has harnessed the power of such a flame to drive and shape a new world. So may it be with the power of our thoughts, that in truth and love they may drive and shape a new world.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/6050.shtml 

10.0: Closing Words

10.1: Only one thing required of us by Rev. Kendyl Gibbons (91 words)
     There is, finally, only one thing required of us: that is, to take life whole, the sunlight and shadows together; to live the life that is given us with courage and humor and truth [and balance].
     We have such a little moment out of the vastness of time for all our wondering and loving. Therefore, let there be no half-heartedness; rather, let the soul be ardent in its pain, in its yearning, in its praise.

     Then shall peace enfold our days, and glory shall not fade from our lives.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/6038.shtml 
10.2: We all have two religions by Rev. William Gardner (30 words)
We all have two religions: the religion we talk about and the religion we live. It is our task to make the difference between the two as small as possible.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/6048.shtml 
10.3: Remembering our spiritual, courageous ancestors by Rev. Rhys Williams (73 words)
Remembering our spiritual, courageous ancestors who forsook oppression with security to gain freedom with opportunity, may we go forth to master ourselves by accepting duty with responsibility, by showing balance in our judgments and by having breadth of vision in our deliberations. May we be exemplars of that spirit, moving forward with conviction and commitment, with unity and without uniformity, with brotherhood and sisterhood to serve the truth that sets us free. Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/6034.shtml 
11.0: Sermons

11.1: Life and Work: Finding the Balance by Rev. Matt Alspaugh (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,173 words)
     …The line between work and the rest of life is becoming more fuzzy, and this is just fine with many of our youngest generation and their employers.

     In an article in the Washington Post, Laura Sessions Stepp, spoke with many Millennials, young women in particular. She notes, “The blurred lines between work and life characteristic of this generation can be difficult for their parents to understand and are not always clear to the young women and young men, either. Virtual work in particular raises questions. If your days are as long or short as you want them to be, how do you know when you’re done with your job? How do you keep from watching TV or taking a nap?”
     …Life is fluid. In some phases of life, work may take precedence, and in others, personal life outside of work does. 

     …For some in our community, work is a means to an end. Work does its traditional job of putting food on the table. For these people, the real passion is elsewhere, often with raising their children, or with supporting their partners, or with other hobbies and avocations.

     Others get tremendous satisfaction from their work, some of these so much so that they look for ways to use similar talents and skills in service to the church or the community. I think of the teacher who wants to work with our children, or the retired designer who would like to work on our building, or the librarian who would like to help with our archives.

     Still others are wanting to explore other paths, other callings or avocations, different from what they do in their work life. This might be music, or decorating, or teaching, or landscaping the grounds. Or, as one person pleaded, maybe we could just figure out how to create more hours in each day!

     I’ll note that this variety extended across all ages and stages of life, so while those Millennials may have different work habits than the baby boomers, for example, that may be a generality, and we need to remember that each person has their own approach to work and life.

     But for many of us, our paid work has no passion, yet we are still driven to over-work. Why? What drives many of us to overemphasize this one aspect of our life? ….[Consider] this poem …called Heart Labour by Maggie Anderson.

When I work too hard and then lie down,
even my sleep is sad and all worn out.
You want me to name the specific sorrows?
They do not matter.  You have your own.
Most of the people in the world
go out to work, day after day,
with their voices chained in their throats.
I am swimming a narrow, swift river.
Upstream, the clouds have already darkened
and deep blue holes I cannot see
churn up under the smooth flat rocks.
The Greeks have a word, paropono,
for the complaint without answer,
for how the heart labors, while
all the time our faces appear calm
enough to float through in the moonlight.

     And while the poet is apparently speaking of the work of motherhood, I know that her complaint applies to a much wider realm. I know that I have been in this place, I’m sure many of you too, where all the passion is gone from your labors, and it is just a job, just a hobby, or just a chore.

     For some of us, the amount of emphasis we place on vocation or avocation has to do with what stage we are in our life — in school, starting a career, midlife, retired, so on. 

     …The idea of phases of life is ancient and closely connected to spiritual growth. In the Hindu tradition, one’s life was divided into four phases. The first is brahmacharya, childhood and youth, which is a time of learning and spiritual training. Second is grihastha, or the householder, the time of career, perhaps marriage and raising a family, and ideally service to the community. The third is retirement, in which one “gives back to life” the wisdom and material resources acquired in the second phase. One focuses on selfless service to our family and others, and on facing the reality that our bodies are beginning to decline. Finally, in this tradition comes the time sannyasa, of renunciation. This is the time to hand off remaining possessions and to go into the forest, into the monastery, and make the spiritual life one’s fulltime career.

     But I wonder, have we Westerns got a grasp of this idea of phases of life? …In the spring, the fear is that “in the great hurry for summer,” we fail to enjoy the delights of blossoming. In the summer, we fear missed opportunity. In the fall, we fear languishing under confusion of transition, and winter, we fear the most, when our fountains of youth freeze over, and the past is no longer alive in our minds.

     The [is] …the Fear-Driven Life, and the fears arising are not the ordinary everyday fears, but deep existential fears, the stuff of which religion tries to calm and therapy tries to cure.

     And when we don’t delve into the sources of these fears, we find ourselves trying to numb them out, often with experiences — substances, alcohol, drugs, food, material things, or with overwork.

     The mystic poet Rumi is even more to the point: “Why do you stay in prison / when the door is so wide open?”
     He speaks, then, of fear: “Move outside the tangle of fear-thinking. /Live in silence. / Flow down and down in always /widening rings of being.

     And the key word is that last one: being. How can we live, as the old line goes, not so much as human doings, but as human beings? How can we balance our need to do in order to stay alive, with the need to be, in order to be alive? This is the spiritual challenge of finding the balance.

     …I encountered this brief passage in a guidebook from a London-based organization called “The School of Life” …: “When contemplating how to realize your potential, one of the most difficult lessons to learn is that your story is not wholly your own. You did not choose its beginning, you won’t decide its end, and most of the details on the way will be shaped by other forces and random chances.”
     This brief passage, to me, suggests an antidote to the fear that drives so many of us to be out of balance. When we remember that our stories are not our own, we can begin to let go of the desire to be completely in control. When we remember that other forces and chances have a hand in our lives’ courses, we can come to accept and even love what we do, and yet set all that aside in the balance. And in the balance, may we, as Rumi suggests, “Flow down and down in always widening rings of being”
     Ultimately, may we just dwell in the being.

11.2: Harmony by Rev. Mary Katherine Morn (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,091 words)
     …This is a sermon about harmony in relationships. About the delicate balance of maintaining good relationships and preserving our individual integrity. It’s about what happens when we give too much of ourselves away. About how important it is to stop, before there is nothing left to give. It’s a sermon about boundaries, about drawing lines—inside us and between us.

     In fact, that episode of “I Love Lucy” comes to mind. Maybe you remember the one. Maybe you remember it better than I do. All I remember is the humor that results when Lucy and Desi attempt to settle a dispute by drawing a line down the middle of their apartment. Each of them hopes that drawing this line in the proverbial sand will solve things—that they will be able to hold on to their fixed positions, win this fight, maintain their individual identities, remain unchanged. Slapstick is a wonderful vehicle for demonstrating the illusion of such an approach. It forces us to face the folly of our desperate attempts to hold our ground.

     There’s a Dr. Seuss story that does it, too. It’s about a North-Going Zax and a South-Going Zax who meet foot to foot, face to face. “Look here, now!” the North-Going Zax said. “I say! You are blocking my path. You are right in my way. I’m a North-Going Zax and I always go north. Get out of my way, now, and let me go forth!” Of course, the South-Going Zax takes a similar position—and you can guess what follows. The highway comes through, the world closes in, and the Zax do not budge.

     It helps to see Lucy’s goofy attempts to stand her ground. And the Zax’s rhyming stubbornness. Our own intransigence is harder to see. This is one side of the paradoxical tension that always results when we enter into relationship with someone else. As John Wellwood says, we long to “break out of the shell of separateness,” while also “hanging on for dear life to the very separateness we long to overcome.”
We cannot enter into relationship without the existence of otherness. (Rainer Maria Rilke, in fact, describes relationship as “the strengthening of two neighboring solitudes.”) It is also true that relationship is not possible without the surrendering of some of that otherness—letting go of a part of ourselves for the sake of being in relationship. Compromise, surrender, trust, blending, whatever we call it, it comes down to giving over some of ourselves.

     …Real love is synergistic. Synergism is the “interaction of discrete agencies or conditions such that the total effect is greater than the sum of the individual effects.” Or we might say, love is that which brings us to be more than we knew we could be. As someone said to me, “it’s adding to.”
     As we are human, other things sometimes happen in relationship. Sometimes we give to another person in such a way as to take away from ourselves. Sometimes a person with whom we are in relationship demands, or expects, that we will abandon ourselves (we might say extinguish ourselves) for the sake of the other. If relationship is the goal, this is never the way. Otherness is a necessary component to relationship. Without our selves there is no possibility of relationship. Perhaps this, in fact, is the way to tell what love is.

     …Love does not demand the extinguishing of life for the sake of love. And yet, how often we allow it to happen. How often it is easier to deny little parts of ourselves. We don’t want conflict. We are afraid of losing the union, of being alone, and so mistakenly we deny who we truly are. We can tolerate a little bit of this kind of denial—but at some point, if we are lucky, we will see that we have given ourselves away. Sometimes this giving away, or extinguishing, results from our not knowing ourselves to begin with. Sometimes from fear. Sometimes from a mistaken notion about relationship. Whatever causes this diminishing, it is the work of relationship, of love, to find our way back, reclaim our integrity, so that we can engage from our wholeness with someone else.

     Well, not wholeness really. Wholeness is only a vision of what we are growing toward. It is not the destination of wholeness that we must focus on—but rather the process of growing toward it. And of course, that is often difficult to discern. We can so easily fool ourselves into believing we are growing when we are really protecting ourselves from change that we fear. Here’s that other side of the paradox again. Unless we are willing to give ourselves over to relationship, to let go of the fixed and rigid picture we have of who we are, then relationship is not possible. This is complex business.

     Harmony requires attention to individual detail, respect for integrity, trust in others, and faithfulness to the process of creating something new. We don’t get to make all the choices that create harmony. Some of those choices are completely out of our hands. With practice, though, we will find that creating harmonious relationship becomes a little easier. And though sometimes our own choices, or the choices of others, create dissonance, if we engage faithfully in the process, we will grow in the direction of beautiful music.

     It is that process that we can trust. We cannot always trust ourselves or others to get it exactly right. We sometimes have to let go of relationships—if they are diminishing us to a greater extent than they are enlarging us. But we must never let go of faithfulness to the possibility of love. Love is beyond us. It remains true, in its mystery, even when we have failed it.

     The balance is like a razor’s edge. That is the description John Wellwood uses. I like the image because it is true to the reality of the suffering love brings. Our ability to maintain balance comes from within us. We attempt to place this responsibility on others, or on external factors. But drawing a line down the living room, dividing the baby in half, these efforts will not provide balance. Only the boundaries of our own self-understanding and self-differentiation will allow us to move and grow within a relationship. Knowing who we are. Being true to who we are. And then with faithfulness to the possibility of love to bring something more, to make us something more.

     Love is beyond us. It remains true, in its mystery, always.

11.3: Balance by Rev. Scott Alexander (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (905 words)
     …I am passionately persuaded that “balance” is an essential ingredient in any healthy, productive and useful life. Balance… the often-deceptively-quiet quality of having the various components of your life in proper symmetry and right relationship with one another…allows you to move through your days with purpose, grace, energy and joy. 

     …The first problem with balance in our individual lives… is that when we actually manage to achieve it in the tricky and uneven flow of our daily living, we are not necessarily even aware that we have actually have this precious possession! Balance – at least as I have known it in my own life – is often so subtle and elusive a thing that we may not recognize it even when it is staring us right in the face of our own lives! Balance in our lives doesn’t come with a voice that somehow shouts out to us, “Hey… congratulations, Bub…you are doing great right now… you’ve clearly managed to intricately fit all the complex, demanding, idiosyncratic pieces of your life together in just the right pattern of measured and healthy relationships.” We obviously feel pretty good (“centered” might be a good word) when our lives are in broad and-basic balance. And clearly, we all get messages – from both our bodies and our spirits… and from those persons around us who interact with us – when we are successfully juggling and integrating the various dimensions of our lives well. But when we quietly achieve the quiet, unostentatious gift of a balanced life, we may not ourselves fully recognize the extent or importance or value of our achievement…simply because that achievement doesn’t usually loudly declare itself. 

     The second and, I think, related problem with balance in human life… is that it is frequently an elusive and shifting reality in our lives. Balance in your life is a possession that can and does, come and go. Just because we achieve balance (in some period of our lives, even for several years at a time) doesn’t assure us that we can keep it – or re-create it later! And I am certain that “balance” is not something spiritual we can – on one big momentous and magical day – achieve “once and for all,” and thereby have it guaranteed to be with us and bless us for the rest of our lives. Although it would be nice if it were otherwise, the fact is that we have to constantly and consciously work our whole lives long at maintaining reasonable, healthy balance in our lives…vis-à-vis any number of dimensions of our living. 

     And what’s more – and here is another problem with it – balance in daily living, when we have it, is not usually an “all or nothing” proposition, but is rather always “a matter of degree.” So when we get ourselves in trouble (in terms of maintaining proper balance in our lives…as human beings trying to thread ourselves successfully through the maze of our days) the problem is usually not that we have absolutely no balance…the problem is that we have somehow, without meaning to, have allowed some aspect or multiple aspects of our lives to slip out of equilibrium – by either having too much or too little of it for our own good. 

     …If you are to have a healthy, energizing, responsible, and joyful balance in your life, on a daily basis you need pretty much equal measures of: 1) Expenditure in your life – pouring yourself out…giving things away…sharing yourself and your resources with others – to make for a better world, and, 2) Replenishment in your life – withholding yourself…husbanding your resources…and selfishly taking nourishment of all kinds – so that you proceed through your days with health and strength. 

     This balance may be what American essayist E. B. White was aluding to when he famously wrote: “I arise in the morning torn between a desire to save the world and a desire to savor it. This makes it hard to plan the day.” The key, of course, is to refuse that all-or-nothing “Hobson choice” of either exclusively saving or savoring the world. …If we are to succeed as human beings, we must, of course, on a daily basis, know how to blend both saving and savoring the world. We must learn how to both expend and replenish ourselves and our energies.

     …In Buddhism, they talk about the middle way or the middle path…which is sometimes summarized as “the practice of non-extremism” …a path of moderation. A path of moderation, away from the extremes of: 1) Self-indulgence: selfishly and singularly taking care of yourself. 2) Self-mortification: literally killing yourself through neglect, excess or exhaustion. 

     To take the middle way is to have the wisdom to strike life-sustaining balance in your daily life… to understand your limitations… and respect the way you, as an ordinary animal, are built! 

     …A balanced life need not be a banal or boring life! A life lived on the middle way need not be mundane or mediocre! Balance in your life (which you achieve quietly, and without fanfare, as you establish symmetry and right relationship with all the dimensions of your living) is an exciting, liberating gateway …to the deep, satisfying places of your own days. The balance to your own living empowers you to serve the world even as you savor it. 

      It is not too much to say, in fact, that salvation itself lies on the middle, balanced way. It really is that simple. It really is that sacred.

11.4: The Paradox of Balance Rev Michael Leuchtenberger (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,277 words)
     …All of us are involved in many balancing acts each day. Life is at its core an attempt at balancing. We know we need to balance how much we sleep and how much we are awake. We know we need to balance our appetite for food with our ability to metabolize what we take in. We know we need to balance what we wear and the temperature around us. 

      There is no question that finding the right balance is critical to our wellbeing. Many books have been written to explain to us exactly how we can achieve balance, what we need to have to be balanced, what we need to buy to be balanced. 

     Balance has become another commodity we would like to acquire and then be done with it. But balance is no commodity. Balance cannot be purchased like a table, a car, or a house. Balance is a skill. It implies motion, motion to adjust to the never-ending changes that threaten to throw us and all of life off balance. 

     …Life is one big pile of moving parts. And we get to stand in the middle of that pile on our board trying to adjust to the constant movement, trying to avoid falling as the board is nudged or even thrown in new and unpredictable ways. 

     Getting to the point of perfect balance and holding onto it may seem impossible – because it is impossible. Yet balance has to remain the goal despite the understanding that perfect balance can never be achieved, despite our awareness that perfect balance will never last. Such is the paradox of balance, the recognition that we are required to strive for what is impossible to achieve, and we are sure to lose at the end. 

     Luckily, many of the balancing acts we face each day are forgiving and don’t require perfect balance. They have margins of errors like bowling on a wide bowling lane. Nothing drastic will happen if we miss the point of balance by a little. If we stay awake for a few minutes after we get tired we will not suffer greatly. If we eat another spoonful after our body tells us we are full, we will not suffer noticeably. If the temperature is comfortable and we put on an extra pair of thin socks, we will probably be just fine. 

     Facing wide bowling lanes instead of razor’s edges - or a tight rope - in our daily balancing acts is what makes life possible. If every small misstep resulted in terrible consequences, few of us would still be around. Yet, the forgiving nature of the balancing we do most of the time can create the illusion that no matter where we step we will remain balanced and will avoid falling. We become complacent. We stop paying attention to how close to the gutter (of our figurative bowling lane) we’ve come. 

     We take out a little credit to make a particular moment more pleasant or help smooth over a tight spot in our finances. No big deal. We pay it off next month. Then we do it again. And again, only this time we didn’t get to pay off what we owed from before. No big deal. 

     Yet suddenly, we look at a credit card statement that tells us we owe three months’ worth of our salary and a few days later that salary is replaced by unemployment payments (if that) and no future salaries in sight. 

      Suddenly the stakes in our balancing act have become a lot higher and the skills required to remain balanced a lot more complex. Over the past few years, many of us have reached a threshold or tipping point in our own personal lives in how we approach our financial balancing act. And certainly, our society at a large is in the middle of a giant effort to regain a sense of balance economically and financially. 

     But while the economic crisis of imbalance has captured our attention there are other dimensions of our lives that are equally imperiled by our lack of balancing skills. 

     For hundreds of years, we have treated the resources of our earth like a credit card that carries no monthly fee, charges zero percent interest, and has no spending limit. We know better, of course. 

     We cannot continue to withdraw capital from the ecological endowment fund that nature has accumulated and expect that it will continue to support our out-of-balance spending habits. If we take clean water from a lake and add pollutants instead, our access to water clean enough to drink will soon be exhausted. 

     Nature can be forgiving for a while. Most ecosystems have a carrying capacity that allows the system to assimilate change. But once we push beyond the limits of the carrying capacity, the ecosystem will collapse and will take a long time to recover, if ever. 

    It may be impossible to know and achieve the perfect balance in our interactions with our environment but we must attempt to find a point of balance nonetheless. The paradox of balance, the need for balance despite the impossibility of achieving balance, does not let us off the hook. 

     Trying to balance a global system of finances or ecosystems may seem overwhelming. But we can and ought to practice our balancing skills right where we are. It begins with an honest look at our responsibilities, our priorities, and how we spend our time and energy. 

     …Diane Rizzetto in her book Waking Up To What You Do tells the story of an interesting community ritual of an indigenous tribe in Tasmania. “When something happens in which someone behaves unskillfully, thus upsetting the balance of the community, the group comes together around the fire to reenact the situation. 

     For example, if a man yells at his wife a lot and chases her out of the hut, causing havoc in the village, he is brought before the community, not to be judged or reprimanded, but rather to help him see the absurdity of his behavior. Members of the tribe role-play the scene between him and his wife in a lighthearted way. The villagers, including children, all take part, laughing, joking, and mimicking the absurdity of the behavior until the man himself relaxes and also realizes the absurdity of his actions. 

Interestingly enough, even his wife takes part in the villagers’ dramatization. Before too long, the whole scene turns into a big party and the husband and wife provide food for the rest of the villagers. The purpose of the ritual is to acknowledge their fallibility openly so that they can put it into perspective, even laugh at it.” 

     While our urban life style may not allow our whole village to get involved when we upset the balance in our lives, the ritual suggests a valuable idea: Whether we lack awareness of what we are doing or the will power to change it we can and should hold each other accountable more creatively. 

     …If balance and harmony are recognized as important ultimate goals, stress and burn-out and frustration caused by the pursuit of other goals are no longer as justified. Polluted air, eroded landscapes, lost species caused by the pursuit of other goals are no longer as justified. Poverty, hunger, and sickness caused by the pursuit of other goals are no longer as justified. 

     The more we accept that striving for balance remains essential despite the impossibility of ever achieving it, the more we are willing to embrace the paradox of balance, the more it becomes possible to imagine a world where harmony and peace within people, among people and with the earth are more than a dream of the future. 

11.5: Tipping the Balance by Rev. John Nichols (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,660 words)
     When we get up in the morning most of us want a comfortable, safe, predictable way to get through the day. This is a staple of human nature. We seek a place for ourselves that feels familiar.  We were not born for revolution or even to stop revolutions. And so, when we look back at something like the rise of the Nazis—and we ask ourselves, “Why didn’t they see it coming?”—the answer is that at one level they did see it coming, but they did not want to know what they saw. They didn’t want to change their lives, to take the risks involved in stopping it. And indeed the risks were potentially fatal.

     This leads psychologists and clergy to wonder, “What changes our minds and moves us to action?”  What challenges our prevailing view of the world, what penetrates our overwhelming desire for security and then causes us to alter our behavior to do something differently?

     …The prophetic tradition is a storehouse for the Western conscience. It argues for compassion, mercy and justice. It keeps us from our own worst impulses and those of others. But in their own times the prophets changed very few minds. Even today, more people prefer to read from the comforting Psalms rather than the justice-obsessed prophets.

     So, here again is the question. What does move people to risk their security by opposing injustice?  What tips the balance that separates those of us who are settled into our private world of worries and cares from those who become a force that is capable of changing things. What makes the difference is probably not what we think it is.  

     We think it is thrilling speech, dramatic calls marshalling the evidence for action, and laying it right out there. In this we are true children of the Puritans. They went to worship expecting to hear reasoned arguments on how to live properly and well. Their pulpit was not only the architectural center of their church it was the sacramental center of their worship as well. They expected to listen to their preachers speak on truth and righteousness for two hours on Sunday morning and at least an hour on Sunday afternoon. Those were the good old days of preaching.

     ...Rhetoric and rationality have their place, but I’m not sure they have much to do with what really changes our minds and hearts. Most people are not essentially rational about things that are difficult to accept or about issues that involve personal danger. When we feel threatened, we circle the wagons around our lives, and mere arguments or calls for us to do better usually will not tempt us forth. Instead, what tips the balance and moves us is much more subtle.

     It is this simple, and this complex. The call to action must come from the right person. It must be presented in terms that make it as easy as possible to accept, and it must come at a time when we are able to gather our strength for action. …Let me give you three examples, which are taken from Malcolm Gladwell’s book, The Tipping Point. 

     The lesson of the first example is that just who brings the call for action is very important. In April of 1775… two men left Boston to spread the alarm that night, Paul Revere and William Dawes. They deliberately rode different routes in order to alert the largest number of local militias. Revere was captured by the British just West of Lexington, and Dawes was not captured. But no one on Dawes’ route …showed up to fight the British while Revere mustered a great army. 

     …Paul Revere was one of those rare individuals who moved easily in all groups of people and connected folks with one another. We could call him and people like him “a connector.” He knew the houses to go to. He knew the people he was getting out of bed, and they knew him. They trusted him. If Paul Revere pounded on their door in the middle of the night and said “Get out of bed, the British are coming” as far as they were concerned that’s what had to be done.

     William Dawes, on the other hand, did not know anyone outside of Boston. …If people are going to think about getting out of their beds to do something, the messenger better be trustworthy. 

    …My second point is that a compelling message for change needs to offer us every possible way to accommodate ourselves to what it requests. We need all the help we can get to move ourselves away from the established and secure routines in our lives. 

     Back in the Sixties a researcher decided to test the difference between a fear-based message and a low-key message. He persuaded the Yale University Health Center to offer free tetanus shots to the senior class. He then sent out pamphlets offering students these free tetanus shots. Half of the pamphlets described the consequences of not having a tetanus shot in the harshest possible way with graphic photographs of the damage that an infection can do. The other half of the pamphlets was rational, quiet, and informative but low key. …Only 3% of either group – low fear or high fear – requested their shots.

     The researcher …persuaded the health center to offer the shots again, but this time they printed a map showing how to get to the health center, and they printed the center hours on the pamphlet that went out to everyone. This time 28% of the people who received the pamphlet showed up for their shots….

     Of course, most students didn’t actually need the map to find the health center, but because the message accommodated itself more to their lives, they were able to accept it and act on it. 

     …Here is my third point. Under the wrong set of circumstances our best intentions can be extremely fragile. My favorite example of this is a study that was done at Princeton Theological Seminary. A pair of researchers decided to test out the parable of The Good Samaritan. You will recall that in this parable a traveler was beaten and robbed on the road to Jericho, and he was left lying almost naked by the side of the road … [and only] the Samaritan – a member of the ethnic group most despised …who stopped and cared for the man. 

     At Princeton, a group of seminarians was told that in order to get paid for having participated in this experiment they were to present themselves, individually, to a classroom. Once there, they were first tested on their motives for entering the ministry. Then they were given a topic on which to preach a brief sermon. They were told they would have some time to assemble their thoughts on this topic, and then they would need to walk over to the chapel and give the talk to an audience, which was waiting.

     Half of those who reported were given the parable of the Good Samaritan to preach on. The rest were given another story. All were given a few minutes to prepare their talk. At the end of a few minutes, the instructor said to half of the students, “You’ve got plenty of time. Just go on over to the chapel when you’re ready.” To the other half, he said, “They were expecting you a few minutes ago. You have to get moving.” 

     …In every instance, on the way to the chapel where they were to give this speech, the students passed a man slumped in an ally, head down, eyes closed, coughing and groaning just like in the parable. Who stopped to help the traveler? 

     …What made the difference? The only thing that mattered was whether or not someone was telling them they were late. Of those who had been told they were already late only 10% stopped to help. Of those who had been told they had plenty of time 63% stopped to help. The firmness of their convictions, even the contents of their thoughts, did not make as much of a difference as the fact that someone in authority told them they were late.

     …In the realm of important issues all real movement is local. It happens because the people who lead it are known and trusted, because the message is doable and the circumstances are right. Once we learn this, we can stop trying to reproduce the Kingdom of God nationally or globally and begin succeeding at doing what we know how to do locally.

     The Montgomery Bus Boycott launched the civil rights movement into national recognition, but if we look at it with these ideas in mind, we find that people who were familiar to the black community organized it. Communications came from the churches, which were at the center of the community. Although many did walk to work during those times, people who offered the boycotters rides made it easier for larger numbers to participate. The boycott also came at a time when the power structure in Montgomery was beginning to think they were going to have to give in on something. They just didn’t realize this was only the beginning of a giant step that would change America.

     I believe in working for social justice, but I also believe it is hard to achieve and that it will only be achieved in small increments, because good, caring, well-intentioned people much like us are most of the time preoccupied with the business of staying alive and healthy and connected with the few friends that are really important to them. 

     This is not a reason to be discouraged. It is a reason to be wise about the little things that tip the balance and make it possible for good people to realize how they can and why they should mobilize to change themselves, their community or the world. The right messenger, the right message and the right moment make all the difference. 

12.0: Readings from the Common Bowl

“The aim is to balance the terror of being alive with the wonder of being alive.”   Carlos Castaneda

“Somehow, we’ll find it. The balance between whom we wish to be and whom we need to be. But for now, we simply have to be satisfied with who we are.”   Brandon Sanderson 

“Live a balanced life—learn some and think some and draw some and paint some and sing and dance and play and work every day some.”   Robert Fulghum

“How odd to be made of flesh, balanced on bone, and filled with a soul you’ve never met.”   Tarryn Fisher

“You’ll get mixed up, of course, as you already know. You’ll get mixed up with many strange birds as you go. So be sure when you step. Step with care and great tact and remember that Life’s a Great Balancing Act. Just never forget to be dexterous and deft. And never mix up your right foot with your left.”   Dr. Seuss

“The final mystery is oneself. When one has weighed the sun in the balance, and measured the steps of the moon, and mapped out the seven heavens star by star, there still remains oneself. Who can calculate the orbit of his own soul?”   Oscar Wilde 
“Life is a balance of holding on and letting go.”   Keith Urban

“A man without contradictions to balance him will soon veer off.”   Mark Lawrence 

“This is a difficult balance, telling the truth: how much to share, how much to keep, which truths will wound but not ruin, which will cut too deep to heal.”   Ally Condie

“...You’ll have to balance your goals and hopes with feeding yourself, paying debts, finding work, settling for what you can get.”   Neil Gaiman

“Countless words / count less / than the silent balance / between yin and yang.”   Lao Tzu 

“The richest and fullest lives attempt to achieve an inner balance between three realms: work, love, and play.”   Erik Erikson

“A bad day for your ego is a great day for your soul.”   Jillian Michaels
“Without balance, a life is no longer worth the effort.”   Olen Steinhauer 

“True stability results when presumed order and presumed disorder are balanced. A truly stable system expects the unexpected, is prepared to be disrupted, waits to be transformed.”   Tom Robbins 

“Value is not made of money, but a tender balance of expectation and longing.”   Barbara Kingsolver

“There are those wonderful moments of clarity in life when one is reminded how irreparably flawed we humans are. Once, when I was nineteen, on the subway in Boston I lost my balance slightly and bumped into an elderly woman. I quickly apologized and she replied, “Well, hold on to something, stupid.” There it is. That’s it. That’s it in a nutshell.”   Paula Poundstone 

“Food is an important part of a balanced diet.”   Fran Lebowitz
“But it seemed to me that this was the way we all lived: full to the brim with gratitude and joy one day, wrecked on the rocks the next. Finding the balance between the two was the art and the salvation.”   Elizabeth Berg

“The re-establishment of an ecological balance depends on the ability of society to counteract the progressive materialization of values.”   Ivan Illich

“At the heart of science is an essential balance between two seemingly contradictory attitudes—an openness to new ideas, no matter how bizarre or counterintuitive they may be, and the most ruthless skeptical scrutiny of all ideas, old and new. This is how deep truths are winnowed from deep nonsense.”   Carl Sagan

“Do not imagine that the good you intend will balance the evil you perform.”   Norman Mac Donald

“I want to caution you against the idea that balance has to be a routine that looks the same week in and week out.”   Kevin Thoman

“War is a time out of balance. When it is truly over, we must work to restore peace and sacred harmony once again.”   Joseph Bruchac 

“The balance of your personality is your temperament, all the biologically based tendencies that contribute to your consistent patterns of feeling, thinking and behaving.”   Helen Fisher

“Life had taught him about something far more complicated than justice. Its name was balance.”   Carsten Jensen

“I survive by finding the sweet spot between reason and unreason, between the rational and irrational.”
Dean Koontz 

“There’s a major fault in Western society. It makes room for only one god, and in only one gender. There’s no balance, no co-existence, no partnership.”   Tomson Highway

“A beginning is the time for taking the most delicate care that the balances are correct.”   Frank Herbert
“How one walks through the world, the endless small adjustments of balance, is affected by the shifting weights of beautiful things.”   Elaine Scarry

 “...you have to use your failures as stepping stones to success. You have to maintain a fine balance between hope and despair. In the end it’s all a question of balance.”   Rohinton Mistry
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