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My friend the Rev. Jacqui Lewis of Middle Church has an expression

with which I have fallen in love. When something is going on, especially

when something is problematic, she’ll stop things and say, in a warm

and expressive way, “I’m feeling some kinda way about that.”

It’s a great expression, because it does all kinds of heavy relationship

lifting. It pauses what is happening. It alerts people who might not be

aware that something has gone amiss. It allows Jacqui to “take a

minute,” and it also has the benefit of noting that sometimes, we’re

actually not sure how we’re feeling -- we may know we’re upset, but

without a pause to examine what’s going on inside us, we may assume

our feelings: think we’re mad when really we’re hurt or feeling shame,

think we’re embarrassed when really we’re filling up with a righteous

anger - but still want to engage in a way that isn’t harmful.

I have to tell you, quite literally everyone I know or have encountered

over the last couple of weeks is feeling “some kind of way” about this

moment we are living in. There’s so much going on. Scandals which
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would have ended the careers of any past politicians are racking up at a

dozen a day.  We’ve lost a woman who was an inspiration to so many of

us - a woman who emotionally felt like a safeguard against a possible

tsunami of lost rights for women, our LGBTQIA beloveds, the health and

safety protections that were already falling around us like rain. On top

of that, there are dangers to our democratic experiment that many of

us didn’t have the imagination to consider just four short years ago. And

of course, we’re six months into a global pandemic that in our country,

continues to steal the lives of Americans at an almost literally

unthinkable rate. Yes -- we are all “feeling some kind of way about

things.”

Dr. Aisha Ahmad, a professor at the University of Toronto, who has

worked in many extreme crisis zones, says: “The six-month mark in any

sustained crisis is always difficult. We have all adjusted to this "new

normal," but might now feel like we're running out of steam. Yet, at best,

we are only one third of the way through this marathon. How can we

keep going? First, in my experience, this is a very normal time to

struggle or slump. I *always* hit a wall six months into a tough

assignment in a disaster zone. The desire to "get away" or "make it stop"

is intense. I've done this many times, and at 6 months, it's like

clockwork. This time, our crisis is global and there is nowhere to run.
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That's OK. I've had to power through that six-month hump before and

there is life on the other side. Right now, it feels like we are looking

ahead at a long, dark wintery tunnel. But it's not going to be like that.

Rather, this is our next major adaptation phase. We've already

re-learned how to do groceries, host meetings, and even teach classes.

And we have found new ways to be happy and have fun. But as the days

get shorter and colder, we need to be ready to innovate again. This is

my first pandemic, but not my first six-month wall. So, what can I share

to help you? First, the wall is real and normal. And frankly, it's not

productive to try to ram your head through it. It will break naturally in

about four to six weeks if you ride it out. Of course, there are things we

have to do. Work. Teach. Cook. Exercise. But just don't expect to be

sparklingly happy or wildly creative in the middle of your wall. Right

now, if you can meet your obligations and be kind to your loved ones,

you get an A+”. (https://twitter.com/ProfAishaAhmad)

I called this sermon “the High Cost of Living,” because being alive comes

with a cost. Forrest Church called religion “the response to the dual

reality of being alive and knowing we have to die.” As human beings, we

live with existential dread tucked away at the back of our minds. Then

something like a global pandemic comes along, and that dread becomes
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much more present to us -- not only for ourselves, but for our loved

ones, as well.

But we overlook the fact that we humans also grieve other kinds of

deaths. Many white Americans have lost their comfortable ignorance of

the depths of terror that the brutality of racist systems brings every day

to people of color. Many of us trusted that institutions that had been

built over generations, such as the Centers for Disease Control or the

Justice Department, could withstand even heavy buffeting and still

steer us true. Becoming aware of how fragile and how quickly that trust

can be used as a weapon is a shocking loss. Having a new sense that the

structure of our democracy is actively being undermined, and that the

outcome of the most contentious election in living memory is very

much in question, is a powerful gut punch. When you place all of this

alongside the very real mourning that is going untended, as we try to

personally hold the loss of over 200,000 of our fellow Americans, our

fellow human beings - it’s so much. Of course we are exhausted and

benumbed and frayed.

But Forrest said that religion was the response, right? After all, at All

Souls, we all know that we come from the same Source, and wherever
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we are going, we are going there together. So how does our religious

life together help us through?

First and most essentially, being a part of a faith community reminds us

that we are not alone. We have a place to come to bring our weariness,

to bring our tears and the fears that we scarcely dare name. We have

this place to come and be seen; a place which hopefully will offer some

comfort. In our hymnal, a reading by Kathleen McTigue reminds us:

We come together this morning

To remind one another

To rest for a moment on the forming edge of our lives,

To resist the headlong tumble

Into the next moment

Until we claim for ourselves

Awareness, and gratitude,

Taking the time to look into one another’s faces,

As see there communion: the reflection of our own eyes.

This [community] of laughter and silence,

Memory and hope

Is hallowed by our presence together.”
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And while the demands of the moment make it so that during this

particular time, we cannot look around and see each other, still, there

are so many chances to - at coffee hour after, at the smaller gatherings

that take place every day through All Souls. Today, you could see your

All Souls friends at the virtual picnic that is happening at 12�30. Even if it

is just to rest your eyes on the faces of friends, that is time well-spent.

This is also Yom Kippur. Yom Kippur, or the Day of Atonement in the

Jewish tradition, is the last chance to make things right with God for

the year, the last call to enter into right relationship with God before

the shofar is sounded and the year ends and God closes the Book of

Life.  However, it is important to consider that Yom Kippur is the seal of

the work of the people for the year - the atonements made on Yom

Kippur are directed to reconcile oneself, and the Jewish people, with

God.  Yom Kippur does not and cannot make amends between human

beings, and human beings out of relationship with one another cannot

properly enter into whole and healed relationship with God.

The actress and neuroscientist Dr. MYim BeAlec also offers reflections

from her Jewish tradition. This year, for Yom Kippur, she reflects on her

experience of the traditional Yom Kippur telling story of Jonah:

“It’s the one about the guy who gets swallowed by a whale.
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Jonah is called upon by God to announce the impending

destruction of Nineveh if the people don’t repent of their

generally evil ways. Jonah doesn’t want the job, so he runs away

and gets on a boat with some sailors.

God follows him and makes a scary storm. The sailors realize this

guy’s God is mighty and Jonah says the only way they can be saved

is to throw him overboard. So they do. And he’s ready to die.

But a big fish (not a whale for those of you following closely)

swallows him, and from the belly of this big fish, Jonah says to

God, “OK, I’ll do it, I’m sorry.”

So the fish spits him up and he tells everyone in Nineveh to repent

— and they do. When God decides that is sufficient grounds not to

punish them, Jonah is so upset that he schlepped all that way for

nothing, and at how freely God doles out forgiveness, that he

wants to die. Jonah finds a place to sit to the east of Nineveh. It’s

super hot out, and God sends a plant to sprout, and Jonah is

thrilled. He’s chilling under the plant, and then God sends a worm

that eats the plant and it dies. And Jonah is again “so aggrieved

that he wants to die.”
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God says, “You cared so deeply about that plant existing and you

didn’t even make it. How do you think I feel when I might have to

destroy a whole city of people I created?”

I cry every time I hear this. Because whether or not you believe in

God, or whether you like synagogue or hate it, this shit is real.

Running from destiny is real. Feeling you can’t do something

because you know how it will turn out, no matter what you do, is

real. Other people suffering because of you is real. Getting a

second chance is real — and so is being a brat. And ultimately, the

realness of our existence is that worms eat plants and they die

and we get mad. And sometimes we get mad at God, too.

...the lesson[s] of Yom Kippur [come] to me again. My religious

tradition reminds me of my smallness and my powerlessness. And

my tradition also has ways for me to try again. To not give in to

despair or to my weakness and insecurities.”

(https://www.jpost.com/opinion/mayim-bialik-on-what-yom-kippur-book-of-jonah-mean-in-2020-

opinion-643210)

Our religious tradition, while being less all-in on reminding us that we

are “small and helpless,” also has ways for us to try again. One thing that

we know, from faith as well as experience and social science, is that the

best way to build resilience when we are fearful, depressed, or anxious,
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is to help other people, and take action. We’re all hitting our six month

wall. That is real, and it’s also true that there is no way to the end of

suffering but through. But what makes all the difference is to look for

those things for which you are grateful, to hold hands (in this case,

metaphorically), and to take at least some small action to help heal the

injustice or suffering you see around you. So come to church, and

church events. Give to food banks if you can, because your neighbors

are hungry. Sign up for our Souls in Action, where almost weekly you

can find a dozen ways to build a better world, often from the safety of

your home.

I want to close my sermon this morning with a brief story written by

the Rev. Kaaren Andersen. (“Gerda’s Raspberry,” from Singing in the

Night, Vol. 5, pps. 74-6.)

I hope you will take especially good care of yourself this week - be

patient with yourself, and with other people. Find the moments of

beauty and joy. Take at least one action to turn the tide. Show up for

church. And above all, remember you are loved. Amen.
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