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A LITTLE SOON TO SAY 
 

A sermon by Galen Guengerich 
All Souls NYC Online 
September 13, 2020 

 
Reading:  
 

An excerpt from a poem titled “Coming up on September” by the contemporary 
American poet Marge Piercy about the High Holy Days in the Jewish tradition, which 
begin this coming Friday evening with Rosh Hashanah, marking the new year in the 
Jewish tradition, and end 10 days later with Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. 
 

The New Year rises, beckoning  
across the umbrellas on the sand.  
I begin to reconsider my life.  
What is the yield of my impatience?  
What is the fruit of my resolve?…  
 
The New Year is a great door  
that stands across the evening and Yom  
Kippur is the second door. Between them  
are song and silence, stone and clay pot  
to be filled from within myself.  
 
I will find there ripeness and rot,  
what I have done and undone,  
what I must let go with the waning days  
and what I must take in. With the last  
tomatoes, we harvest the fruit of our lives. 

 
 
Sermon: 
 

A Wall Street Journal article last Monday about changes in the music world 
because of Covid begins with this observation: “Fall is weird this year. But that doesn’t 
mean it is canceled.” The article goes on to observe that the global $30 billion live music 
business isn’t up and running this fall, but an unprecedented array of music livestreams 
has proliferated, along with new books and digital releases, as well as issues of 
remastered performances on video and vinyl. 
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British folk singer Laura Marling streamed a concert from London’s Union 
Chapel, Melissa Etheridge streams five days a week from her website, and R&B singer 
Erykah Badu, the queen of neo-soul, created her own livestream company to broadcast 
her “Quarantine Concert Series” from her home in Dallas. Some things haven’t changed: 
in two weeks, Willie Nelson and friends will convene for an online celebration of the 35th 
anniversary of Farm Aid. 

Fall may not be canceled, musically and otherwise, but it’s definitely weird. The 
hurricane season and the wildfire season have both begun with an unprecedented 
vengeance, devastating the Gulf Coast with water and the West Coast with fire. Covid 
continues to spread its devastation, both medical and financial, especially in the US, 
where we will mark 200,000 deaths from Covid in about a week. The process of holding 
police accountable for unprovoked shootings, especially of young men of color, 
continues to be glacially slow and unjustly uneven. Russia is back to its election dirty 
tricks, and the Oval Office continues to run on a scarcity of facts. On Friday, we 
commemorated the 19th anniversary of 9/11. 

At the same time, the Afghan government and the Taliban have begun direct 
peace talks for the first time ever, Bahrain is normalizing its diplomatic relations with 
Israel (the second Arab nation to do so), the US economy has recovered about half of the 
22 million jobs lost to the pandemic, and Jane Fraser is going to head Citigroup. Also, 
the President of the USA has reportedly told the truth — albeit to Bob Woodward. As the 
fall season begins, things are definitely weird. 

Nineteen years ago, 0n the Sunday after 9/11, we gathered in the sanctuary at All 
Souls – more than 1,100 of us in the second service alone – to mourn our devastating 
losses and reassure each other that not everything had fallen down or fallen apart. The 
following evening, we gathered again to celebrate Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish 
celebration of the New Year, which begins this year on Friday evening. For me, the 
commemoration of 9/11 and the celebration of Rosh Hashanah will always be linked in 
my memory.  

In different ways, both identify the end of something: in the case of 9/11, the end 
of what, in a different context, the poet William Blake called an age of innocence, and in 
the case of Rosh Hashanah, the end of a year that has passed. Both also identify the 
beginning of something: the beginning of what Blake called the age of experience, and 
what the Jewish tradition calls a new year. The pivot of history: an end and a beginning. 

Once again this year, as the fall season commences and a new year begins, we 
find ourselves at the pivot of history. As we have often done at times of crisis, we have 
come together — this year in a different way — to acknowledge our fears and concerns, 
and to mourn our losses, but also to bolster our hopes and renew our courage. We do so 
knowing that our own fears and hopes are reflected in the hearts and minds of others 
who gather with us. One thing we know for certain: we’re in this together. 
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Over the past few days, a new song by Jackson Browne has been running through 
my mind. He wrote it before the pandemic began and released it soon after the initial 
shutdown in March. The song begins: 
 

I came for inspiration 
I came looking for grace 
And found my reflection 
In every passing face 
In everyone who gathered 
Standing on that shore 
Searching the horizon 
Not knowin' what exactly for 
Searchin' the horizon 
For what we can't quite see… 
 

The closing chorus of the song concludes: 
 
And after what we've come to live with 
I wanna know if you're okay 
We've gotta think it's gonna be alright 
It's just a little soon to say 

 
In the days and weeks ahead, some things won’t be alright, but some things will. 

It’s too soon to say which is which. But somehow, together, we’ll be okay. 
I read a column from the Guardian last week by Elliot Dallen, a young man in his 

late twenties from Wales living in London working in finance. About two years ago, had 
an ultrasound to investigate a bladder infection. It revealed a large tumor on his right 
adrenal gland that had spread to his lungs. He was diagnosed with adrenocortical 
carcinoma, an extremely rare and aggressive cancer.  

After several rounds of chemotherapy, his oncologist told Dallen in July of last 
year that the treatment wasn’t working and little else could be done. Dallen pressed the 
oncologist to be more specific and was told bluntly that he would be lucky to survive six 
months. 

Dallen has since written two columns for the Guardian about his situation and 
prospects. In April, he wrote that he had outlasted the six-month prognosis but wouldn’t 
live to see the other side of the lockdown. He went on to say that growing older with his 
mates and living his life to the fullest had always been his ambition — indeed, his 
assumption. The growing older part of his storyline, he concluded, won’t end up being 
written.  

Last week, Dallen wrote a follow-up column describing some observations he 
wants to leave behind after he dies. One is the importance of gratitude. “Even during my 
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worst moments,” he says, “I found comfort in remembering what I have: an amazing 
family, the friends I’ve made and times I’ve shared with them, the privilege of the life 
I’ve had.”  

He explains, “Before cancer I considered myself very independent. This man was 
an island. It has been humbling to learn how much I depend on people, both physically 
and emotionally. I feel so fortunate to have had my people over this period, and facing 
the future without them is truly daunting. Whether times are good, bad, or worse, it is 
ultimately the people whom you love and care about that get you through. For me, these 
people didn’t just get me through the last two years, but somehow made them two of the 
best years of my life.”  

Another observation Dallen wants to leave behind is that, as he puts it, “a life, if 
lived well, is long enough.” He explains, “Knowing that my life was going to be cut short 
has also changed my perspective on ageing. Most people assume they will live into old 
age. I have come to see growing old as a privilege. Nobody should lament getting one 
year older, another grey hair or a wrinkle. Instead, be pleased that you’ve made it.” He 
adds, “If you feel like you haven’t made the most of your last year, try to use your next 
one better.” 

Dallen’s testimony bears witness to the fact that we may not ultimately be able to 
control where we get to, but we nonetheless have a significant amount of control over 
how we get there, even when times are weird — and maybe especially then. 

The modern-day English word weird comes to us from an ancient Germanic word 
that originally meant “having the power to control destiny.” It was used especially to 
describe the Fates, who were known as the Weird Sisters, and later to describe the 
powerful witches in Shakespeare's Macbeth. 

As Jackson Browne observes in his song, we’re often find ourselves standing 
around, looking off to the horizon, when we should be looking within us and around us. 
We have the power to control how we move toward our destiny. He sings: 

 
Standing on that shore 
Searching the horizon 
Not knowin' what exactly for 
Searchin' the horizon 
For what we can't quite see  
When all we've ever needed 
Has been there all along 
Inside of you and me… 
I wanna see you holdin' out your light 
I wanna see you light the way 

 
What we need to make the most of whatever comes — however few or many our 

days may be — has been there all along inside of you and me. By coming to terms with 
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what is past and what is present, we open ourselves to what is possible. That’s the 
promise of the Rosh Hashanah. That’s the promise of this weird beginning to the fall 
season.  

The problems of the past and the troubles of the present can only be redeemed by 
our actions in the future. As the poet Marge Percy urges, now is the time to harvest the 
fruit of our lives. Now is the time to let go of what we need to let go of. Now is the time 
to take in what we should take in. Even if we haven’t made the most of last week or last 
month or last year, today gives us another opportunity to make good on the promise 
each one of us represents. 

In this sense, today marks a new chance to advance toward becoming the kind of 
people we could become. Again today, we have an opportunity to accept the necessities 
of the past and to engage the possibilities of the future. We have a chance to help create 
the kind of future for ourselves and our world that we could create.  

For my part, I’m with Jackson Browne: 
 

I wanna see you holdin' out your light 
I wanna see you find your way 
Beyond the sirens in the broken night 
Beyond the sickness of our day 
And after what we've come to live with 
I wanna know if you're okay 
We've gotta think it's gonna be alright 
It's just a little soon to say 

 
Today is the first day of the rest of your life. No matter what has gone before, 

today presents you with a new and unique opportunity, one that has never come before 
and will never appear again. Step into each moment and make the most of it. 
 
 


