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The distance between Greenwood, Delaware and El Dorado, Arkansas is 1,217 

miles. I know them well. In 1966, when I was eight years old turning nine, my family 
moved from Greenwood, a relatively cloistered Conservative Mennonite farming 
community in central Delaware, to El Dorado, a once-thriving oil boom town in 
southern Arkansas, fifteen miles from Louisiana.  

By the mid-sixties, oil wells that gushed in the 1920s had ebbed to a slower flow, 
and the population of El Dorado had fallen by half. Most people in town made chemicals 
for Monsanto, or processed chickens for Tyson, or made paper for Georgia Pacific. 
When the wind blew in from the southwest, El Dorado smelled like, well, El Dorado. You 
can imagine. Or maybe you can’t.   

For the most part, El Dorado in the late ’60s and early ’70s showcased the least 
attractive features of the deep South: superficial gentility and robust racism. The schools 
weren’t integrated until I entered ninth grade, and they did so then by court order. 
Relatively few of the students who graduated from El Dorado High School went to 
college.  

If you drive south and west from Greenwood to El Dorado, which our family of 
five did at least twice a year, nearly half of the journey takes place in the state of 
Tennessee. Seemingly endless stretches of Interstate 81 and then Interstate 40 link 
Kingston on the eastern boarder of the state to Knoxville, and then to Nashville, and 
finally to Memphis on the western border. The only things for us to anticipate were the 
orange roofs of Howard Johnson, where we usually stopped once a trip for fried clam 
strips and pistachio ice cream.  

Just before you leave Tennessee, as you approach the mighty Mississippi River 
separating Tennessee and Arkansas, you pass over Beale Street in Memphis, home of the 
blues. As a young man, B.B. King was known as “The Beale Street Blues Boy.” Somehow 
it seems right to enter Arkansas with a blues tune on your lips, maybe “Every Day I Have 
the Blues” by B.B. King himself or “When the Levee Breaks” by Memphis Minnie, 
another Beale Street legend. 

If entering Arkansas doesn’t give you the blues, you’re not paying attention. The 
state perennially flounders at or near the bottom of many US state rankings: worst state 
in healthcare, second-worst state in crime, third-worst state to be a woman. A popular 
saying in the state when I lived there: “Thank God for Mississippi!” Today, Louisiana 
might substitute in some cases. 
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Here’s the irony: as you cross over the Mississippi River from Tennessee into 
Arkansas, a bold red sign proclaims: “Welcome to Arkansas, Land of Opportunity.” 
Counterintuitive as it may seem, that’s the state motto of Arkansas: Land of 
Opportunity. On the other hand, if opportunity is the difference between what is present 
and what is possible, then the motto rings true.  

If your state ranks first in the nation in K-12 education, as Massachusetts 
currently does, then your opportunity for further advancement seems limited. However, 
if your state ranks 50th in K-12 education, as Arkansas did when I attended school there, 
then your opportunity to advance is second to none. Opportunity is the difference 
between what is present and what is possible. 

That’s not to say there’s nothing to like about Arkansas — far from it. The cost of 
living is low, the winters are mild, and the mountainous northwestern part of the state is 
exquisitely beautiful — Little Switzerland, it’s sometimes called. The region is a favorite 
among retirees from the north. Also, in the years since I left Arkansas, the state has 
climbed as high as fifth in the nation in K-12 education. Even so, the state amply 
illustrates its motto: opportunities are greatest where needs and challenges are greatest. 

Today, on the cusp of a new program year for our congregation, newly ensconced 
in our magnificently restored and renovated sanctuary, we launch our annual giving 
campaign for the current fiscal year. This is a good time to look around and assess where 
needs and challenges are greatest and what opportunities lie before us.  

We do so using a metaphor embedded in a poem by the contemporary American 
poet Gary Snyder. The poem is titled “The Trail Is Not a Trail.” Snyder writes: 

 
I drove down the Freeway 
And turned off at an exit 
And went along a highway 
Til it came to a sideroad 
Drove up the sideroad 
Til it turned to a dirt road 
Full of bumps, and stopped. 
Walked up a trail 
But the trail got rough 
And it faded away— 
Out in the open, 
Everywhere to go. 

 
If life is like a road trip, as Snyder suggests in this poem, then the goal is to follow 

the road or path, whether paved or dirt, wherever it may lead. There are choices to be 
made along the way, of course – take this exit or the next one, turn this way or that on 
the side road — but there’s always a trail to follow. 
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Until there is not. What happens when, as the poem’s title indicates, the trail is 
not a trail? The brilliance of this poem lies in Snyder’s choice of the first word in the last 
line — everywhere. The side road has turned into a bumpy dirt road, which leads to an 
increasingly rough trail that eventually fades away. The road has ended; the trail has 
disappeared. By all the usual means of navigating the way forward, there’s nowhere to 
go. 

But that’s not how the poem ends. When even the trail gets rough and fades 
away, Snyder says, then we are finally out in the open, with everywhere to go. The 
absence of a roadmap for the terrain that lies ahead doesn’t close off possibilities and 
limit opportunities, but the opposite. Without the usual constraints, anything is 
possible. 

Once in a while, life invites us as individuals to leave the highways of our 
established routines and turn onto side roads leading to new places and new 
possibilities. Often the roads get bumpy. Sometimes we’re forced to a complete stop. But 
if we keep going, making our way up the trails as best we can, we eventually find 
ourselves out in the open once again. 

Many of you know what it’s like when, by necessity or by choice, you leave the 
highway and must struggle to find your way. A grim diagnosis, an unfaithful spouse, a 
wayward child, an untimely restructuring, a foreclosure notice, or an unworkable 
reassignment: the trail gets rough and then fades away. But somehow you muster the 
courage and garner the strength to keep going. Eventually you find yourself out in the 
open once again, facing opportunities that hadn’t existed before. You have everywhere 
to go. 

The same is true for us as a spiritual community. If opportunity is the difference 
between what’s present and what’s possible, I believe our potential as a congregation is 
greater than it has ever been. How so? The spiritual neediness of our culture has never 
been more pervasive, but the spiritual vitality of our congregation has never been more 
potent. The opportunities before us have never been greater.  

The sources of spiritual sustenance and moral guidance in our culture are quickly 
fading away. According to a recent Gallup poll, 47% of Americans — less than half — 
identified themselves as belonging to a house of worship in 2020, down 20 percentage 
points since the year 2000. In other words, religious participation overall in the US has 
fallen off a cliff, and there’s no indication that the bottom is anywhere in sight. 

Where do people go today to find spiritual sustenance and moral guidance — 
especially young people, among whom the falloff in religious participation has been 
especially pronounced? Where do people go to learn what to value and how to live? 
Increasingly, the answer is the market and the media, especially social media. 
Advertisers will tell you what to value, Tiktok and Netflix will show you how to conduct 
yourself, and mainstream pornography presumes to illustrate what men need and what 
women want. No wonder young people today — and increasingly older adults as well — 
feel increasingly lost and alone, not to mention depressed.  
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This decline of socially-constructed moral capital and the corresponding rise of 
individual autonomy not only threatens our well-being as individuals; it also threatens 
our well-being as a nation. Democracy itself is at stake. Unless we can reclaim a place in 
the modern world for institutions that provide uplifting spiritual sustenance and 
mutually-beneficial moral guidance, we will indeed have nowhere to go — as individuals 
or as a nation. The spiritual neediness of our culture has never been more pervasive. 

The good news is that the spiritual vitality of our congregation has never been 
more potent. We have spent the last five years rebuilding and renewing our physical and 
financial infrastructure. Thanks to your profound commitment and prodigious 
generosity, All Souls is better equipped to be a sanctuary for contemporary seekers than 
it has ever been. This is the incubator of our sense of mission, the laboratory for our 
common endeavors. Our goal is not only to save ourselves and each other from losing 
our sense of meaning and purpose. Our goal is to work together to become an ever more 
powerful source of spiritual sustenance, moral guidance, and common purpose for the 
community and nation around us. 

To make good on the opportunities that lie before us, we will need to redouble 
our commitment — our spiritual commitment, our financial commitment, and our 
commitment to transforming our own lives and the experience of the people and world 
around us. Together, I believe we can make good on this opportunity. 

What do people do when the road gets rough and the path becomes unclear? 
Either they retreat in defeat, or they forge ahead until they break out into the open. As a 
congregation, we are doing the latter. We’re not there yet, but we are on our way. I 
believe we have everywhere to go. 

. 


