No Call, Not Even a Whisper, But a Persistent Breeze through the Trees:  Discerning and Responding to an Invitation for Service 
About five years ago I found myself on a flight from Spokane to Chicago reading an assigned book for a January course I was taking at Meadville Lombard.  As is my way of reading materials for courses, I was busy highlighting, placing an occasional post-it note, and an occasional note in the margin.  At some point I paused and the woman in the next seat commented about how intense I had been with my reading.  I replied that I was getting ready for a course.  She assumed I am a teacher and asked what I teach.  I told her I teach at Gonzaga University but that I was preparing for a course I was taking.  She next asked “In what?”  I replied I was working on a Masters of Divinity.  She next asked “Are you planning to go into ministry?”  I responded that I was preparing myself to be of greater service to others, that I thought this might involve ministry, but that I was still trying to figure out the particular service and even whether this would be ministry.  At this point she volunteered some advice.  “When God call calls you, you will know what He wants of you.”  She then explained that her husband is a Southern Baptist Minister in Northern Idaho and the most important day of his life had been when he received his call. 

There was no way I would explain to this woman that for me THERE WILL BE NO CALL, NOT EVEN A WHISPER FROM GOD, BUT THERE IS A Persistent BREEZE THROUGH THE TREES, and it is my task to listen and respond to it.   
I would like to make it clear that I am not dismissing the experience of her husband.  I grew up as a Southern Baptist and do not have a problem accepting the validity of this experience for him.  However, I am convinced that this type of direct communication with God as traditionally understood has not and is not going to happen for me.

There is a tradition in both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament of God communicating with folks through breezes.  The words for spirit in the scriptures are ruah (RU AH) in the Hebrew and pueuma  (NEW MA) in the Greek.  While each has its own meaning, they share the basic meaning of "wind," "breath", and "breeze." 

My understanding of the relationship between the breeze through the tree and the Devine is close to that of Paul A. Stiles, a professional photographer and author of inspirational literature.  Stiles described sitting on a park bench - enjoying the sounds of the birds and the breeze through the trees and allowing his thoughts to drift away. 

When for a brief moment - I found everything of this world fade away - all became a great void of nothingness - no sound, no light.

My thoughts melted and dissolved - my being faded away - there was only this great consciousness of being.

Unitarian Universalist minister James A. Nelson was asked to describe his understanding of the divine.   Nelson identified the breeze through the trees along with sunlight on the water, the touch of a friend, the love between two people, the taste of Swiss milk chocolate, and a piece of good bread and cheese as what he considered divine.

So what is meant by the phrase a breeze through the trees?
There are references to hearing, feeling, and touching a breeze through the trees.  I would argue a breeze through the trees can be seen, smelled, and tasted.  

Breezes through the trees have been described as

A special type of silence 

A soft whistle 

Cool

Warm,

A sigh, and  

A swishing of a gentle murmur 
Breezes through the trees have been credited with producing the sheer joy of life.

Breezes through the trees have been described in pastoral rural settings, in forests, and in postage-size parks in the midst of Hong Kong.   

It is my belief that the breeze carries many messages and no messages at the same time.  The breeze through the trees can be better thought of a metaphor for life rather than as a metaphor for the voice of God.  

So what is the metaphor for life that lurks in the breeze?
Clearly it is not one message.  Even a single person can expect different messages at different time. 

Presbyterian minister and writer Frederick Buechner has said, “The place where God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”  UU minister Lisa Doege expands on this.  “If there is something you excel at, or can tolerate, or simply love to do, chances are that somewhere, someone needs exactly that thing done. Gardening, housekeeping, childcare, accounting, car repairs, driving, legal services, swimming lessons, tailoring... The need is great; the opportunities limitless.”

I have found retired UU minister Richard Gilbert’s categories for service useful and have used it in courses I teach at the graduate level.  Gilbert refers to five modes of social justice work and Gilbert acknowledges that he formulated his five modes of social justice work on Thomas Price’s Four Types of Social Concerns.  It is Gilbert’s categories that I use for listening to the message of the breeze.  .

Briefly Gilbert’s five categories are: 

1.  Social Service: direct, “hands on” service work from person to person. 

2.  Public Witness: making known to the community a position on issues for the sake of being heard and seen.

3.  Community Organizing:  mobilizing actors including both religious and secular in a given community to address a set of social problems. 

4.   Social Education: the process of studying issues and social dynamics.

5. Social Action / Systemic Change: working on changing policies and policy makers to effect whole systems. 
While Gilbert uses the five items to describe the role of the church in society, they can also be used to describe types of service.  

For example, social service might well be thought of directly providing service to those in need. This is a charity type of service.  This is the Good Samaritan, responding to immediate need by stopping on the road to Jericho to help the traveler. Most people are familiar with this display of social responsibility and it recognize example in responding to floods, Christmas baskets for the poor, and the delivery of a emergency food to a family in need.  
While the direct delivery of social services is the most common type of service, it may not be the type with the greatest impact on the causes of problem.

Gilbert defines public witness as “the process of making public, by word and/or deed, convictions of an individual, organization, or institution on particular social issues.”  He notes public witness can be done by individuals or by groups, but that what makes it witness is that the convictions are made public for the sake of making them public.  This type of service is found in letters to the editor, speaking up at meetings.  Speaking up when we observe someone being taken advantage of or being harassed.  
Community organizing begins with witness and advocacy, but involves organizing to bring about change.  Gilbert proposes that for the Good Samaritan example, witness might include a silent vigil both to identify with the victim and to point out the danger on the road but that this becomes organizing only when a plan of action is identified for addressing the problems and efforts are made to implement the plan.  Often this involves local groups addressing local problems.  Organizing to provide winter coast for children at a local disadvantage school would be a contemporary example of community organizing.  Another example is the church acting in concert with other religious organizations and community groups to organize a population in a particular area for a particular change.

For Gilbert, social education is the process by which persons learn about social issues.   In a religious setting this would mean paying attention to traditional values of the group.  Taking the Good Samaritan parable, we might expect to learn about the history of the road, the social background of the perpetrators of crime, and the alternatives for remedying the situation. Social education on public issues involves both a discussion of their content and an interpretation of that content in the context of ethical principles.  Consideration of the Death Penalty for capital crimes might consider a belief in the inherent value of every life.    
Gilbert’s fifth category for service, Social Action / Systemic Change is distinguished from the other modes of service in that "(1) It is organized implying group support for the objectives; (2) It attempts to influence policy makers and decision makers implying a focus on structures rather than people." According to Gilbert Social action / Systemic change requires attention to causes of injustice rather than symptoms - going "beyond the Band-Aid."

I had the opportunity of taking a class on social just from Rev Gilbert at Meadville Lombard as part of my Masters of Divinity.  In class he argued that he has been misinterpreted by some.  He was clear that he was not arguing against direct services, but was arguing that most people can be expected to go beyond providing direct services.  He also argued providing direct services is the way most people first get involved in providing services.  People need the opportunity to learn about the full range of services and that this is a role for religious institutions.   He also argued that providing services to others should provide enjoyment.  One needed to savor in order to serve.  

I cannot help noticing that there are many members of this congregation who are closer to retirement and they are beginning their careers.  Mohandas Gandhi once observed, “Men and women approaching retirement age should be recycled for public service work, and their companies should foot the bill. We can no longer afford to scrap-pile people.” Retired people bring experience.  They often have valuable contacts.  They may not have more free time than younger people, but they often have learned to better manage their time.  
To this point I have argued that the invitation to service is unlikely to come in the form of a direct call, but that for many the closest most will come to a direct call is a breeze through the trees.  I then argued that what we are called to needs to provide joy.  I then reviewed Gilbert’s five models of service, providing direct social service, public witness community organizing, social education, and social action / systemic change.  I would now like to take a few minutes to explore why we need to be part of communities for both interpreting the breeze and for responding to the breeze.  Common sense tells us that there are some things that we can do as groups that we cannot do as individuals.  Research shows conclusively that people working in groups make better decisions than people working alone.  I would like to focus on two issues that I think are particularly  relevant to servicese undertake by religious groups, access to spiritual resources and accountability to a specific community. 
UU Minister Kendyl Gibbons has explored these issues in her discussion of why UUs involved in full time community service should be ordained as Community Ministers.   Some of her arguments apply to anyone called to be of service to others, but instead of thinking in terms of ordination, one can think in terms of being a member of a congregation.  
Gibbons identified access to “spiritual resources,” as an expectation for ministers, but I believe this can be applied to all people involved in service.  Gibbons noted that human beings deal with “anxiety, guilt, and pain” by sharing them with others.  While this sharing may help moderate the suffering and help the suffering person meet the demands of life, anyone providing services can be placed in a position of not having boundaries.  Not having boundaries, according to Gibbons is neither a realistic option nor what people want from those providing services.  Service providers are not meant to personally take on the burdens of the world and must find ways of dealing with them.  In the words of Gibbons, a solution is to recognize and use the “infinite energy and creativity of a larger community.  Some call this the divine. Others see this as staying connected to spiritual resources.”  

Finally, Gibbons identified accountable to a specific community as an expectation for an ordained minister.  Again I am convinced this applies to everyone involved in providing services.  Regardless of their intentions service providers need “an institutional context in which to be called again and again to the principles of their tradition and responsibilities to one another.”  

There is a need to be diligent at staying connected to their spiritual resources and a need to participate in communities to which one is accountable.  
I have been very impressed by the opportunities for service provided by the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Salem and the very high level of service and involvement of many of the members.  I can only conclude that many both hear and respond to the call of the breeze.  There is a special invitation to those who are already responding to help the rest of us listen more carefully and respond appropriately.  There are really only two options, either help others respond or accept the help of others in learning to respond.  I invite you to pause, listen for the breeze through the trees, and depending on what you understand to joint with others.    
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