Unitarian Universalistic Church of Spokane

October 26, 2008

Ringing the Chimes

Prelude  Gennie Gregg, Piano

Call to Worship:

The following is based on the words of the Unitarian Universalist minister and advocate for community ministry Richard Gilbert

Come into the circle of caring,

Come into the community of gentleness, of justice and love.

Come, and you shall be refreshed.

Let the healing power of this people penetrate you,

Let loving kindness and joy pass through you,

Let hope interfuse you,

And peace be the law of your heart.

In this human circle, caring is a calling.

All of us are called.

So come into the circle of caring. 

Covenant Unison Reading  Karolynn Clark, Worship leader

Lighting the Chalice

Each Sunday Unitarian Universalist congregations across this nation and around the world kindle a flame in a chalice. The Flaming Chalice as a symbol came to us through the work of the Unitarian Service Committee in Eastern Europe during World War II. In 1961 when the Universalists merged with the Unitarians, the Flaming Chalice was set in two interconnecting circles as the symbol of our denomination. The practice of lighting a flame in a chalice began in the 1960s as a way to pause and center ourselves. A symbolic act like the lighting of a flame has as many meanings as there are people in this room but we have a little verse that we say to remind us of why we are here:

We light this Chalice for light of truth, warmth of community and the fire of commitment.

Response   “This Little Light of Mine” (1st vs.)    #118

This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine.

This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine.

This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine. Let it shine, let it shine, let it shine.

As you are willing and able, please stand and join in Hymn 354, We Laugh, We Cry

Welcome and Announcements

9:15
 John Baumann

11:00
 Penny Reid
Story for All Ages, Barbara Steubing

Children Recessional  Go Now in Peace  (In order of service)
Candles of Care  (Karolynn Clark reads, I light candles)

Meditation

In the sacred stillness of a shared silence,

Let us listen to the wisdom of our own hearts and minds.

(Gong)

Silence

(Gong)

Prayer of Assurance

How much we do need silence:
Silence for truth so that we may learn wisdom

Silence for wisdom so that we may love,

Silence for love so that we may be just,

Silence of justice so that we may live fully.

May we be more patient and more silent,

So that we may proceed with courage and compassion (Charles Gaines) .

Special Music
This I believe John Baumann

Offering

Music Gennie Gregg

Freely have we received of gifts that minister to our needs of body and spirit.  Gladly we bring tour church and its wide concerns a portion of this bounty 

Reading

Sermon:  Journey from being a Hospital Chaplin Intern to Kabul Afghanistan and Back to Spokane
Towards the end of June in 2007 I found myself in Portland Oregon beginning an 11 week internship as a Chaplain at Providence Portland Medical Center.  
These Chaplain intern programs are called Clinical Pastoral Education or CPE .  
Most of the people who do these programs are either seminary students training for ministry or individuals who are considering a career change to be a full-time Chaplain.  
Seminary students generally do one 11 week unit while individuals preparing for a career as a Chaplain do four units.  
In most program time is divided between time “on the floor” interacting with patients and hospital staff 
and time spend in training, interaction with others Chaplain Interns, and with a CPE supervisor.  
Compensation for about 500 hours of very intensive work is $1,000.  
Yes, a total of $1,000 or about $2.00 an hour.  
This took me back to my days as a Peace Corps Volunteer when I was earning $.11 an hour.  
Neither Chaplains nor Peace Corps Volunteers appear to be in it for the money.

At Providence, Chaplain Interns are assigned a particular part of the hospital.  
I was assigned to an area that focused on Diabetes, Kidney, and Liver Failure.  
About every other weekend, I would work 24 hour shifts as the Chaplain for the entire hospital.  
During these 24 hour shifts my responsibilities including baby blessings, working as part of the care delivery team in Intensive Care, responding to emergency “codes” such as when a patient experiences cardiac arrest, and providing Chaplain presence for all deaths.  
After my first 24 hour shift I had a better understanding of why 24 hour shifts make more sense for folks in their twenties the for folks in their sixties.
Everyone, and I do mean everyone with no exceptions, that I know who has gone through a Chaplain Internship program describes it as a Life Changing Experience.  
Different people bring different backgrounds and the impact is different, but for everyone it is a life changing experience.  
I am going to save until another time the details about the variety of people and beliefs I encountered, 
my experience with prayer, 
and coming to grips with a reality that in most situations all I could do was to be present for someone who more than anything needed someone to be present for them.  
By nature I am a fixer and found it very hard to have to admit that there were situations that could not be fixed and that even if they could be fixed, I was not the right person to fix it.
Today, I want to take a few minutes and share with you only two aspects of my experience as a Chaplain Intern:  (a) Advanced Directives and (b) Dying Alone.
I was totally shocked by how many people end up at the hospital and do not have Advanced Directives.  
Advanced directive is a general term for instructions about future medical care if a person becomes incapable of stating his or her wishes.  
Both wanted and unwanted treatment may be specified.  
In the State of Washington there are three types of advance directives, the Health Care Directive, the Durable Power of Attorney for Health Care, and the Physical Orders for Life-Sustaining Treatment.  
The necessary forms prepared by the non-for profit organization, Compassion and Choices can be found on the web at the url provided in the Order of Service.  
There are a limited number of hard copies on a table in the fellowship hall.  
Unless you have advance directives and have communicated to others who can support your decision, the health care system will usually work to prolong your death regardless of the suffering it causes you.  
The most vivid image I take away from my experience as a Chaplain is the stark contrast between people died alone and those who died surrounded by people who loved them.  
As a Chaplain I encountered people who arrived at the hospital in very critical condition.  and then die with NO relatives, NO friends, NO-ONE.  
Portland Providence Medical Center is staffed with some of the most dedicated and compassionate people I have ever met.  
They and the Chaplain staff go way beyond what can reasonably be expected to provide companionship as well as medical care for patients who are dying, but they are strangers.  
As a Chaplain, we always ask patients is there someone we could help them contact.  
Some people made it very clear they did not want to contact anyone and that it was their choice to be alone.  
However, others took advantage of the offer to help them contact someone to tell stories of friends, families, and even children they had lost contact with years or even decades earlier.  
I will not forget the man who knew his own death was imminent who talked about children from two marriages who he would have liked to at least know how they were doing.  
In his words, they would never know what had happened to him.”  
According to several accounts of patients who ended up dying alone, they had just lost contact with love-one often following disagreements over topics they could no longer remember. 
The contrasting image is of people who made the transition to death in the presence of spouses, families, or friends.  
Three particular images will remain with me.  
In the first, on the day the young man died, his musical CD was released.  
His young wife was present and had been at his side for days.  
I had checked her several times that day, and by late afternoon he had begun the process of actively dying.  
She asked me if she could get into bed with him.  
I responded YES and later learned that this is the policy of Providence Portland.  
We called a nurse to help with the bed railing and to help her actually get into the bed.  
She then thanked me and politely asked me to leave.  
In the second situation the man had died with his wife of many years, children, and grand children present.  
Everyone had gone but their oldest son and wife.  
She turned to me with the same request as that of the young wife.  
“Could I be in bed with him for a few minutes before I go?”  
My response was to help her get into bed.  
The third situation was the woman who had been a professor at a local university for many, many years who had never married.  
She had many friends, and former students, and former students who had become close friends.  
Almost from when she was admitted an ad hoc network went to work to ensure that she was never alone, day or night.  
The love for this woman was made manifest in the actions of her friends in both providing support for her and for each other. 
I was not prepared for either the discovery that so many people still did not have advance directives or for the realization that people end up dying alone even when this was not their explicit decision.  
My conclusion was that no one should die alone unless this has been their conscious decision. 

My observation was that dying alone happens when people fail to maintain and strengthen relationships.  
It was clear that if one is not to die alone, one has commit to be being present at the death of others.  
A very high level of reciprocity is called for.  
I started my comments this morning with the statement that “Towards the end of June in 2007 I found myself in Portland Oregon beginning an 11 week internship as a Chaplain,”   
This statement could make it sound like I was an accidental Chaplain Intern.  
That is not what happened.  
As many of you know, about seven years ago I began a process of discernment that led me to the conclusion that community ministry should be the next focus of my life.  
I was recently asked to describe succinctly what I mean by community ministry and I replied.

As a Community Minister I see myself as a social justice activist focused on higher education and international partnerships.  
As a Community Minister I envision moving into more full time work on building alliances and coalitions.  
I see this as an extension to my current “lay ministry” as a professor. 
Increasing my focus on social justice possibly while working in higher education fits with my journey.  

My journey has included being a Peace Corps Volunteer and a first career with the U.S. Agency for International Development, the part of the U.S. State Department that administers foreign assistance.  
I along with my family lived and worked for more than 20 years in some of the poorest countries of the world, including the Sudan, Philippines, Liberia, and South Africa.  
To become a Community Minister and to be able to actively build coalitions with my fellow Unitarian Universalists requires completion of a Masters of Divinity and Ordination.  
Over the past years I have completed most of the requirements for both the Masters of Divinity and for Ordination.  
The internship as a Chaplain was one of the requirements.  
At the end of my Chaplain Internship I still had three courses to complete and a six-month internship at a Church.  
I enrolled in one of the three courses in the Fall.  
I arranged to do the church internship in Seattle between January and June of last year.

This was not what happened.

By the time the Chaplain Internship was completed my wife Maria and I had been physically apart for almost all of the time for more than a year following many years when we apart for at least half of the time.  
Beginning in August 2006 Maria assumed leadership for the Afghan eQuality Alliance Project and relocated to Kabul.  
This is $12 million project designed to help with the rehabilitation of the higher education system in Afghanistan following more than 30 years of war.  
The project focuses on building partnerships among Afghan universities and universities in the United States, Japan, India, and South Africa.  
The project is building computer centers, training people, especially women to manage and teach in these centers, establishing a non-traditional Masters program in Public Administration, and other activities.  
I found it increasingly difficult to spend most of our time apart and questioned the future of our relationship.  
My experience as a Chaplain Internship convinced me that there was a need for a change or we would not be able to sustain a marriage that started in 1970.  
We got together in London in August and in the Philippines in early November.  
In November we discussed options including pursuing our individual dreams without each other.  
We discussed what would need to change if we were to stay together.  
Over the next several months we concluded we had had too many good times, shared too many wonderful experiences all over the world, shared dreams, and great children, 
and could envision a better future together to let go without trying.  
We know that it will not be easy.
So I made the decision to spend as much time in Afghanistan as I could.  
Instead of spending the next six months in Seattle doing a church internship I spent most of this time in Afghanistan, commuting back to Spokane to teach my courses and work with students.  
I accumulated a lot of frequent flyer miles, so many that recently my wife and I were able to visit Ligaya, our daughter who is a volunteer teacher at a Teacher Training University in northwestern China.  
I went to Kabul without a job, but then had the opportunity to teach (pro bono) a course at Kabul University on public policy.  
I also had the opportunity to develop and deliver an orientation program for Afghan students who had been selected as Fulbright scholars to study in the United States, 
Finally I had the opportunity to do a short-term assignment with the United Nations to help the Afghanistan Civil Service Institute begin the process of long-range planning.
I was able to introduce some Islamic leadership concepts consistent with servant leadership.   
Because of security concerns I could not go out alone except on the university campus.  
In February temperature often drop to single digits and the heating system at the University of Kabul has not worked for at least 20 years.  
There is a picture of me teaching where I have on an overcoat, hat, and gloves.  
The picture does not show the long underwear or the thermal socks.  
The incentive to get to class early for the students was sitting next to the small space heater.  
This time allow Maria to plan for an orderly change in her relationship to the project so that moving back to Spokane in October became possible.  
Pictures of Maria’s project and my experience in Kabul can be found at the web address in the order of service.  
You may ask why should I share with you details about my personal life?  
I have heard the argument that sermons always begin as attempts to address issues of the speaker and believe there is some truth to the statement.  
However, I believe that be it ever so interesting, the purpose for this shared time together is not just to share interesting stories but to look for things in the story that goes beyond my experience.  
I think that one basic issue is whether we will end our lives alone or fail to be present when others end their life.  
This issue goes beyond the end of life and concerns what we will do with the one wild life that we have.  
Each day are we going to savor the world or save it?  

One approach to life is to clearly identify goals and to then remain focused on them.  
Such an approach does not leave much room for changes.  
The other approach is to be responsive to changes in conditions and to take advantage of opportunities that present themselves.  
Without realizing it I have always been willing to seize opportunities even when they were not consistent with pre-established long-term goals.  
However this willingness to take advantage of opportunities would appear to lead to aimlessness.  
Last week we heard from this pulpit about the dangers of not knowing where we are going with the reference to the saying that if one does not know where they are going, any road will get you there, a thought generally attributed to Lewis Carroll.   

With hind sight I recognize that there have been times when I did not carefully consider the costs of my decisions and that some were mistakes.  
I cannot know whether it would also have been a mistake to forego the opportunity and to stay focused on the already identified goal.  

The decision to go to Afghanistan instead of Seattle involved responding to a change in conditions and taking advantage of an unplanned opportunity.  
I do know that for me this was not a mistake.  

I am increasingly convinced that intentionality about decisions can prevent responding to different opportunities from becoming an aimless journey.
For me, intentionality requires at a minimum pausing and reflecting on the possible outcomes.  
The issue of intentionality is a topic for a separate sermon and not something I have time to explore this morning.  
However I would like to suggest that I tend to agree with the Unitarian Universalist minister Carl Scovel who equated good intent with purposeful goodness.  
Scovel argued “our work on earth is to explore, enjoy, and share this goodness.” 
He further argued that the aim of life is “deep, abiding, uncompromised joy.”  
I believe we need to ask whether taking advantage of unplanned for opportunities is more likely to contribute to deep, abiding, uncompromised joy than staying the course with long-term goals.  
If the answer is YES, the decision should be seize the opportunity.
Before I conclude I would like to thank this congregation for their continued moral support and provide a quick update on where I am in my journey towards community ministry.  
As a college instructor I am somewhat reluctant to admit that I have an incomplete for the course I started in the Fall of 2007.  
As noted earlier, unplanned for opportunities presented themselves and I said YES.  
I have worked out with my instructor what I am going to do to complete this course.  
I still have to complete two courses in Church history.  
I am thinking that it might be an interesting experience, even taking advantage of a target of opportunity to examine the reformation from the perspective of the Catholics.  

Therefore I may end up taking these courses at Gonzaga.  
Finally, I still have to do a church internship.  
I am confident that there will be an opportunity to do this that has not yet presented itself.  
I have on my desk a small framed copy of some selected words of William Channing.  
They provide me with a reminder of some issues that I need to consider as I make decisions about what I will do with my life and especially with how I will chose between opportunities.  
I invite you to join me in Reading 484 at the back of our hymnal.

To live content with small means;

To seek elegance rather than luxury, and refinement rather than fashion;

To be worthy, not respectable, and wealthy, not rich;

To Study hard, think quietly, talk gently, act frankly;

To listen to starts and birds, to babes and sages, with open heart;

To bear all cheerfully, do all bravely, await occasions, hurry never.

To let the spiritual unbidden and unconscious, grow up through the common.

This is to be my symphony. 
Singing  As you are willing and able, please stand and join me in Hymn # 16, “Tis a Gift to Be Simple”
Benediction

May the blessing of truth be upon us,

May the power of love direct and sustain us,

May the peace of this community preserve our going out and our coming in,

From this time forth, until we meet again. 

Blessed Be
Shalom Havayreem

Postlude  Gennie Gregg

Go in Peace
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