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September 4, 2016 
Summer worship 

Worship Theme: “Calling” 
The Work of the People 

 
 
Reading 
 
There is a story about a Russian rabbi.   

One day some students were talking with him and the first said, 
“Rabbi Zusia, I am afraid that when I appear before the Holy 
One he will ask me, ’Why did you not have the faith of 
Abraham?’ A second student said, ‘I am afraid that when I am 
before the Holy One he will ask me, ‘Why did you not have the 
patience of Job?’ Then a third student said, ‘Rabbi I am afraid 
that when I stand before the Holy One he will ask me, ‘Why did 
you not have the courage of Moses?’ 

Then they all asked Rabbi Zusia, ‘Rabbi, when you appear 
before the Holy One which question do you most fear?’ Rabbi 
Zusia answered, ‘When I appear before the Holy One I‘m afraid 
he’ll ask me, ‘Zusia, why were you not Zusia?’” 

 

 

Homily 

 



 

 

One of the most overlooked of the many gifts Claire gives us are 
the spiritual exercises that accompany each month’s worship 
theme. With them, she calls us to experience ourselves anew: to 
hear who we may be being stretched to be; to know ourselves 
better. They are an opportunity to to wrestle with what we find - 
and that includes not wanting to do them - and to know that, 
because many Follenites are participating, we are both building 
our own and our community’s ability to cultivate what David 
Brooks has called the “eulogy virtues” - the ones that are talked 
about at our funeral - how we help each other live lovingly.  
 Intentionally stepping out of a cultural mainstream that values 
“resume virtues,” this is a kind of spiritual cross training, if you 
will. At a time when we are called upon yet again to recognize 
our world’s broken systems, it seems to me that what we learn 
about freeing our hearts by trying the exercises is part of what 
we may have to offer each other and the wider community.  

I love the image for the newsletter that Susanne chose to 
illustrate the theme of this service. It has so many possibilities 
for a story.  Here they are, two men building a bridge - 
something that will benefit others as well as themselves. If they 
succeed , their community will hear about it and thank them. Yet 
the possibility exists that one might have a back spasm and have 
to stop, or that one could drop his rock. They could look at each 
other and say, “What were we thinking? At our age! Let’s ask 
for help.” Will the community thank them for their good 
intentions, for trying even if they fail? 

One exercise I set myself over the summer was to read books I 
thought might be good accompaniments for this coming year’s 
worship themes. I read some, I didn’t get to others. Success or 
failure? Another intention I had this summer was to lose weight. 



 

 

I had a lovely vacation where I put on six pounds, and I’m now 
at the same weight I was at the beginning of the summer.  
Success or failure? I’m giving myself points for trying! 

 

So, as a counter to resume and success culture, let me offer up 
the sacrament of failure. 

 

One of the books I read was “Flunking Sainthood: A Year of 
Breaking the Sabbath, Forgetting to Pray, and Still Loving My 
Neighbor,” by Jana Reiss.  

She decided that each month for a year she would read in depth 
about a particular faith tradition and adopt one of its practices. I 
would call them exercises rather than practices, since a practice 
needs to take place over longer than a month. In July, she 
attempted to observe the Sabbath as kept by a fairly small 
number of Orthodox Jews.  

Here are a couple of things you should know: The reference to 
punishment is about an archaic practice. Phil is her husband and 
Onyx is her dog. 

 

“7.15 am. The alarm goes off, and I’m immediately presented 
with my first opportunity to break the laws of the Orthodox 
Jewish Sabbath I’m observing this month. Despite a fog of 
disorientation, I recognize the dilemma right away: I have an 
electric alarm clock. I should have shrouded it in a cloth so that I 
wouldn’t be tempted to so much as look at it. Instead, I’ve 



 

 

forgotten to deprogram it, and the digital hussy beeps at me with 
growing insistence. I decide that it would be more shalom-
inducing for everyone in the family if I turn the alarm off, so 
there it is: my first violation of the Orthodox Jewish Sabbath. 
I’ve been awake for approximately fifteen seconds. 

 The second transgression comes moments later at the front 
door. Each morning, Onyx follows me downstairs with more 
enthusiasm than we see from him the entire rest of the day, 
bounding and leaping in anticipation of his first outing. It isn’t 
actually much of an outing - I open the front door and let him 
pee in the neighbor’s yard. (To be fair, the dogs have an 
unspoken reciprocal arrangement whereby Bailey, the 
neighbor’s dog, pees almost exclusively in our yard, so this isn’t 
as rude as it sounds.) Only today, I stand frozen at the front door 
with my hand halfway to the knob. The alarm system. Phil 
programmed it last night after I went to bed, as is his faithful 
habit, and neither of us thought to alter the usual pattern. 

 If it weren’t for Onyx, I’d just wait another hour until 
everyone is up; I’m in no hurry to go outside. But the wretch is 
prancing from paw to paw in his obvious need to use the 
facilities. He even woofs at me, a low, guttural single bark that 
is as rare as it is pointed. Isn’t there some law that on the 
Sabbath , it’s permissible to rescue an ox who falls into a ditch, 
rather than making the animal suffer a whole day before 
liberation? Right! There is a clear scriptural precedent for 
animals in need. I key in the password and open the door, Onyx 
springing immediately out of sight. And then, unthinkingly and 
out of pure habit, I switch off the porch light to welcome the day 
before remembering that I’m not supposed to flip light switches, 



 

 

which violates the injunction, “Do not kindle a fire.” Strike 
three. 

 My Sabbath experiment has been underway for 
approximately three and a half minutes, and already I’m worthy 
of stoning.” 

 

Who has not had a similar experience? We’re all full of good 
intentions that don’t quite succeed - or are even spectacular 
failures. I mean to get through the pile of books, I mean to lose 
weight. We all disappoint and are disappointed 

 

And yet who is to say what is failure?  

 

Recently, I read about someone’s struggle to say the Buddhist 

prayer of Metta for Donald Trump. Metta gives the opportunity 

to offer lovingkindness not just to those we love, but to those to 

whom we find it difficult to extend good feeling. The writer 

wrestled with their feelings and eventually found they could 

offer wholehearted lovingkindness to the atoms that compose 

Mr. Trump. Metta is one of my regular practices and I confront 

this struggle all the time. Everyone does. The UU first principle 

is hard. 



 

 

 

Success or failure?  

 

Recently, I was talking with a friend about bowing and the 

resistance someone may have to doing it. If you believe bowing 

is an act of worship or self-abasement, maybe you’d refuse; if 

you understood it to be a acknowledgement that we are all one, 

that there is no Self and no Other, maybe it would be easy. But 

what if you ignored any story about its meaning and just tried it?  

 

A few years ago, in response to a passage in Barry Lopez’ 

“Arctic Dreams” where he finds himself bowing to snowy owl 

in their nests, I found myself standing on a busy street in 

Cambridge bowing  to sparrows chirping in the bushes.  

 

As Claire has said about the spiritual exercises she offers, “many 

spiritual questions cannot be answered by the rational mind but 

must be experienced.” I noticed that, after this act of reverence 

and gratitude I was freer, more able to say Metta for someone I 

disliked. It didn’t change my dislike, but I no longer needed to 

tell myself a story about the person. 



 

 

 

Success or failure? 
 
We are called to bring forth that which is within us, to be fully 

who we are. St Francis of Assisi said, “I have been all things 

unholy. If God can work through me, He can work through 

anyone,” I relate. I embody the truth that the spiritual journey is 

messy. However, I know that if I appear before the Holy One, 

there may be a few awkward questions, but I don’t think, “Jane, 

why were you not Jane?” will be one of them. 

 

Jana Riess says she failed every month, but that she was 

changed. The power of spiritual practice - and the power of 

doing the monthly exercises - is that they change us slowly. 

Slowly, they mend our hearts till one day we notice we took 

down a wall and built a bridge with someone. There are people 

that need to know we are part of a community that does that. 

 

Amen 

 
 


