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October 21, 2018 

Worship Theme: Touchstones 

 

Call to Worship: 

We continue in our worship theme of Touchstones this month. 

Today I will explore several touchstones we could embrace to 

help us guide our lives—a cornucopia of touchstones, pebbles of 

joy and peace and wisdom we can carry in a little jangling 

pocket in our heart.  

Next Sunday I will share with you my single most favorite, most 

important, most useful touchstone of all. So stay tuned. 

I was going to use these words by Globe writer Kevin Cullen as 

our call to worship this morning whether or not game 5 went our 

way. 

“Of all sports, baseball is most closely identified with the 

concept of redemption. Even the game’s best hitters reach base 

only 3 out of 10 times. The biggest challenge in baseball is not 

hitting a round ball with a round bat. The biggest challenge is 

not giving up on yourself when you fail most of the time.”  

May it be so! Let us worship together.  
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Reading: A Ritual to Read to Each Other  

by William Stafford  

 

If you don’t know the kind of person I am 

and I don’t know the kind of person you are 

a pattern that others made may prevail in the world 

and following the wrong god home we may miss our star. 
 

For there is many a small betrayal in the mind, 

a shrug that lets the fragile sequence break 

sending with shouts the horrible errors of childhood 

storming out to play through the broken dike. 
 

And as elephants parade holding each elephant’s tail, 

but if one wanders the circus won’t find the park, 

I call it cruel and maybe the root of all cruelty 

to know what occurs but not recognize the fact. 
 

And so I appeal to a voice, to something shadowy, 

a remote important region in all who talk: 

though we could fool each other, we should consider— 

lest the parade of our mutual life get lost in the dark. 
 

For it is important that awake people be awake, 

or a breaking line may discourage them back to sleep; 

the signals we give — yes or no, or maybe — 

should be clear: the darkness around us is deep. 
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Sermon: Touchstones to Ground Our Lives 

 

Following the wrong god home we may miss our star. 

 

I worry about this. 

There are so many wrong gods and they all look so much like 

righteousness. 

There are so many ways to think we are living a correct and 

moral life.  

We can hold up our political beliefs, our ideologies,  

our eating habits, driving skills, GPA, job title,  

parenting techniques, bank accounts, clothing choices.  

From organic cotton to kombucha, we have the opportunity to 

align ourselves with a way of living.  

As elephants parade holding each elephant’s tail, 

but if one wanders the circus won’t find the park, 

We need something more sacred, something more profound, to 

be our guide.  

 

Our covenant groups have been sharing their touchstones with 

each other. Covenant group are small groups of about 8 people 

that meet once a month to share personal and spiritual 

reflections on the worship theme. If you are interested in trying 

one out, contact a staff person and we’ll get you connected.  
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One Follen member wrote to me that the first touchstone that 

came to her mind was the Biblical verse she learned in 

childhood, in the King James translation: “and what doth 

the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and 

to walk humbly with thy God?”  

 

To do justice, to love kindness, and walk humbly with God. So 

few words, so much wisdom.  

 

Scripture holds lots of touchstones. Lots of Unitarian 

Universalist look at this big book and only remember the bad 

stuff we have rejected.  

And there is a lot of that, the stuff that thanks to the progression 

of time, culture, science, and understanding,  

we realize was more about the people who wrote this book and 

less about the God they were trying to describe.  

After all, scripture is simply the words of many, many ancient 

people, making sense of the world around them.  

The old book has been translated and re-translated and edited 

again and again over the years in response to the changing 

world. So really the Bible is more like Wikipedia than a novel.  

We’ll never know how many different voices are in this book.  

It is a cacophony of stories and advice, and it is up to us to try be 

good listeners, to pull the shadowy voices out of the din,  

to find  the words that speak directly to our hearts and guide us 

to our star.  
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The world around us is just as confusing  

as the world was to the people of Biblical times.  

We may know more facts than the people writing the Bible 

thousands of years ago did about some things,  

but that doesn’t mean we have figured out the meaning of those 

facts and what we should do with them.  

Humankind knows more about when and why weather is 

coming yet we can’t seem to do the right thing with regard to 

climate change.  

Humankind can share information more quickly and widely but 

we still have a hard time communicating with respect.  

Many humans may not regard sacrifice, or the hundreds of laws 

of orthodoxy, as a necessary component of our religious practice 

anymore but we still wonder how to lead a good and moral life.  

 

For a while I tried to read a Psalm a day as my spiritual practice. 

I stopped because so many of the Psalms are so bloodthirsty—

all about tearing apart the bones of one’s enemies.  

Although now that I think of it, given the American political 

climate that might be a satisfying spiritual practice to try again. 

Hmm.  

But seriously, there are a few Psalms  

that are more about peace than triumph,  

more about forgiveness than vengeance.  
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And there is no Psalm more famous, for good reason, than the 

23rd Psalm.  

 

I still know it by heart, because my 5th grade Unitarian 

Universalist Sunday school teachers had our class memorize it. 

In fact we had to memorize many verses, as well as all the books 

of the Bible in order.  

I can’t recite that any more, but I can recite the Psalm— 

in the words of the King James version,  

which is how I learned it.  

 

I offer it to you: say it with me if you wish.  

 

The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures:  

he leadeth me beside the still waters. 

He restoreth my soul:  

he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. 

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,  

I will fear no evil:  

for thou art with me;  

thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine 

enemies:  
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thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. 

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my 

life:  

and I will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever. 

 

In this Psalm, God makes you lay down in the green pasture. 

God says, you must rest.  

Like a mother saying, little one, you are exhausted.  

Lie down, and close your eyes. And so you do.  

In this Psalm, God reaches out her hand and lifts you up, leads 

you beside the still waters. Imagine the light reflecting off a 

silver lake, your feet crunching on pebbles.  

Together you walk hand in hand in this peaceful place.  

Resting, walking, your fragile and cracking soul is restored.  

You know that you face death and loss at the end of your 

journey,  

and yet you find comfort and joy in the journey itself.  

 

And then, a table of food is before you.  

In the same way your soul has been nourished,  

your body is nourished too.  

You still have enemies, yes, they are alive and well.  

But their presence does not alarm or endanger you.  

Your glass is so full of wine it spills out of the glass—and your 

first thought is how blessed you are with a full cup,  
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not, “Oh no, I’m never going to get that red wine stain out of 

that tablecloth.” 

Goodness and mercy do not go before you, clearing your path. 

Every step you take is not perfect.  

But goodness and mercy follow you,  

as you walk the path of righteousness,  

lest the parade of our mutual life get lost in the dark.  

Before you, the unknown. Behind you, a stream of light.  

And you will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. 

 

A touchstone for your life. 

 

Many thousands years after an unknown psalmist  

wrote those words, a baby was born who grew into a rebellious, 

outspoken teacher.  

His name was Jesus, and he defied all the rules of behavior that 

had grown up and encrusted around the words of the prophets. 

By that point there were at least 700 specific rules of behavior 

for people to follow to live a good and moral life,  

everything from the fabric you wore to the food you ate to the 

chairs you could sit in.  

Jesus said the only rule that mattered was this one:  

“‘In everything do to others as you would have them do to you; 

for this is the law and the prophets.’”  

To have hundreds of rules thrown out, for this upstart teacher to 

say only one rule mattered, was absolutely shocking. Do unto 
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others as you would have them do unto you. Treat others the 

way you would want to be treated. 

 

It’s so simple yet so hard to do all the time.  

I feel like I need more time in my day just for all the thinking 

that is needed to follow the Golden Rule. I’d have to have a 

moment of reflection before I took any action. 

Before I turn on all the lights and the radio and pull back my 

kid’s blankets  

–Is that the way I’d like to be woken up? 

Before I yell up the stairs: Hellllo are you dressed yet?  

–Is that a tone of voice I’d be okay with? 

Before I gun it on the highway: 

–Would I want someone to let me in to that difficult 

merge? 

Before I say nothing  

–Would I appreciate a thank you for that task? 

Before I press send 

–Would I want to receive that email? 

Before I judge another 

–Would I want do anything I had to to keep my children safe, if 

our homeland was torn by poverty, drugs, and violence? 

–Would I want forgiveness and support if I was struggling with 

an addiction? 

–Do I want my experiences and feelings believed, rather than 

discounted? 



 10 

–Do I want to feel that my life matters? 

 

It gets even more hard to fulfill when you think about a modern 

update to the Golden Rule—called The Platinum Rule.  

Treat others as they want to be treated. 

What is the pronoun or name that they want to be called by? 

How do they need to feel cared for when they feel sad or angry? 

How do they like their coffee?  

 

If you don’t know the kind of person I am 

and I don’t know the kind of person you are 

a pattern that others made may prevail in the world 

and following the wrong god home we may miss our star. 

 

The Platinum Rule adds a level of reflection. We are asked not 

just to be self-aware, but to be proactively empathetic as well.  

What we think we would want in a situation isn’t always what 

that other wants. We have to actually ask.  

--What is your preferred pronoun?  

--How can I best help you feel supported right now?  

--How do you like your coffee? 

 

I offered you touchstones from the Bible, but we also know that 

touchstones can come from anywhere.  

The Mary Oliver poem our choir used in the Anthem litany is a 

touchstone for many people.  
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Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and 

precious life?  

That’s sort of UU scripture by now.  

 

Stephen Colbert has joked that UU scripture is actually the 

1970s musical collection “Free to Be You and Me.”  

I have to admit that my kids know all the words to that entire 

album but have not yet memorized a single Psalm.  

 

My sister was so moved by a quote from Helen Keller, the blind 

and deaf activist, that she had the quote tattooed on her arm:  

 “Life is a daring adventure, or nothing.”  

 

We carry our touchstones in different ways. 

 

A touchstone of my faith is simpler than any scripture or quote. 

It is my abiding faith that God—whatever God is, whatever 

force that may exist beyond our human comprehension—that 

force, which I call God, is a God of Love.  

 

Anything that brings us towards greater love—compassion, 

mercy, kindness—that is God. 

Anything that bars us from love, compassion, mercy, kindness, 

that is not God. 

Love says yes.  

Love says I’m listening. 
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Love says we are in this together. 

Love says we can do hard things. 

Love says, I want to contribute to your flourishing. 

Love says, I am here, and I will never abandon you.  

That is the God that I follow. 

May we reach for the stars, together. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 


