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October 28, 2018 

Worship Theme: Touchstones - Mortality 

 

Call to Worship: 

Thank you for being here.  

There is something defiant and scary and soulful about gathering 

in our sanctuary the day after another sanctuary, the Tree of Life 

synagogue in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania, was attacked.  

Our worship theme this month has been Touchstones, and on 

this Sunday I’ve long been planning on offering to you the 

spiritual touchstone that all humans share: our own mortality. 

In between tragedy and the holy days of Samhain and All Souls 

Day, it is meaningful that we come together in worship.   

 

In that spirit, I offer these words, Sonnet 73 by William 

Shakespeare: 

 

That time of year thou mayst in me behold 

When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang 

Upon those boughs which shake against the cold, 

Bare ruin’d choirs, where late the sweet birds sang. 

In me thou see’st the twilight of such day 

As after sunset fadeth in the west, 

Which by and by black night doth take away, 

Death’s second self, that seals up all in rest. 
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In me thou see’st the glowing of such fire 

That on the ashes of his youth doth lie, 

As the death-bed whereon it must expire, 

Consum’d with that which it was nourish’d by. 

This thou perceiv’st, which makes thy love more strong, 

To love that well which thou must leave ere long. 

 

Let us worship together. 

Please rise in body or in spirit for our opening hymn,  

Number 10 in the Grey hymnal, “Immortal Love.” 
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Invitation to Prayer – Claire 

We have come now to the time in our service that we set aside 

for silent and spoken prayer. As we mentioned earlier, I am 

leading us in prayer this morning as Colleen McDonald cannot 

be with us. We offer our prayers to Colleen and her wife Faith 

Bennet, as they grieve the death of Faith’s father. 

In our prayer time today, we will sing together our centering 

hymn, “Standing Stone,” printed in the order of service. After 

the hymn we will share a time of silence, and then I will lead us 

in a pastoral prayer. Remaining seated, please join me in singing 

“Standing Stone.” 

 

Centering Hymn – Standing Stone 

  

Silence 
(ended with chimes) 
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Pastoral Prayer -Claire  

 

I pray to all that is Eternal, that is Love: 

Hold in your embrace the people taken by violence yesterday at 

the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.  

Bring healing to all those wounded, both in body and mind,  

in heart, in soul.  

Bring comfort and strength to all their loved ones.  

God, forgive us, for this sin of anti-Semitism that has caused 

unthinkable cruelty and genocide and continues to kill.  

This hatred grows, like mold, in the moral decay that is all 

around us. The rise of nationalism, white supremacy, and anti-

immigration are all part of this rot.  

God, eradicate this sickness in our souls that causes humans to 

hate other humans.  

Help all of us to be outspoken against this evil.  

I pray for all those who have come into their place of sanctuary 

and had it destroyed by gunfire.  

In the last 30 years, there have been 50 massacres in houses of 

worship around the globe.  

Baptist, AME, Jewish, Sikh, Muslim, Amish, Unitarian 

Universalist: our fellow humans sought spiritual sanctuary and 

were given horror.  

We pray, no more. No more. No more.  

God, on this morning I pray especially for the baby and his 

family who had gathered in the Tree of Life synagogue that 
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morning to name the baby and bless him before God and 

community. 

We vow that his name shall be blessed, and his people blessed, 

and we will remember what happened on his naming day.  

I pray that this act changes us, and changes our country.  

Let us grieve. Let us heal. Let us learn. Let us vote.  

Let us be the fresh air and sunshine and heat and flame and light 

that comes into rotting, moldy, decaying places and says,  

no more. No more. No more. 

May it be so. 

Amen. 
 

 

Our offering will now be both given and received. 
 

Offertory Music 

 

Gratitude Prayer - Claire 

We give thanks for these gifts and for the givers, and ask that we 

may use these gifts wisely and well, to strengthen the spiritual 

life of our congregation, and to pursue the goals of justice and 

peace in our communities and around the world. Amen. 
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Reading: “I had thought the tumors...” by Grace Paley  

 

I had thought the tumors 

on my spine would kill me but 

the tumors on my head seem to be 

extraordinarily competitive this week. 

 

For the past twenty or thirty years 

I have eaten the freshest most 

organic and colorful fruits and 

vegetables I did not drink I 

did drink one small glass of red 

wine with dinner nearly every day 

as suggested by The New York Times 

I should have taken longer walks but 

obviously I have done something wrong 

 

I don’t mean morally or ethically or 

geographically I did not live near 

a nuclear graveyard or under a coal 

stack nor did I allow my children 

to do so I lived in a city no worse 

than any other great and famous city I 

lived one story above a street that led 

cabs and ambulances to the local hospital 
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that didn’t seem so bad and was 

often convenient 

 

                       In any event I am 

already old and therefore a little ashamed 

to have written this poem full 

of complaints against mortality which 

biological fact I have been constructed for 

to hand on to my children and grand— 

children as I received it from my 

dear mother and father and beloved 

grandmother who all 

ah if I remember it 

were in great pain at leaving 

and were furiously saying goodbye 
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Sermon: Reminder: Don’t forget, you’re going to die. 

Furiously saying goodbye. 

 

This thou perceiv’st, which makes thy love more strong, 

To love that well which thou must leave ere long. 

 

There is so much sermon material in the topic of Death that I 

could easily do a whole month on it.  

But I fear that attendance would plummet.  

 

And yet this is my biggest touchstone to living a good, joyful, 

and moral life.  

Of course, a caveat on this sad day.  

I wrote this sermon thinking about death, not murder.  

Death as a loss of life, not the taking of life. 

One is universal, the other is evil. 

-- 

 

In Bhutan, a majority Buddhist country, there is a saying: “To be 

a happy person, one must contemplate death five times daily.” 

In our Western world, some folks—okay, most folks—might 

find that morbid, sad, or weird. 

We don’t like to talk about death here in America. At least, not 

our own deaths. 

But maybe if we did it more, we’d make better choices and live 

better lives. 
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And I don’t mean how to choose the freshest most organic and 

colorful fruits, but how to live lives with more meaningful 

relationships, more authentic self-expression, more 

compassionate behavior. To love that well which thou must 

leave ere long. 

 

Now, this is 2018. There is an app for everything. You can use 

your phone to listen to music, adjust your thermostat, buy 

literally anything, track your fertility and remind you to 

meditate.  

All this to say, yes. Death: there is an app for that. 

It’s called “WeCroak.” 

And now, five times a day, a reminder pops up on my phone.  

The phone pings for thee. 

It says: 

“Don’t forget, you’re going to die.” 

The app creators write:  

Each day, we’ll send you five invitations to stop and think 

about death. Our invitations come at random times and at 

any moment, just like death. When they come, you can 

open the app to reveal a quote about death from a poet, 

philosopher, or notable thinker. 

We encourage you to take one moment for contemplation, 

conscious breathing or meditation. We believe that a 

regular practice of contemplating mortality helps us accept 
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what we must, let go of things that don’t matter and honor 

the things that do. 

 

I love this app. Of all the lifestyle apps or New Year’s 

resolutions or any other pledge to change behavior, this one has 

helped me change my behavior with almost alarming speed. 

“Don’t forget, you’re going to die.” 

Those words make me put my phone down  

and do something else.  

They make me feel compassion for the person I was just 

thinking ill of.  

They make me go find my kids and give them a kiss or speak to 

them in a kinder tone.  

These reminders make me examine my behavior and actions and 

change them if I’m not living the life I want to live.  

Five times a day. 

Hansa Bergwall, one of the creators of the app said, for him, 

reflecting on his mortality five times a day means that things 

that stress him out feel smaller. One news article describes how 

one day: 

Bergwall was sitting at the breakfast table with his 

husband. He was complaining to him about stress at work, 

and finding himself getting worked up. 

 

Right at that moment, as if by fate,  
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[a reminder…] buzzed on his phone. Bergwall took a look 

at his device, let out an exasperated sigh, and continued:  

 

‘And on top of all of that, I’m going to die,” he declared to 

his husband. Then the two started laughing. 

 

Granted, the creators of the app have been told that their creation 

is disturbing and sick.  

“Older people have told them they wish they could think about 

death only five times a day.”  

People whose lives have been deeply affected by death and grief 

could find these reminders are overwhelming, a breaking down 

of what can be a healthy compartmentalization.  

Depressed people could find these reminders more depressing. 

And, a recent article in the Christian Century warned that this 

app with its reminders of death could bring simplistic happiness, 

but not the joy that comes with accepting  

that Jesus rose from the dead.  

To each their own.  

Contemplating death is not for everyone, and even for those it is 

useful, it may not be useful all the time.  

 

Still, as far as touchstones go, it is the only one I know that 

every single human being shares.  

It reaches across culture, language, race, religion.  

It is the only true commonality in every human’s life.  
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The one gift that is passed down from every ancestor and we 

shall pass it on to all our descendants. 

When I contemplate my own death, I find myself also 

contemplating the profound mortality of everyone I meet. 

Looking into a person’s face I feel overwhelmed sometimes at 

how vulnerable our human bodies are, how short our lives, how 

fleshly our desires and hopes and dreams.  

 

The practice of remembering your death five times a day may 

have its roots in more formal Buddhist practice.  

A friend of mine, an academic and theologian who left behind 

his evangelical upbringing,  

told me that he had started meditating each morning on the 

Buddhist Five Daily Remembrances of the Upajjhatthana Sutta.  

He would sit each morning, in the early darkness,  

and recite to himself these five simple truths: 

 

1. I am of a nature to grow old; there is no way to avoid aging.  

2. I am subject to ill health; there is no way to avoid illness.  

3. I am going to die; there is no way to avoid death.  

4. Everyone and everything that I love will change, and I will be 

separated from them. 

5. My only true possessions are my actions, and I cannot escape 

their consequences. 
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The first four of these five remembrances are, in essence, about 

our mortality. We all will age. We all will experience illness. 

We all will die. And everything and everyone around us, the 

people we love, will age, become ill, and die, and we will be 

separated from them, by their death, or our own.  

The fifth remembrance is the gift of the one thing we do control: 

our own actions.  

The way Thich Nhat Hahn, one of the world’s most well-known 

Buddhist teachers, interprets that part of the sutra is  

“My actions are my only true belongings.  

I cannot escape the consequences of my actions.  

My actions are the ground upon which I stand.”  

 

My actions are the ground upon which I stand. 

 

What we do is who we are.  

What we do is how we will be remembered.  

What we do is how we are known by others.  

We will not be known by our intentions,  

or our desires, or what we thought about doing but then got too 

busy to actually do.  

We will be known by what we do actually do.  

That is the only thing we can control. 

 

I was very impressed by my friend’s commitment to this 

practice, and I was praising him for it. 
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Then he told me about how his young child had become sick, 

and needed to go to the hospital, and he sat there all night  

by his child’s bed, watching his child struggle to breathe. 

And in the early darkness he realized his practice had meant 

nothing to him until that moment.  

The words that had slipped so easily from his lips in the months 

before, while his children slept peacefully upstairs,  

now devastated him.  

They were visceral. They were his greatest fear made real. 

 

“Everyone and everything that I love will change,  

and I will be separated from them.” 

 

“This thou perceiv’st, which makes thy love more strong, 

To love that well which thou must leave ere long.” 

 

Buddhism says that death is natural and we should contemplate 

it every day.  

Judaism says, in the words of one 19th century Rabbi: 

“Remembering death in the proper way can bring a person to the 

ultimate joy.”  

Judaism also asks followers for a ten day deep dive into the awe 

and repentance that contemplating our mortality can give us: the 

ten Days of Awe between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.  
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And then, as the author in the Christian Century magazine 

argued, Christianity says all death is obscene.  

As an ornery Unitarian Universalist, I’ll say, it’s all of the 

above, sort of.  

Normal and terrible. Certain and unknowable.  

Inevitable and unacceptable. 

Universalist theology teaches us that nothing can separate us 

from the love of God.  

Unitarian and Universalist theology teaches us that  

much of what we know about God  

is found in the faces, touch, and love of humans.  

And yet so much of what we know of evil  

Is found in the actions of other humans as well.  

Natural and obscene. 

 

It was 9:30 pm when I got to Arlie Langseth’s house on the 

night that she died. She had fought to the end, even as she 

finally stopped treatments and began hospice in her home.  

She never, ever forgot she was going to die.  

She needed no reminders.  

But she was never reconciled to that fact.  

She was determined to make it to her daughter’s wedding.  

Her daughter Julie moved the wedding date up by months,  

and moved the location of the wedding to her parent’s home,  

all with the plan that Arlie could be there.  

And then Arlie died, the night before the wedding day. 
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That did feel obscene.  

As I traveled to her home I thought, one more day.  

Why God, could she not have had one more day?  

 

I have been at the bedside of so many dead and dying people. 

But I have never felt so strongly at a bedside  

the spiritual presence of the person who had passed.  

Arlie had fought and suffered and fought and suffered  

and one truth felt overwhelming as I sat there,  

my hand on her cold and colder thin shoulder.  

She was not suffering anymore.  

The body of Arlie was in the bed but the presence of Arlie was 

all around us.  

She was light, she was joy, she was peace, she was going to be 

at that wedding, dammit, just not the way we had all imagined.  

 

This thou perceiv’st, which makes thy love more strong, 

To love that well which thou must leave ere long. 

 

We will age.  

We will become ill. 

We will die. 

Everything dear to us and everyone we love will change, and we 

will be separated from them. 
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But oh, if we love well…our love will be the ground that we 

stand on, and the embrace we fall into, and the gift we pass on. 

 

May it be so.  

Amen. 
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