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January 13, 2019 

Worship Theme: Presence 

 

Centering Hymn – Meditation on Breathing – same as last week 

Closing Hymn - “You’ve Got a Friend” insert (info from Vivian) 

 

 

Call to Worship:  
Good morning. Our worship theme this month is presence. Last 

Sunday I talked about being present with oneself—having 

integrity. This Sunday I’ll talk about how we can be present with 

another—a friend, partner, or even stranger. 

A Chinese proverb states, “It is the fifth cup of tea between 

friends that is the best.” Seeking connection is so much about 

what we give our time and attention to.  

May our time together today connect us with all that is holy, and 

with each other. Let us worship together. 

Please rise in body or in spirit for our opening hymn,  “Just As 

Long as I Have Breath” #6 in the grey hymnal.  
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Reading: “Finding What You Didn’t Lose” by John Fox  

  

When someone deeply listens to you 

it is like holding out a dented cup 

you’ve had since childhood 

and watching it fill up with 

cold, fresh water. 

When it balances on top of the brim, 

you are understood. 

When it overflows and touches your skin, 

you are loved. 

When someone deeply listens to you, 

the room where you stay 

starts a new life 

and the place where you wrote 

your first poem 

begins to glow in your mind’s eye. 

It is as if gold has been discovered! 

When someone deeply listens to you, 

your bare feet are on the earth 

and a beloved land that seemed distant 

is now at home within you. 
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Sermon title: “For You” 

 

Ben and I were engaged.  

I was a new minister, a baby minister if you will, recently 

ordained and enjoying my new position as the Associate 

Minister at First Parish in Lincoln.  

My boss Roger was a sweet man who looked exactly the way a 

minister is supposed to look, which is to say he looked just like 

Alec Guinness in his Obi Wan Kenobi years.  

Roger had been a minister his whole working life, but much of 

that time he had spent outside of the parish, working in the 

community as a marriage counselor and as the Executive 

Director of a wellness organization in Cambridge.  

One day Roger said he was inviting two friends to come lead a 

workshop at the church.  

His friends were a married couple who were both therapists, and 

the 2-part workshop would be for couples: a “marriage tune-up.”  

 

Now Ben and I had only been together for a couple years, but 

what the heck, right? Everyone can use a tune-up, and get some 

more skills. Plus, I wanted to be supportive of Roger’s initiative.  

 

Ben and I showed up to the workshop, and attendance was quite 

high. Every seat in the room was filled. 

Ben and I were the youngest people there by easily two decades.  
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The workshop leaders began. Their introduction was about how 

in love they were with each other and how attracted they were to 

each other and how much they loved spending time together.  

I guess that was their marriage counseling sales pitch:  

“I’m not only the owner, I’m a customer too!”  

 

They said that the key to a healthy marriage—or really any 

healthy relationship or friendship—is attention.  

Attention is love. 

 

This was late 2007 or thereabouts, right after the first iPhone and 

first Kindle had been released but no one really had one yet. 

Most people didn’t have smartphones,  

most of us still read paper books.  

Our attention had yet to be grabbed by the little computers we 

carry around in our pockets.  

And yet even then attention was a precious commodity.  

 

When someone deeply listens to you 

it is like holding out a dented cup 

you’ve had since childhood 

and watching it fill up with 

cold, fresh water. 

 

The counselors had us start the main activity of the evening.  
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The point of the activity was to give attention, and to receive 

attention.  

I will tell you this activity is something that is referenced in my 

marriage at least once a week.  

So this was a memorable experience. 

 

This was the activity that everyone did at the same time.  

We turned to each other and met each other’s eyes.  

And then looking deeply into each other’s eyes, Ben said to me, 

“For you.” 

I took a deep breath.  

Then I said, “For me.” 

Still looking into each other’s eyes, I said, “For you.” 

Ben took a deep breath and said, “For me.” 

This continued. 

For you. 

For me.  

Everyone in the room was doing this. For you. For me. 

 

But Ben and I were experiencing a problem. 

 

We had the giggles. 

We started sort of choking and snorting. 

For you. For me.  
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Ben’s eyes were conveying great pain and torment at containing 

the hilariousness of the activity.  

My eyes were conveying a stern order to get it together because 

I was at work, dammit.  

We were conveying a lot with our eyes. 

But with our voices all we said was “For you.” “For me.” 

 

After what felt like a thousand years the activity ended and the 

workshop ended and we could go home, and Ben told me he 

could not, would not, return to part two. I half-heartedly tried to 

convince him to go back but I didn’t want to, either.  

 

Ever since then, Ben and I have said to each other, “For you.”  

Yes, it started off as a huge joke, and it still kind of is, but it is 

more than that too.  

We say it when we really want the other person to notice—pay 

attention to—that we are doing something for them and we want 

them to really receive—appreciate it—experience being loved. 

 

I emptied the dishwasher…for you. 

For me. 

Or even if we are just bustling around doing that work of 

running a house and a family and all of a sudden we meet in the 

kitchen: “Hey—For you.” 

 

Or if we need attention—“Hey—for me!” 



 7 

 

Drs. John and Julie Gottman would say our little inside joke has 

become a way we make “bids” for connection and affection.  

The Drs. Gottman are major researchers in what makes a 

marriage, relationship, or friendship successful.  

Their work broke out of the niche of self-help when Malcom 

Gladwell wrote about it in Blink. In that book their claim to 

fame was their research had been so successful they could 

predict whether a couple would stay married or break up with 

about a 90% success rate.  

 

I love the Gottmans’ work because it isn’t just  

observational and predictive  

and it isn’t really just about that institution we call marriage.  

It is prescriptive too—they have some simple, easy to 

understand lessons about how we can better our relationships, all 

our relationships, and what are red flags.  

 

The Gottmans started their research by filming couples day in 

and day out and cataloguing their interactions.  

Their hypothesis had been that couples that worked well 

together had a high level of self-disclosure— 

they had deep emotional talks all the time.  

Turned out, nope.  

Intimacy wasn’t just about deep talks.  

It was about lots of little minor talks.  
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It was about small gestures, and how we receive them.  

It was, most of all, about not ignoring the other person when 

they spoke.  

To put it simply, it was about being kind, being grateful, and 

paying attention.  

The Gottmans’ called this sort of small interaction as making a 

“bid” for connection. 

A bid and it’s reception might be:  

 

“Want a cup of coffee, honey?” 

“Sure, thanks.” 

 

“Funny story in this magazine!” 

“Oh yeah, what is it?” 

 

Bids can be non-verbal too—a smile, a pat, pointing at 

something notable.  

 

The Gottmans’ saw that the topic of conversation didn’t matter, 

what mattered was the two people’s willingness to connect.  

 

“Some people seemed determined to ignore their spouses, 

no matter how riveting or mundane the topic at hand.  

For example, [they] watched one wife completely ignore 

her husband as he tried to tell her about the harrowing 

military coup he had witnessed in Spain.  
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In contrast, another couple seemed utterly entranced by one 

another’s descriptions of how their mothers made bread.”1 

 

The key to a successful relationship was in these tiny, ordinary 

moments where two people made a choice: 

to turn toward,  

turn away,  

or turn against  

each other’s bids for connection. 

What also seemed to help was if most of the bids were playful, 

light, rather than serious.  

 

Making bids for attention, and having the bid received warmly 

and kindly, builds up trust, love, and intimacy.  

People who give and receive a lot of these little light bids, find 

that even in during an argument,  

there is a well of good feeling to draw on,  

and lots of practice in being open to the other’s bid for 

understanding and forgiveness.  

 

Bids aren’t just for spouses.  

They are for friends, coworkers, acquaintances, even strangers. 

The other day I had a nice back and forth with the woman 

behind me in line at the grocery store.  

                                                 
1 The Relationship Cure, pg 28 
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It was just a little joking conversation about something I was 

buying, but we made eye contact, we smiled at each other.  

We gave each other a little attention.  

Attention is love. We created a little more love in the world.  

 

When someone reaches out to you to connect— 

if you are feeling open to that connection— 

answer their bid in a warm and friendly way.  

Don’t ignore it. For you. For them. For both of you.  

And we have an opportunity for you to practice that right after 

the service every week—it’s called coffee hour! 

 

Bids don’t have to be about talking. 

There’s a story from Parker Palmer, the Quaker writer and 

teacher that I think of often.  

Palmer was going through a period of deep clinical depression. 

He was unable to reach out and ask for care.  

But he had this one friend, Bill.  

Bill, having asked Palmer’s permission, came to his house every 

afternoon, sat him down in a chair, removed his socks and shoes, 

knelt before him and massaged his feet.  

Palmer said that somehow Bill had found the one spot in his 

body that could still feel something.  

Bill rarely spoke a word. When he did, he never gave advice.  

He just mirrored [Palmer’s] condition.  

He would say, “I can sense your struggle today,”  
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or “It feels like you are getting stronger.”   

 

When someone deeply listens to you, 

your bare feet are on the earth 

and a beloved land that seemed distant 

is now at home within you. 

 

I hope you take the time this month to watch the video that is 

part of the suggested spiritual exercise for the worship theme of 

“Presence.” It focuses on your experience of an art piece by 

Marina Abramović. In 2010 at MoMA, Abramović engaged in 

an extended performance called, The Artist Is Present.  

…Seated silently at a wooden table across from an empty 

chair, she waited as people took turns sitting in the chair 

and locking eyes with her [in silence]. Over the course of 

nearly three months, for eight hours a day, she met the 

gaze of 1,000 strangers, many of whom were moved to 

tears. 

“Nobody could imagine…that anybody would take time 

to sit and just engage in mutual gaze with me,” 

Abramović explained. In fact, the chair was always 

occupied, and there were continuous lines of people 
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waiting to sit in it. “It was [a] complete surprise…this 

enormous need of humans to actually have contact.”2  

No one said “For you” or “For me.”  

But for a few minutes at a time, she would give her full attention 

to the person in the chair.  

And they would receive and return her attention.  

When they got up out of the chair, she would close her eyes and 

wait for a new person to sit down across from her.  

In the video, they show a few clips of her being present with 

different people.  

And then, a new man slips into the chair across from her, looks 

at her face.  

Slowly the artist lifts her head, opens her eyes, and sees him. 

You can see her emotions play across her face as she realizes it 

is her former lover Ulay, whom she had not seen for many years. 

He sees her seeing him, the interplay is profound.  

Tears well up in their eyes, they smile.  

I always cry when I watch this video. Attention is love.  

 

Dr. Arthur Aron, a psychologist like the Gottmans’,  

suggests that intimacy can be heightened immediately between 

two people if they look into each other’s eyes without speaking 

for four minutes.  

As one writer says, the length of time is necessary:  
                                                 
2 https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/marina-abramovic-marina-abramovic-the-artist-is-present-2010/ 
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“Two minutes is just enough time to feel terrified—four minutes 

really gets you somewhere.”3  

The experience of staring into someone’s eyes feels so much 

like love that perhaps it is love. Attention is love.  

It doesn’t have to be romantic love or lifelong love.  

Love takes many forms.  

It is the fifth of cup of tea between friends that is the best.  

It is as if gold has been discovered! 

 

My friends, in this world in which attention is our greatest gift:  

Make a bid. Accept a bid. Talk, or don’t talk. Show up. Look up. 

Make eye contact. Connect. 

For you. For me. For all of us. May it be so.  

Amen. 

                                                 
3 https://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/11/fashion/no-37-big-wedding-or-small.html?module=inline 


