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I went through an interesting thought process as I set out to write today’s sermon, and I’m going to take you through some of what I went through.  When I first thought about how the idea of “here and now” connects with our congregation—and, by the way, I’m going to be referring to us as BUUF; that’s how the Steering Committee pronounces the abbreviation for Brockport UU Fellowship; BUUF—when I first thought about how the here and now connects with BUUF, I was thinking in terms of what is the present moment in which we, a brand-new UU church, exist.  What is the here and the now for BUUF?  

The here involves Brockport, of course, with all its organizations and institutions, everything from the high school jazz band and the varsity cheerleaders to the Rotary Club and the Firemen’s Exempt Association.  It includes the college students, the residents at the Lakeside Beikirch Care Center, and the migrant and seasonal farm workers.  The now would have to include all the questions that are swirling around about the village and its finances and regulations and services.  What does all of that have to do with BUUF?  Can we find a way to make a difference in Brockport?

And then, of course, the wider here and now would really have to take in the whole world, the present moment of the whole world: the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the talk of war in Iran; the possibility of Iran moving toward nuclear weapons; the Peace Walk that is going through Albion and Brockport and Rochester later this month calling for an end to nuclear weapons and nuclear power; the whole huge question of alternative energy and the environment and global warming; the whole huge question of the economy and unemployment and inequalities and discrimination; the whole huge question of health care and the millions of people without health insurance.  And any one of these issues involves a thousand more.  It gets dizzying.  

We pick up the newspaper, or open our email, and we are bombarded.  The here and now is overwhelming!  We can’t take it all in.  How could we possibly figure out how BUUF fits into all of that, let alone how we could make a difference?

So I went back to the drawing board.  Because for me personally, when I think about the here and now, it’s about the present moment, yes, but it’s also about stopping, about being in the present moment, not about figuring anything out, or doing anything, but simply being in the moment.  At its most basic, it is about doing what you are doing, and only what you are doing.

Here is what the Vietnamese Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh says about it in his book The Miracle of Mindfulness:

While washing the dishes one should only be washing the dishes, which means that while washing the dishes one should be completely aware of the fact that one is washing the dishes.  At first glance, that might seem a little silly: why put so much stress on a simple thing?  But that’s precisely the point. The fact that I am standing there and washing these bowls is a wondrous reality.  I’m being completely myself, following my breath, conscious of my presence, and conscious of my thoughts and actions. There’s no way I can be tossed around mindlessly like a bottle slapped here and there on the waves” [1975, p. 3​4].

Thich Nhat Hanh goes on to say that if, while we are washing the dishes, we are mostly thinking about what we’re going to do afterwards, like maybe having a cup of coffee and a piece of chocolate, and we really just want to get the dishes out of the way, then we aren’t really alive during the time we’re washing the dishes.  We’re standing there at the sink, and the dishes will get washed, but we’re not aware of the miracle of standing at the sink, and breathing, and feeling the water on our hands, and seeing the shine of the dishes as the suds are rinsed away.  And if we’re not really alive to washing the dishes, then we may not really be alive to drinking the coffee or eating the chocolate, either.  

In this way of understanding it, being in the here and now means being aware of what you are doing and fully alive to it, looking and listening and feeling, appreciating the moment, loving the moment.  Not thinking about the next moment, the next thing you’re going to do, or about something that happened in the past either, like what you really should have said to your brother when we made that remark that’s been bothering you ever since.   It means being relaxed about what you are doing, being at peace with it, being one with it.  Not being pushed and pulled in other directions.  And only living in that moment. Because, after all, we do only live in this moment, right now.  As UU minister James Ishmael Ford puts it, “This [moment] is home.  This [moment] is where we find wisdom.  This moment reveals what has to be done and what can be left alone.  …  This [moment] is the great play of existence, of life and death, of all that was and is and shall be” [In This Very Moment, 1996, p. 97].  And as the English nature writer Richard Jeffries wrote over 100 years ago, as we read in our responsive reading, “It is eternity now.  I am in the middle of it” [Singing the Living Tradition, 1993, reading 527, “Immortality”].

So okay, I thought, what could all this mean for BUUF?  We’re actually going to have a congregational meeting next week so that we can all talk about the future.  The steering committee and I have been thinking and talking a lot about our future.  How much might we grow by June?  By September?  Can we make this Second Sunday idea work?  Should we be having potluck dinners?  Should we have a current events discussion?  Or a meditation group?  How about a more active presence on Facebook?  A choir?  Can we get involved with immigration reform?  With the Food Shelf?  Should we, can we, will we—where does that leave the present moment?  This moment, right now?  

In this moment, this is who we are and what we are.  BUUF—us.  In this place.  Look around.  Here we are.  And it truly is a miracle that we are alive.  We are the direct result of one person’s idea—why not start a UU congregation here in Brockport?!  And we stand on the shoulders of so many who have gone before us, our foremothers and forefathers in this liberal religious movement, who made possible what we are.  We have come together because we seek lives of meaning and purpose apart from the religious doctrines of so many other faith communities, because we share deep spiritual values about acceptance of one another and a free and responsible search for truth and meaning, because we know these things matter.  And here we are, thinking together, hoping together, breathing together, worshipping together.  Here we are.  The here and now, for BUUF, is quite amazing.

Now I’m kind of in strange territory here, because as far as I know, most of the people who talk and write about the here and now are referring to the individual experience of the here and now, not the experience of an organization like a church.  For an individual, as you begin to quiet yourself, to be in the moment, you may experience a deep sense of peace or restfulness, or you may sense a connection with something beautiful or transcendent, and then another part of what you do is begin to practice awareness or mindfulness of your thoughts and feelings.  It works like this.  You are washing the dishes, and you are thinking, I am aware of the movements of my hands in the water, and the next thing you know you are thinking about your brother again, and then you think, I am fretting about my brother, and then you think, I am letting my thoughts about my brother go, and then you think, I am washing the dishes, and so on.  You practice observing your own thought processes, recognizing the feelings that arise in you, not judging them or chasing them away, but acknowledging them, and watching the whole operation, being aware and being at rest the whole time.  Gradually, the idea is, your mind and your heart will be more and more tranquil and clear.  

Two weeks from now I’ll talk more about being a person of the here and now.  But is it too much of a stretch to suggest that BUUF could be a church of the here and now?  Could we as a church community stop and be in the moment and connect to beauty, peace, the transcendent?  Could we be mindful of all the plans and unknowns and all the questions about money and facilities and time and energy and so on, and even be dealing with them, without being pushed and pulled by them?  Could BUUF be grounded by an ability to know and rest in the present moment?  Could BUUF as a church community be tranquil and clear?  Certainly the world needs us to be a church of tranquility and clarity. 

And there we come back to the world.  The world needs us.  And the world is always with us, undeniably a part of the here and now.  A person could perhaps retreat into monastic silence and isolation, but not a church.  A church is called to live in the world and to help heal the world.  Could BUUF become a place of groundedness and peace from which we could embrace the world?  

In an essay called “The Closest to Love We Ever Get,” the Catholic writer Heather King speaks of her experience of living in Los Angeles.  She longs for the desert, she says, for quiet and solitude, yet she has lived for over ten years in the crowded, noisy neighborhood of Koreatown, partly because she is both challenged and fed by its richness and its paradoxes.  In her words,

Inching out into Oxford Avenue on foot, headed to the library, I can barely make it across, there are so many cars barreling down from either direction: honking, cutting each other off, jostling for space.  It’s so easy to feel besieged, so easy to think why are there so many of them instead of realizing I’m one of ‘them’ myself; that nobody else likes being crowded either.  How can a person live a life of Love? I ask myself as I reach the opposite curb: not love tacked on, added as an afterthought, but shot through every second …  .

For Heather King, a mystic Catholic, the answer lies in the cross, the symbol of the death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, which she interprets as a symbol of love, of being fully engaged in the world and cherishing the world even as you struggle to endure it.  This has got to be one of the most beautiful interpretations of the Christian symbol of the cross that I have ever heard: cherishing the world even as you struggle to endure it.  King continues, 

Monday morning, putting out the garbage as the sky turns pink …, I bend my face to the gardenia in the courtyard, knowing that every shabby corner, every bird and flower and blade of grass, every honking horn and piece of graffiti, every pain and contradiction, deserves a song of praise.  O Sacrament most holy, o sacrament divine…, we sang at Mass yesterday. The kids are coming in droves now, making their way to … School—pushing, yelling, throwing their candy wrappers on the sidewalk—and that is a kind of hymn, too.  We're all doing our part, their exuberant shouts mingling with the thoughts I'll shape into an essay, all drifting like incense, raised aloft and offered up to the smoggy air above Koreatown. Maybe that's exactly as it should be.  Maybe I need their noise and they need my silence; maybe the song we make together—all of us—is the closest to love we ever get. 

The here and now, you see, is both the place of being grounded, anchored, and the place of embracing the world.  Being at rest and being aware at the same time.  You are not bombarded by the world, not besieged, when you feel your connection with it.  Everything is in balance.  So may it be for BUUF.  May we be grounded in the here and now within so that we can embrace the here and now of the world.

There is a gift waiting in that for BUUF.  Come next Sunday, for our congregational meeting, and help us to be fully awake to the present moment and see what we discover.  Help us to listen and look together.  Help us to live in that place of groundedness and balance from which we can restore ourselves and help heal our world.   Amen.

