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Sermon
When I step foot in a hospital, the smells of cleaning products and hand sanitizer
always take me back to the summer I spent at Central Maine Medical Center as a

hospital chaplain.

To become a credentialed UU minister, one of the many requirements is to do
intensive hospital chaplaincy. The idea is that regardless of what kind of ministry
we want to do, we have to pass through the fire of hospital chaplaincy. I was

assigned to the oncology waiting room and the ICU.

So, here I was, this 27-year-old - - tentatively hovering in the hallway, not
knowing who or what I would meet in the room and what on earth I would say or
do.

Facing suffering head-on usually burns away all our false notions
about what it really means to help people. Everyone else who walks into a
patient’s room has something to do — medication to administer, procedures to
perform, charts to fill out, medical advice to deliver. The ways they help are
concrete and measurable. But what about a chaplain? We were meant to be

developing our “non-anxious presence.”
All of the other chaplains in my learning cohort were Christian. I sometimes felt

jealous of them, imagining that when they got anxious, they could just recite the

Lord’s Prayer and leave... Offer communion... Pray the rosary... Offer last rites.
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There’s nothing wrong with any of those rituals, but as a non-Christian who
frankly at that time really wasn’t sure what I was, they weren’t mine to give —

and I was often ministering to patients or families who didn’t want them.

When I walked into a room, I felt embarrassingly and terrifyingly empty-handed.

“Non-anxious presence”

It’s hard not to have anxiety in the face of suffering — in the face of a stranger —

in the face of the burning question: what do we do with this suffering?

Like the child stung by the bee, the question is: What will we do now?

In Unitarian Universalism we contain many diverse beliefs. In fact, we often say
“deeds not creeds” - religion isn’t actually as much about belief —we say— but
about how we live. Yet, often we find that what we believe shapes how we live.
And it’s a misconception that UUs can believe anything we want - especially if we

act on those beliefs (which we usually do).

When it comes to suffering, I am opposed to some of the black and white
fundamentalist answers out there because I think they do damage. Perhaps you,
too, chafe at the idea that natural disasters are brought by God in exchange for a
community’s sinfulness. Or that people are poor because they haven’t mastered
the tenets of the prosperity gospel. Or that children die painful deaths because

God prefers them in heaven with him.

Suffering is not meted out as punishment by an all powerful God.
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But many of us were raised with those beliefs. And probably all of us are steeped

in that cultural legacy.

And so, when the most painful parts of our lives arrive - - - the death of a child, an
excruciating divorce, an addiction, those middle of the night terrors - - if we don’t
have any beliefs to replace those old beliefs and that cultural water we swim in,

we might find ourselves resorting to them:

When something bad happens we might find ourselves thinking deep down: “But
I don’t deserve this.” Or “I do deserve this.” or “This isn’t fair” or “This is because
I wasn’t good enough.” Or, witnessing the suffering of others: “It’s out of our
hands.”

I found that process theology provides one bridge out of those harmful beliefs.
Ready to get theological? We begin with science!

Process theology was inspired by a new scientific understanding of the universe.
The old scientific understanding of the universe was kind of like a game of
dominos. Matter is in fixed locations, and responds in absolutely predictable

ways.

But then through Einstein’s theory of relativity, we learned that space, time, and
matter are combined into dynamic, interacting “events.” The universe is made of

verbs, not nouns.

Likewise: quantum mechanics says at the subatomic level, particles do not have

fixed locations but exist as fields of potentiality (I'll have to trust you on that one,
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scientists)—So reality is fundamentally relational, creative, and responsive, rather

than inevitable.

I'll move into some God language now, but remember process theology can be
embraced by both theists and atheists. So I invite you to be practiced Unitarian
Universalists and work on your own adaptations as you hear God language — or

lack of God language — that doesn’t fit you.

Here’s an analogy - we used to think the world was kind of like the grooves on a
record - like the dominos - we thought we knew how matter will behave, and the
world - and God - was fixed. Now, science and process theology say the world -
and God - is more like an improvisational jazz ensemble - - through the
relationship, the creativity, the responsiveness, we keep creating something new -

together.

Rev. Victoria Safford says:

As a child that once told the famous teacher Sophia Lyon Fahs, after studying
seeds that became marigolds in a paper cup and after the arrival of a newborn
sister, which meant the arrival of both unprecedented hatred and unprecedented

tenderness: “God is what knows how to grow.”

God is what knows how to grow. God is not a noun but a verb, an event, a
movement, a relationship— a PROCESS. As the black science fiction writer

Octavia Butler said:

All that you touch
You change

All that you change
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Changes you
The only lasting truth
Is change

God is change

And in process theology, God is also LOVE, - - that HERESY proclaimed by our
Universalist ancestors.

Get this: God is the alluring, persuasive PULL into new and deeper and more
LOVE.

God is not all powerful - in fact, Godness suffers with us. Because All beings
are wound together with God and interconnected, interdependent. We are free to
choose as we co-create with each other and Life this ongoing process of evolution
and transformation — Even Godness learns and grows as the universe unfolds - -

like that jazz improvisation.

I'm taking the time to talk through this theology because I find it does matter

what we believe.

What do we do with suffering?

Returning to the child stung by the bee:

“What will you do now?”

“Will you always be scared of bees? Do you still love to look at insects? Would you
like to learn more about bees and wasps and hornets, or maybe steer clear...Shall

we put up a sign to warn other children?”
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How we respond to our suffering determines what kinds of lives we live and what

kind of world we create.

So in process theology: suffering happens for a variety of reasons.

I'll name the three big ones.

First: Like Cheryl Strayed says: "Suffering doesn't always mean something's gone
wrong; it just means you're living a life." Moreover, we live in an interdependent
web. Just as the lion must feed on the gazelle, sometimes the flu virus must feed
on us.

Second: Some suffering is from random chance. Things happen.

Third: Some suffering happens because we humans have freedom. Humans make
choices. In process theology, God is that energy that seeks to pull us toward the
good, the loving, the just...but God cannot directly cause good or bad in the
world. We and all of life are partners with Godness — with that Spirit of Life and

Love - or, for atheists, that ethical vision of goodness and truth.

We are Called, summoned, lovingly lured to that work.

So what would happen if the cultural water we swim in wasn’t: “I deserved this
somehow” or “It’s out of my hands” but a radical knowing that there is a Spirit
of Life and Love and Goodness moving and growing in the world - whether you
call it God or not —— that is not all powerful but is all Good and is seeking to
evolve — hoping we join with it — to create greater good? How would the world
be different?

Even if you believe that the universe is not good or bad, but just IS — our

response is still what matters. We can help change the conditions that cause

6 of 8



some of the world’s suffering. And for the suffering that cannot be removed, our

love can join with that deep Love Beyond Belief to provide witness and comfort.

So back to that hospital in Maine - - I did get better at moving from the hallway
into the room. And together with those people: we cradled suffering, we
witnessed grief together, we searched for meaning together, we told stories of
pain and hope together, we strategized for justice together, ............ we made our

way forward together.

I see this here in our congregation. - - We see our neighbors suffering from
hunger, and we staff a thriving food pantry that meets them with dignity. We take
a meal to a family’s porch - or a handprinted watercolor card - because the dad is
suddenly in the hospital and everyone is scared. We trust - even amidst trembling
- - to covenant and re-covenant with one another because we know that the pain
of conflict can be redeemed through relationship and reconciliation. We risk our
egos in challenging conversations about racism because we know another’s
suffering is wound and bound with our own. We show up here vulnerably with

our stories of need because we know we can’t survive alone.
We make our way forward together - - held by a Love that will not let us go and

lovingly lured into creating more Love. Venez p’oir Come and drink.

-Rev. Emily
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BENEDICTION

An excerpt from “Love is an Emergent Process” - amb

Love can’t look away from itself
Vibrating in the cell

Fluttering breathless

Into sustained migration

I feel you

Like dust feels water

And remembers the home galaxy

I look to the sky

Taste the wind on my tongue

And fling myself into the pattern

When I forget -

When I think the end is near

I realize my insignificance as important as yours
And begin to love again.
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