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Today I want to speak about the mystery in life.  Whether we are aware of it or not, there is an invisible element that weaves itself through our lives.  It is there in all the twists and turns we take, guiding us, prodding us with the gentlest touch.  We may think we make all the decisions.  We may think we are totally in charge.  But there are always the curious little roadblocks we come up against in our journeys through life--circumstances changing, people coming and going in our lives.  With all our planning and expectations, there is always that element of mystery.


At Easter time, our thoughts turn to the mystery of the Resurrection, as it is described in the Bible’s New Testament.  Jesus starts hinting, weeks, maybe months ahead of time at the possibility, even the probability of a difficult ending to his life.  The disciples don’t want to hear anything about it, and think that Jesus as the Messiah certainly has the power to change the course of events.  Somehow Jesus knows that the dramatic end to his life is not only foreordained, but also necessary for the completion of his message.  Each part of the story, from the betrayal to the vigil in the Garden of Gethsemane to Jesus’ arrest by the soldiers brings us a step closer to his tragic death on the cross.  Then come the miracle and the mystery of the Resurrection with its promise of hope and new beginnings.

It doesn’t really matter what your religious beliefs are; you cannot deny that the story of the Resurrection is powerful.  It speaks to hope and joy triumphing over adversity.  It speaks to moments, great and small, in all our lives when we were in the depths of despair.  Then the clouds lift and the sun emerges, shedding its light on a solution to our problems, or at the very least, a new way of looking at things.   It speaks to the elusive mystery of how our lives are guided and shaped.  Most importantly, the story of the Resurrection speaks to the ongoing existence of the human spirit.  Apart from all the religious interpretations of the Resurrection, it seems to me that the most important lesson we learn is the understanding that when we die, it is quite possible that not only will our souls continue to exist, but that we may become closer to the Divine.

It is this tenuous connection with the Divine that constitutes the mystery we need to embrace.  Last Monday night I was lucky enough to get to hear Rachel Naomi Remen speak about mystery.  Dr. Remen is the author of Kitchen Table Wisdom, and was in the Burlington area to lead a conference on nursing.  She spoke of a time in her life when an operation had made her feel so maimed as a human being that she was seriously planning to take her life.  As she lay in her hospital bed, the nurses who cared for her made her feel that she was physically repellent.   They wore masks and gloves when they were treating her, then carefully and thoroughly washed their hands when they were finished.  One day when Rachel was in deep despair, a new nurse came in.  This nurse greeted her cheerily, and complimented her on her nightgown.  The nurse then washed her hands before touching Rachel.

She did not wear a mask, nor did she wear gloves.  Rachel noticed that she had beautiful pink polish on the nails of her bare hands.  As she did her work, they talked briefly about love and relationships.

When the nurse left, Rachel felt that she had been acknowledged as a human being.  Not just a human being, but a worthwhile, attractive, whole person.  She was so moved that she threw away the pills she had been collecting to take her life.  The extraordinary ending to this story, apart from that life-changing visit, was what happened some time later.  When Rachel was telling this story to friends, one of her listeners asked her whether she had ever seen that nurse again.  After all, Rachel had gone on working as an intern at the same hospital for a number of years after her recovery and was familiar with the nurses and staff.  The core of the mystery here is that Rachel realized that she had never again seen the young woman who had changed her life.

Rachel told us other stories of unexplained events in the medical world.  She told of a man who came into the hospital where she was working with a cancer so advanced that he had tumors all over inside his body and bones like Swiss cheese.  Somehow, miraculously, while he was in the hospital all the tumors disappeared.  Doctors were astounded.  After much consultation, they determined that the chemotherapy that he had stopped taking 11 months before had suddenly kicked in.  This was the official diagnosis.  Rachel said it was years before she began questioning this diagnosis and understanding that here again was mystery.

Life is full of mystery, much of it far less dramatic than these medical stories.  Why, for example, do we get eagerly sought after for a job, when employers with similar work have turned us down?  
Why do we fall in love with one person and not another with similar looks and character traits?  Why does our car break down on the way to the airport, and then we learn later that the plane we were going to take has crashed?  Can it be that this is gentle intervention and guidance from the Divine?
Ten years ago this April we held our first service here at All Souls.  When I say here, I mean at the end of what is now the Gathering Hall.  We were a very small group, and the first choir consisted of women only, including Judith Ramaley who has a lovely alto voice.  You’ve heard the expression “preaching to the choir.”  Well, the choir and the congregation were small and usually equal in proportion in those days.  When we had potlucks, the kitchen door opened on the space to our left, and delicious smells were sometimes distracting.  Children met directly overhead, so there was often a good deal of thumping and voices to be heard.  Luckily, word spread of what we were doing, and both the choir and congregation began to grow.
Has the mystery of Divine guidance that plays its gentle part in our lives also been active in the growth of All Souls Interfaith Gathering?  I really can’t answer that for sure.  All I know is that quite extraordinary people have shown up to help us.   Remarkable people, from staff to Gathering members have given hours to help us formulate and get ourselves off the ground.  As time has gone on, more equally amazing people have shown up to help us with our Spiritual Education program, our mission of music, our mission of environmental stewardship and next year our mission of service to the community. 

Most important, we wouldn’t be sitting here in this beautiful Sanctuary on Easter morning if it were not for all of you!

It is my hope that the All Souls message of encouraging each person to connect with the Divine on his or her own terms, supported by both music and a spiritual connection with the environment will continue to resonate with everyone who needs it in our next decade.  It is also my hope that the blessed mystery, which has guided us thus far, will continue to be with us in the years to come.

Henry Emerson Fosdick made the following wise statement:

“I would rather live in a world 

where my life is surrounded by mystery 

than live in a world so small 

that my mind could comprehend it.”

Clearly the advent of Spring and the miracle of the Resurrection greatly outweigh our humble efforts here.  But there is a parallel.  Something is being born in a new form at All Souls; something vibrant and fresh.  We may not understand it fully, but we know it is part of that greater Divine mystery which we all share.

Let us embrace the mystery.  On this Easter Sunday, let us welcome Divine guidance into our lives.  Let us take this special day to open ourselves to the Divine mystery which helps us to be the very best we can be!
