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“The Thing with Feathers”


“Hope” is the thing with feathers –


That perches in the soul –


And sings the tune without the words – 


And never stops – at all – 

And sweetest – in the Gale – is heard –


And sore must be the storm – 


That could abash the little Bird


That kept so many warm –


I’ve heard it in the chillest land –


And on the strangest Sea –


Yet, never in Extremity,


It asked a crumb – of Me.

A small bird sings within us, sings without ceasing through terrible storms wherever we may be, and never asks anything in return. Emily Dickenson sketches a simple image in these famous lines, and like so many of her poems this one carries much to ponder. According to the poet, hope is interior, inarticulate, ever present, strongest when things are at their worst, available everywhere, and selfless.


If the stirring optimism of American musical theater speaks to you, you may remember another song shaped by the same imagery, that song from Carousel:  “When you walk through a storm/hold your head up high/And don’t be afraid of the dark/ At the end of the storm there’s a golden sky/ And the sweet silver song of a lark/Walk on through the wind, walk on through the rain…”


I also think of dinosaurs, of the recent discoveries that the monsters from Godzilla and Jurassic Park are most likely the ancestors of our chickadees and cardinals. Some dinosaurs surely had feathers. Perhaps they were not the cold blooded killers of Hollywood fame but warm blooded, like us. We know that they hatched their young. Perhaps they also tended them. Despite the cataclysmic event that destroyed their race, somehow some of them did survive and, apparently, evolved to become flashes of color at the backyard feeder, no bigger than your fist, all heartbeat, wing and song. 


It is a dark day today in Baghdad and in Kandahar,  in Athens, in thousands of homes in Connecticut and New Jersey still without power eight days after the October snowstorm, for the people sitting on the park benches across the street from this warm sanctuary. In a dark time, I take hope from the evolution of the dinosaur. All things are possible. Pass the word. And because I have had to revise my thinking about the dinosauers, had to revise what I was taught in school about them, I am reminded that I can be wrong about things, that we can be mistaken. I am reminded of the wise words of my colleague Alice Blair Wesley, who has written that she “subscribes to the blind spot theory of human nature, that all of us make mistakes that we can’t see as mistakes at the time.”


If we are going to talk about hope, we must also recite the litany of our despair. Josh Pawelek writes,
These days it can be difficult to see goodness, dignity, worth

and wholeness, let alone bring it into our lives. In a world 

facing potentially catastrophic climate change, in the midst

of tragic land wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and more

amorphous and seemingly unending war of terror; in the

midst of a first world culture focused on material 
consumption and addicted to corporate media—in the midst

of all this breaking and brokenness, all these generators of 
fear, anxiety and numbness, all these demonstrations of 

human shortsightedness, arrogance, selfishness, and sinful-

ness, how do we focus on what is working well, on what 
brings joy, on what brings happiness and fulfillment?



(“To Be Joyfully Determined.” CLF Quest , 





November 2011, p. 4)

Popular culture in the United States is decadent and vacuous. Nothing has more value or prestige than celebrity and wealth. We are told that the meaning of life is to be found in the acquisition of things.  Our children are camped out on Wall Street asking fundamental questions about the economic injustice in the global economy. The population of the world has just risen to seven billion, and a billion of those people across the world live on less than a dollar a day. 
I could go on. You could help me go on. The world in which we live is so like the world that God destroyed in that old, old story about Noah and the flood –violent and corrupt—and it is not hard to believe that our world is also beyond redemption, that we are helpless to change the world and helpless to save ourselves or anyone else. 

So where can we find hope?  

As rationalists and intellectuals, we may be embarrassed to admit we need hope or believe in it. That song from Carousel,

so maudlin, so naive. Those lines from Emily Dickenson, so simplistic. You could say we don’t need hope, what we need is action: a change in government, a withdrawal of the troops, a different person in charge of the World Bank.  The cynics among us might even say there is nothing we can do and that’s the way it is and the way it has always been. Friedrich Nietzche said that hope is “the worst of all evils, because it prolongs the torments of man” Life is hopeless. Carry on as best you can.
I myself believe in the thing with feathers, believe people everywhere need hope to survive and thrive as humans. In our human frailty and beauty, in the part of each of us that knows we are “earth of this earth/bone of its bone” (Barbara Deming), we need to believe that things can get better and we need to believe that we can help to make it so.

Theologically my belief in the necessity of hope comes from my understanding of the world as a place where love is the law of the human heart just as gravity is the law of the physical universe. I do not believe in the petulant self-righteous God of Genesis who destroys the earth in a temper tantrum because people are behaving badly.  Nor do I believe, with Nietzche, that God is dead and hope just adds to our human torment. I believe, with Theodore Parker, the great Unitarian Transcendentalist and radical theologian, that the long arc of the universe bends towards justice. I see evidence of the everlasting love of God in every shining face before me this morning, in the promise that comes with the rising of the sun each day. 

For me, hope begins in telling the truth as we see it but always with an attitude of humility. When I was a teacher, I had a colleague who used to say that trying to understand history by reading the newspaper was like telling time with the second hand. He was suggesting that we lack perspective and so our understanding of current events is incomplete.  I believe that the way to hope lies through a recognition of our human limitations, an acknowledgement that we may not understand everything that is going on right now, that we may, in fact, even be wrong.

In Philip Roth’s Pulitzer Prize winning novel, American Pastoral, he talks about the inability of one human being to understand another:

You fight your superficiality, your shallowness, so as to try 
to come at people without unreal expectations, without an 
overload of bias or hope or arrogance, as untanklike as you 
can be, sans cannon and machine guns and steel plating half 
a foot thick; you come at them unmenacingly on your own 
ten toes instead of tearing up the turf with your caterpillar 
treads, take them on with an open mind, as equals, man to 
man, as we used to say, and yet you never fail to get them 
wrong. You might as well have the brain of a tank. You get 
them wrong before you meet them, while you’re anticipating 
meeting them; you get them wrong while you’re with them; 
and then you go home to tell somebody else about the 
meeting and you get them all wrong again. Since the same 
generally goes for them with you, the whole things is really a 
dazzling illusion empty of all perception, an astonishing 
farce of misperception…this terribly significant business of 
other people …gets bled of the significance we think it 
has…so ill-equipped are we all to envision one another’s 
interior workings and invisible aims...The fact remains that 
getting people right is not what living is about anyway. It’s 
getting them wrong that is living, getting them wrong and 
wrong and wrong and then, on careful reconsideration, 
getting them wrong again. That’s how we know we’re alive: 
we’re wrong. (page 35)

Once we have given up the idea that we have to be right or we are right or we always have it right, then we can seek a source of hope that is not grounded in our understanding alone. We can speak our truth and acknowledge our limitations. “It is not necessary…to become anything other than who you are at this moment” (Brantley and Millstine, Five Good Minutes, p. 20). We can live in the tension of having firm convictions about what is going on in the world and having at the same time a continual sense that we cannot not know everything, that there are surely circumstances of which we are not aware. Where we have seen a monster there may have been the progenitor of a song bird. 

If we accept our human limitations and understand ourselves to be vulnerable, we can act to protect ourselves by finding some balance in our perceptions of what is real in the world. Continually watching television news coverage may not be the best activity for your soul or your sense of reality. The news of the world that we receive through the media is only one perspective, only one view of some of the pieces of the world. To balance your own sense of what is true, you may want to take a walk in your neighborhood or read something more lasting than the daily news. To reassure yourself, to live in hope requires a vision of reality that encompasses more than what anyone will find on a screen. 

What is happening around the world on battlefields and refugee camps and in the families of the poor in every land is tragic. Tragedy abounds. At the same time, everyday and all around us, miracles also abound. Trees turn color and fill the landscape with their final salute to the season. Your power comes back on. A child takes her first steps. A couple come together in front of their family and friends and make impossible promises to each other: “to have and to hold, from this day forward.” Families are reunited. For me, being human and living in hope means recognizing all of it, knowing that this sadness and this joy are equally a part of the human condition, the human legacy. 

And, finally, to keep our sense of hope alive, we need to take 

action, to do something about the wounds of the world. Based on the truth as we see it, acknowledging the limitations of our knowledge and our understanding, nevertheless we need to do what we believe to be right. Here in this community of faith, we can help each other do what needs to be done: bring food for the food pantry, stand up against the war, listen to each other, stay together through good times and bad times. Keep this community strong. Cherish the bonds that bind us together. Come to the congregational gathering next Saturday to ask your questions and find your place in the way forward. Hold your tongue when silence is better than any bitter word or piece of gossip. Live what you say you believe, right here.

We can support each other and nourish the world through our breath, breathing mindfully to center ourselves and to gather strength for the work of hope. The poet Mary Oliver offers a vision of the healing power of breath in her poem “Wage Peace”:


Wage peace with your breath.


Breathe in firemen and rubble, breathe out whole buildings



and flocks of red wing blackbirds.


Breathe in terrorists and breathe out sleeping children and



freshly mown fields.


Breathe in confusion and breathe out maple trees.


Breathe in the fallen and breathe out lifelong friendships



intact.


Wage peace with your listening: hearing sirens, pray loud.


Remember your tools: flower seeds, clothes pins, clean rivers.


Make soup.


Play music, learn the word for thank you in three languages.


Learn to knit, and make a hat.


Think of chaos as dancing raspberries, imagine grief as the



outbreath of beauty or the gesture of fish.


Swim for the other side.


Wage peace.


Never has the world seemed so fresh and precious –


Have a cup of tea and rejoice.


Act as if armistice has already arrived.


Don’t wait another minute.

May we nurture our hope together, sharing our various truths, acknowledging our human limitations, and doing what we can.

May we live in the world with the knowledge that “our own pulse beats in every stranger’s throat” (Barbara Deming). And may we always remember that we are Unitarian Universalists, and we are not alone.
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