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I’d like to start with a reading from a recent sermon by the Rev. Rob Hardies that is framed around his work with a woman from a housing project during his time at Habitat for Humanity about 10 years ago.  In the sermon he describes a seemingly ordinary moment that became what he terms a “close encounter of the holy kind”, a moment that changed his life and propelled his calling to become a minister.  In his sermon he says:
“Here’s what I believe. I believe that the spirit of life is ever-present, is always near, and that a close encounter of the holy kind depends on us being differently attuned, depends on us noticing, depends on us giving reverent attention and getting in the habit of seeing life at a different level… When we live our lives in tune with the holy, when we can feel the subtle rhythms of the spirit, when, beneath the din of modern life, we can hear the still, small voice of God, then our lives will be filled with blessing. And what’s more, our lives will be a blessing to others and to the world.  For the love and the strength and the solidarity that we experience in these moments sustain our commitment to all that is good and true and beautiful in this world.”

I chose this reading because it connects with many of the themes I will draw on today. But rather than start the sermon with a lot of words, I would like to begin with a short meditation.

Settling in, getting comfortable, closing your eyes, feeling your body, your breath, the gift of being here right now in this place, letting go of what needs to be released, sensing the preciousness of this moment
Touching into what it is that nourishes and sustains you – what it is that gives you strength, vitality, energy, that feeds your soul.  Maybe it is community, nature, music, quiet, friendships.  Recalling what nourishes and sustains your spirit.
Sensing a presence larger than yourself – one that might be called the spirit of life or the source of love.   A presence that is steady, caring, balanced, compassionate, that can carry you through all circumstances, through the changing events of this life, this world.
What is it to connect to the source of love, to be engulfed and held in this space?

What is it to listen to the still, small voice within – the one that emanates from the source of love.
What is the wisdom that this voice has to offer?  How is it calling you to be?
And just in this moment in your body, sensing the strength of sacred presence.
***************************************************************************************

It is truly a gift to be able to pause and to bring ourselves in alignment with that which is larger.  We must continually remind ourselves that the spirit of life is ever available, ever present.  It may be deeply obscured by our worries, doubts, sense of failure and despair, frustrations – but it can be accessed at any moment. 
This presence is what helps us to live more fully, more truly, to care more deeply about ourselves and this world.  It can emerge in times of quiet listening.  And it can be cultivated by engaging in this “different noticing” –  seeing the sacred in all moments of life, in every drop of existence – in, as Rob did, the calloused, swollen hands of a line cook living in a housing project who is afraid for her children and wants to give them a better home.
So first I’d like to talk about connecting to the source of love by actively cultivating listening and silence.   This silence is not an absence of words so much as it is a fullness with that which is larger this self –  an attunement to our body, our deeper calling, and our world.
One part of silence is seeing what is with compassion. As Buddhist meditation teacher Christina Feldman writes, 
“Silence is a mirror in which we and all of life are revealed.  …When we are silent… we are able to listen to the stories…about the disappointments, dreams, fears, and hopes that live in our hearts. We learn to attend to the many inner voices, with all their different melodies of harshness, compassion, anxiety, trust, judgment, and forgiveness.  Within all these different voices we begin to discern what nurtures us and what undermines us, what contributes to pain and alienation and what heals us…Silence changes us, transforms us, and connects us with what we treasure most deeply.  It teaches us to let go of all of our preconceived ideas, assumptions, conclusions, and images… Patience, compassion, the commitment to stillness, and the willingness to begin anew in each moment are all ingredients in the awakening of our heart. “
[from “Silence” pp 79-80]

Many religions also speak of silence as establishing a connection to that which is larger.  Eastern Orthodoxy urges the practitioner to “descend with the mind into the heart”, to let go of words and dwell inside the still of the heart – where it is believed that the divine abides.  The Sufi poet Rumi urges us: “Stop the flow of your words…open the window of your heart…and let the spirit speak.”  
Now, this kind of listening might sound disengaged and ethereal.  It is not.  One of the most powerful examples I have heard of the practice of deep listening comes from Gandhi.  This is a passage from Donald Rothberg’s “The Engaged Spiritual Life” [pp 111-112]:
“It is the winter of 1929-1930 in India, and there is tension in the air.  The independence movement is in some disarray.  Among the leaders of the Congress Party, including Mohandas Gandhi, there is a lack of unity and clarity about tactics.  There have been conflicts between Hindus and Muslims as well as terrorist attacks on British officials.  Rabindranath Tagore, the great Bengali poet, visits Gandhi…and asks him which direction should be followed.  Gandhi replies, ‘I do not see any light coming out of the surrounding darkness…There is a lot of violence in the air.’
Gandhi stays at his ashram for weeks.  He withdraws from most contact and is alone most of the time.  He prays and meditates, and for hours sits on the veranda of his home.  No one knows what he is thinking; he tells fellow ashram members, ‘I’m just waiting.  I’m waiting for the call. I know that I will hear the inner voice.’
At the end of some six weeks of such waiting, not knowing, and contemplation, he finally ‘knows.’ He will lead a ‘Salt March’ from the ashram to the sea, about 250 miles away, and make salt, which is against the colonial laws guaranteeing a British monopoly on making salt…The march takes three weeks.  Tens of thousands gather at different towns and cities along the route.  It initiates months of civil disobedience and is met mostly by repression…

Although the campaign does not force out the British immediately, it is pivotal in ending the legitimacy of British rule.  After so much repression, the British can no longer maintain their civilizing façade and its associated claims – that their rule is for the betterment of the native population economically, socially, politically and that it will eventually lead to home rule.”

In the midst of such conflict, terrorism, and explosive tensions – it was Gandhi’s practice of stepping back and listening that brought him to a space of seeing a different solution.  And it was this solution – innovative, unifying, peaceful, coming from the heart, that was a turning point in the movement for independence.
I would also like to refer to Mother Theresa’s writings on the role of silence in her tireless work to alleviate the sufferings of the poor, the orphaned, and the dying.   In her book, No Greater Love, she talks of coming to her work by being in silence and hearing a calling.  This calling initially put her at odds with authorities in her order, leading her to resign and found her own.  Throughout her life, Mother Theresa’s work was fueled by and inseparable from a very deep practice of listening – of prayers that contained no words but were as she said “standing before God in silence,” empty of self.  She and her colleagues began and ended day of working in the slums of Calcutta with shared silent meditation and prayer.  She talks about the transformative effect this had on their work, by creating sacred space together and using this as the source of the compassion it took to be with the sufferings of those they worked with.
So this practice of silence can be what we need to renew, refresh, find strength and it can be what leads us to creative solutions and act in a transformative way.
But everyday spiritual practice is not just to be found in deep meditation and not just in the large-scale activism or social work.
It is in the everyday moments, in that which seems mundane and routine.   Bringing the spiritual into the everyday means that standing in line, waiting for a bus or a colleague who is running late, or washing dishes are also moments to be deeply attuned to ourselves and the world and to find strength and sustenance.  It is to see these moments as times in which we can begin anew in love and in patience – and to cultivate this listening presence that feeds the soul.  And in doing so, to be part of creating a more peaceful world.
Nor is everyday practice solitary.  It is about being there for a friend who is ill or with a screaming toddler, it is about seeing the mystery and the wonder in the fallen leaf on the sidewalk, it is listening to someone from the heart – not trying to fix or change or give advice, but just to offer unconditional, healing care.  It is in meetings, being attuned to our bodies, our reactions, our thoughts; and feeling compassion for others as they are, seeing where they are coming from.  It is in finding awe in the things we pass by day after day.  For this practice I think of my grandmother who has walked her local park over 6,000 times in 20-some years – and still manages to find something special and magical each time.
Finally, everyday practice would not be complete without some variation on what I like to call “paradoxical grace.”  In the moments where we have lost hope, where we are in despair, where we feel least worthy and farthest away from anything sacred – in these exact moments, to find a deeper kindness than we thought was possible, to find life-nourishing whole-heartedness, to find exactly what we need for renewal.  In some Native American traditions, grieving people are asked to read prayers for others, as the grieving are considered to be closer to the spirits - and thus their prayers are heard more deeply.    In this, there is the recognition that difficult times of pain and despair can also be the gateways to a deeper connection with the sacred.    This gives us permission to touch into these places, not needing to push them away or demonize them – but instead being able to greet them with great care and a spirit of inquiry or interest.  Experiencing these difficult forces inside with compassion allows us also to be with the pain of others and the world.  Paradoxical grace lets us to be with what is and see it in a completely different way, trusting in the journey.  
So as I see it, everyday spiritual practice is both about cultivating regular times of silence, listening, and nourishing presence – and about finding these in everyday moments.  And in our failings and pain to find a paradoxical grace with which to greet everything. 

Returning to Rob’s words again: “Here’s what I believe. I believe that the spirit of life is ever-present, is always near, and that a close encounter of the holy kind depends on us being differently attuned, depends on us noticing, depends on us giving reverent attention and getting in the habit of seeing life at a different level… When we live our lives in tune with the holy, when we can feel the subtle rhythms of the spirit, when, beneath the din of modern life, we can hear the still, small voice of God, then our lives will be filled with blessing. And what’s more, our lives will be a blessing to others and to the world.  For the love and the strength and the solidarity that we experience in these moments sustain our commitment to all that is good and true and beautiful in this world.”

My prayer today is that the voice of kindness and mercy speak through us and through the communities we are a part of.  May the source of love fuel our action and being, connecting us with what is calling most deeply.   May we find ways of being in relationship that honor the sacred and each other as sacred beings.  May we find a paradoxical grace in the midst of the most difficult situations, a presence that carries us through all circumstances.   May we be able to begin anew again and again, seeing with fresh, liberating eyes, bringing compassion to our every move.  And may the way we are lead to the transformation of ourselves and this world.  May it be so. Amen.

