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"Il admit that to go fromthe story of the desert fathers to Frog and Toad i s,
well, a leap fromthe sublinme to the ridiculous. But | think that Abba Lot and
Toad have sonething in comon. And, speaking for nyself, | also feel | have
sonething in common with both of them W are all trying to get to a sense of
conpl etion by ticking off the tasks on our |ists.

We can all relate to our friend Toad, who wakes up anxi ous about the many things
he nust acconplish in his day. Between getting dressed, eating breakfast, going
to Frog's house, playing games with Frog and taking a nap and eati ng dinner, who
has time for anything el se?

Toad is so invested in his list and his schedule that he is paral yzed when
Life's actual flowcalls himaway fromit. He can’t run after his list when the
wi nd sweeps it away because that spontaneous response is not in his plan.

Frog, on the other hand, couldn’t care | ess about what is on the list. He
sinply cares about his friend. H's friend is upset, and so Frog responds from

| ove, and what love calls for in that monent is to run after that list with
every bit of strength and determination he has got. And when Toad sits down
despondently, not knowi ng how to proceed without his list, Frog sinply sits with
hi m

And as for Abba Lot, |ike Toad, he was al so missing the forest for the trees (if
one can apply such a nmetaphor to soneone living in the desert). Abba Lot kept
all his spiritual disciplines with rigor, and yet he was not fulfilled by them
He asked, “What el se should | be doi ng?”

Abba Joseph didn’t suggest to Abba Lot that if he worked a little harder at his
practices, if he got a better neditation stool or added a particul ar new prayer
to his already long list, he would find what he was seeki ng.

Li ke Brother Lot, our lives are full with our efforts to be good, to attend to
the many needs of our famlies and our work lives, to be healthy. Perhaps we
seek fulfillment with extracurricular activities, volunteering in the comunity,
m nd- body di sciplines, or getting into hobbies that bring us pleasure.

But in all of this activity we are at risk of becom ng strangely dissipated
rather than nore integrated. For sone of us, although we strive to nanage
conplex and rich lives, there can remain a longing for a sinple whol eness within
that ever el udes us.

Abba Joseph would not say to us, “Wiy don't you take up tai chi?” O, “You
shoul d get this book by Buddhi st teacher Thich Nhat Hanh” (so you can add it to
t he stack of books on your bedside table that you are hoping will give sone
insight into the riddle of fulfillment). Brother Abbot woul dn’'t say, “Have you
consi dered getting a personal trainer? It really can nake all the difference.”

He woul d say, “Becone fire!”



Maybe what we can hear in this is, “Gve yourself to love.” 1In the final quest
for our deepest answers, what we seek is a way of being alive to life that cones
from knowi ng, in our core, why we are |iving. It is atotal qualitative shift.

There is a scene in the old Billy Crystal conmedy “City Slickers.” The novie is
about an ordinary guy, a businessman, who's going through a mdlife crisis.
He' s overwhel med and bel eaguered trying to neet his nmany responsibilities, and
yet the core of his problemis that he's just very confused about his
fundanental reason for bei ng—the neaning of his life.

He and two of his buddies try to get sone perspective on their problens by
signing up for a vacation trip to a dude ranch and highly supervised cattle
drive adventure from New Mexi co to Col orado. They're going to escape their
probl enms by pretending they' re cowboys for two weeks.

At one point Billy Crystal’'s character, Mtch, is riding his horse al ongside
Curly, a real cowboy, and a nmean and crusty one at that. Curly suffers no fools
but, we discover, he actually has a Zen-like understanding of life.

As they're riding along, Curly listens to Mtch's kvetching and confusi on about
his existential dilenmas. After a long silence, Curly says: “You wanna know the
secret of life?” He holds up his finger. “Just one thing.” he says. “Well

what is it?” “Wll, son, that's for you to figure out.”

| share this story because it actually made a real inpression on ne, this one
little scene in this silly novie. | want so much fromthis short life, and am
driven by many |ongings, often conflicting Iongings. So, | have chall enged
nyself with this koan, “One thing.”

But how can any person with nany commtnents, responsibilities, and passions
possi bly choose one thing?

Perhaps the screenwiter had read sone of the teachings of Sufi saint Jalaluddin
Rum , whom| so often turn to and quote. Wen | cane upon this passage from
Rumi a few years ago, it gave nme another entrance into this riddle. Rum

wites:

“There is one thing in this world that you nust never forget to do. |If you
forget everything else but not this, there's nothing to worry about; but if you
remenber everything else and forget this, then it is as if you had done not hi ng
in your life.

It's as if a king has sent you to sone country to do a task, and you performa
hundred ot her services, but not the one that you were sent to do. So hunan
beings conme to this world to do particular work. That work is the purpose, and

each is specific to the person. |If you don't do it, it's as if a priceless
gol den bow were being used to cook turnips, when one filing fromthe bow could
buy a hundred suitable pots. |It's like a knife of the finest tenpering nailed

into a wall to hang things on

“You say, ‘But look, I'musing the dagger. It's not lying idle." You say, "But
| spend ny energies on inportant enterprises. | study jurisprudence and

phi | osophy and | ogi ¢ and astronony and nedicine and all the rest.’”

(The teacher goes on.)



“But consider why you do those things. They are all branches of yourself.

Renenmber the deep root of your being, the presence of God within you. If you
forget, you will be like the man who takes a preci ous dagger and hamrers it into
his kitchen wall for a peg to hold his dipper gourd. You'll be wasting your

val uabl e keenness and i gnoring your dignity and your purpose.”
One thing.

Here at Theodore Parker Church we |lead a rather conplex community life. There
is an amazi ng anount of effort that nust be constantly given to sustaining the
activities of community. Just creating Sunday norni ng—fromthe religious
education program wth all its volunteers, to the nusic and service, the
creation of the leaflet, to the coffee hour and cl eanup—+nvol ves nuch pl anni ng,
energy, and organi zational thought and activity.

And then there is a great deal that goes on behind the scenes to keep everything
goi ng.

After church today, we will be holding a comittee fair. Those who are not so
famliar with our comunity can get a glinpse of what is involved in being a
chur ch.

I think on a conmmunal |evel we need to test ourselves with these sane koans,
these sanme riddles—all of which point to clarity but don’t give an answer.

Al'l of these activities—as consum ng and conpel ling and i nportant as they are—
can beconme a kind of thicket of trees that obscures the “one thing” that should
be alive at our core. W can be |like Toad, so absorbed in our list of tasks to
be managed and conpleted that we mss the point. The point is not to cross off
“go for walk with Frog” but to be with Frog, ny dearest friend.

For Abbot Lot, the inportant thing is not the fasting itself, but to enpty
hi rsel f of distractions so that | ove can cone in.

It's inportant that we have a great coffee hour with great food and fell owshi p—
but is a chunmy coffee hour where we can connect with friends our reason for
bei ng?

We have beautiful mnusic, but is nusic our reason for being?

We strive to create an excellent religious education program but is the program
our reason for being?

These are all really inportant things, and they call for our effort (so please
sign up for sonething at the committee fair).

But as Rum says, “Consider why you do these things. They are all branches of
your self. Renmenber the deep root of your being, the God within you.” If the
word God gets in your way, think “soul purpose.” Wat is our one thing, the
heart that punps bl ood through all of our comunity’s |inbs?

“I'f you forget everything else, but renenber this, there’'s nothing to worry
about, but if you renmenber everything else, and forget this..

What is the core purpose that, if we knew it and kept it before us in all the
things we do, could light up this community |ike a beacon? Could change us into
fire?



I could say, “Son, that’s for you to figure out.”

As | nentioned before, it seens inpossible and perhaps even absurd to try to
bring it all down to one thing, one mission, so to speak, whether we’'re tal king
a personal life or a collective life.

Knowi ng for nyself that | sinply could not choose between certain things in ny
own life, |I tried to think underneath the activities, underneath the branches of
nyself. “There is one thing that you nust never forget to do.” | let Rum’s
wor ds confront ne.

For ne, | believe that as | amfacing ny death, the question will be, “Was I
awake to God in the creation?” To be awake, paying attention, alive to the
Divinity as it manifests through all things in the world,

This is nmy one thing.

This will be, for me, what makes the difference between a life full of
activities and a life of love and fire. | often forget, but still, it helps to
know what one is trying to remenber.

| could not possibly dare to suggest what your one thing should be—ot to any
i ndi vi dual

And to be honest, | do not think, even as your mnister, that it is for ne to
say what this congregation's heart purpose should be—although | believe it wll
have sonething to do with love. This church belongs to you, not to ne. | wll

hel p you nove toward the vision that we create together, but | cannot give you
your vision, your m sSSion, your purpose.

It may be inpossible to arrive at one answer. But at this time in the
comunity’'s life, | do believe that we should be striving for a deeper clarity.
There is so much energy here, so nuch talent, so nuch passion and joy. Wat is
the mission to which all this vitality can be given?

Pl ease ask yoursel ves this. And talk with one another about it. And talk with
ne. Perhaps this can be a focusing riddle for us this year

And maybe we will not and cannot come to a consensus about what our collective
“one thing” mght be.

But if each of us, within our own hearts and m nds, seeks an answer to the
question, “Wat is the deepest reason that this comunity exists?”—+f we each
take this riddle into ourselves and let it work on us, we will still beconme a
peopl e changed to fire.



