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The reality of life as the cover of your orders of service says this morning is that there are lots of obstacles along the road, and that each time we hit one of these obstacles we have to choose to keep going forward, because the alternatives are to stop dead in our tracks and go no where at all or to turn around and go back to wherever it is we came from. Of course there is another alternative which is to go bushwhacking, creating a new path a path all our own. I like to think that bushwhacking, trail blazing whatever you call it is the way to make a difference. The truth however is that it is not that complicated, and it doesn’t always take that much effort. This morning’s sermon is about how you or I or our church as a whole can make a difference in the future.

You see I believe each of us has already made a difference in the life of someone. Some times we make choices that allow us to make a difference for a single person other times it is a group of people, sometimes we know at the time that what we are doing will make a difference other times we have absolutely no idea of the impact of our actions or our decisions. Some of us make decisions because it is the obvious things to do, other times we make decisions because it is the right or just thing to do. Some times we make decisions because it is simply what we want to do…and other times we do it because we simply can not imagine doing anything else.

While going through old magazines that have accumulated since our move here a few years ago I started to read through the UU World from the fall of 2004 where I came across a Reflection piece written by one of my childhood ministers, Edward Frost. The piece had the rather odd title of “playing with the Italians”, and had it not been written by someone I knew I might well have just skipped over it, but Edward is a person who has knowingly or unknowingly made a significant difference in my life. When Edward went on sabbatical in 1987 he left me the keys to his office, it was at Edwards desk, the ministers desk at the Unitarian Church of Princeton that I wrote my applications to Divinity School and where I studied for my orals so that I could graduate from college. It was also behind that desk and looking at those walls of books that I first began to really understand the role of minister. Is that what Edward expected when he thought to leave me the keys to his office, I honestly don’t know but I sort of doubt it.

To me Edward Frost, always Edward never Ed or Eddie was a somewhat stiff older white male UU minister kind of dry, very intellectual and his sermons rarely captivated me, but I liked the sanctuary and I liked the feel of the gathered congregation. It would never have occurred to me that in those months that I sat behind Edwards desk coming to feel the weight of the role of minister, he was out in the desert Southwest exploring Native American mythology and culture, loosing up becoming more spiritual. By the time Edward returned I had completed my oral exams and graduated from college, I had also been accepted into Divinity school. I heard only one sermon from Edward before I left that fall but it was wonderful. It was the first time I had ever been able to stay engaged for an entire sermon, I can’t tell you what it was about but I remember sitting in the sanctuary transfixed and engaged by his every word. Boy oh boy had that sabbatical made a difference! For Edward, for me and I am sure for that congregation but only some parts of it were intentional. Would Edward guess that that had made such a difference for me? Would I have guessed that I would someday have a similar time of sabbatical which would transform my own life and ministry? There are so many things we all do with one purpose in mind but the reverberations go so far.

In the reflection “Playing with the Italians” Edward a stiff English man describes himself in a workshop at the end of a conference “On the last day of a conference, I attended a workshop that sounded harmless enough. It had to do with what one person could do to help create a sustainable environment. To my horror,” Edward writes “the leaders started right in by asking us to hold hands with the people beside us. I usually manage to avoid this sort of thing—the handholding, hugging, foot massage sort of thing. But it was too late. The woman beside me was clearly a workshop pro and quickly had my hand in a firm grip.”

“We were instructed” Frost goes on “to tell each other a story about the first time, in our memories, in which we had taken an independent action that had made a difference.” In typical fashion the author goes on to say” I had gone to hear a good talk, maybe get inspired-- who knows, maybe get an idea for a sermon or two, and here I was trapped, handheld, and we were going to share. ‘You go first I said,’ I said. Off she went with barely a breath.” 

Isn’t that the way you go somewhere expecting one thing and it turns out to be something completely different and yet it makes a difference in you and to you. That is what happened for me when I read this story, because Edward Frost goes on to describe how he barely listened to his partner trying to figure out what he would say when it was his turn and then suddenly the bell rang and she stopped talking and it was his turn. At which point his mind was a complete blank then he says it came to him, it was a story from his childhood in a war torn city of England immediately after World War II. The Italians who had been prisoners of War were allowed to roam the city during the day until they could be sent home, Edward lived across form a park and on a snowy day he and his friends found the Italians skiing there. The English children and the Italian POW’s took to playing together every afternoon, when asked one late afternoon by his father what he had been doing he told his father simply “Playing with the Italians!” He writes I said it with joy” and goes on to say “My father was furious. The Italians were the enemy.” “But the war is over. They don’t have guns. They weren’t bombing us.” They didn’t even want to fight us.” “Loud and clear. Stay away from the Italians.” “I was a good boy” says Frost “Obedient. Happy, My dad’s pal. But something was wrong with being forbidden such joy nad friendship because of something called the “enemy”—a concept that didn’t fit my experience of these loving and life-loving men. I disobeyed.” Little Edward returned to play with the Italians and when asked by his father what he had been doing he replied as he had before “playing with the Italians” His father slapped him. Having remembered this story and shared it with his partner he figures it is done. Then he found himself telling the story again to the whole group and found as he did so he was realizing its meaning. “He writes “It was a story about self-discovery, personal power and taking a stand that would make a difference.”
I loved this story; I loved it because it allowed me to see into the life of someone I had always seen in one way and one way only. He had once been a good child, a devoted child, who rebelled against his father because of what he knew to be right.  What I loved even more is at the end of the workshop after telling his story; a young woman approached him and said “My grandfather was an Italian prisoner of war in your city. He often spoke of playing with the boys in the park. Thank you for playing with my grandfather.” It gives me goose bumps; a little boy playing in the park rebelling against his father made a difference in a man’s life that he told the stories to his grandchildren, and his grandchild heard the story and was able to say thank you to the child, the goodness had come full circle and gone beyond as it reached, me and touched me deeply enough to make me want to share it with you. Because we never know when or what will make a difference for another!
Like the opening words we never know when our action will be the drop in the bucket that will make a difference. This week our ceiling was leaking or I guess it was really the roof, so I had the chance to watch as the drips slowly left their trails down the wall in my office and also as they filled a bucket in the hallway, yes I do mean filled. I saw that when it came down my wall it splashed and dampened my papers changing the texture of the paper making it pucker a bit when it finally dried instead of lying smoothly as we are accustomed to paper doing. What I also saw was a series of e-mails about what to do, I heard a lot of frustration about it leaking again, and even more concern about the costs of damage and repairs and the time it takes to maintain a church, a building a life. 

All of us are spread thin, and one of the things a church needs to do is be able to be an agent of change. We as a community need to be willing to let go of the way we have always done things and embrace whatever can be done to make things better without creating an undue burden on any one individual.

Edward had an office he wasn’t going to be using so he shared his space with me. The Italians had time they shared it with children whose parents were busy. The bucket is really a waste basket but it did the job of catching and containing the water. We all have the ability to make a difference sometimes it is not in the ways that we originally intended or even thought possible. 
Many of you first came to church for your children and found a community for yourself. Others came here to for a music program and found a spiritual home. Some came here seeking a religious community and found an extended family whatever it is you have found here it is worth preserving and enhancing for others. As we look at the differences the church has made for us, let us ponder what differences we can make for the church and the people who participate in making it more than wood and cement, more than brinks and mortar instead here we have found, created and continue to build, rebuild and sustain a vessel for our living faith. Amen
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