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 In the Christian calendar, we’ve entered into the season of Lent. For 

some of us, Tuesday night was a night of celebration, before 40 days of 

fasting. For my own Lenten practice, I’ve given up excesses. I’m eating less, 

going to bed sooner, very limited alcohol – those sorts of changes. I’m 

reflecting a lot on mortality, sacrifice, purpose and meaning. Ash 

Wednesday is the most humanist practice in the Christian liturgy; ashes to 

ashes, dust to dust. It’s a time to reflect on the vulnerability of life. There’s a 

sense of atonement to the sacrament, but one where it’s more about returning 

to right perspective rather than seeking forgiveness. 

 This past Wednesday, had an odd end to it for me. A week or so ago, 

we came upon a pair of tickets to Sunset Boulevard on Broadway, when a 

friend wasn’t going to be able to go to see it after all. The audience clearly 

found it riveting, enjoyable and fully engaging. Maybe seeing the musical on 

Ash Wednesday itself, affected how I saw it, but I found the story of an 

aging starlet re-living her bygone days of fame, thoroughly horrifying. 

There’s a classic dialogue that sums it up, “You heard him. I’m a star.” 

“Norma, you’re a woman of 50, now grow up. There’s nothing tragic about 

being 50, not unless you try to be 25.” “The greatest star of them all.” 

 Now, for the record, I forgot that the Norma Desmond character was 

only 50 years old – I may have gasped out loud when her age was given. At 

41, I can’t imagine feeling like she does in less than a decade from now. She 

becomes a metaphor for the worst excesses and demands we place upon 

women; and she in return tragically becomes a caricature of herself. It’s not 

a story of hope; but one of mortality, lost purpose, and misguided sacrifice - 

sacrifice that only serves to lift up another’s ego. It’s a cautionary tale, and a 

critique against our culture of excess, of idealizing youth. It tries to teach us 

not to box in women, with our impossible standards. 
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Norma Desmond, despite being known as “the greatest star of them 

all” in yesteryear, she was a star in the days of the silent screen. She was 

beautiful, she was captivating, she was young, but she never got to speak a 

word.  Brené Brown, an American scholar, author, and public speaker, who 

is currently a research professor at the University of Houston Graduate 

College of Social Work, has her own words that seem to speak directly to 

this.  “Even to me the issue of "stay small, sweet, quiet, and modest" sounds 

like an outdated problem, but the truth is that women still run into those 

demands whenever we find and [risk using] our voices.” 

 …Risk using our voices… All this month we are reflecting on what it 

means to be a people of Risk. Our children and youth have risked putting 

their art on display in our galleries, where I hope they will learn the lesson of 

stretching into their talent, and I hope our adults share their compliments 

with our artists whose names are on our walls. Not to be quiet, sweet or 

small, but big, and present, and central to the life of our community. Being a 

people of risk, means creating spaces for each of us to grow, and to 

challenge ourselves. It’s the central message behind our third principle 

where covenant to accept each another and encourage on another toward 

growth. 

 Religiously speaking though, how does risk - how does vulnerability -

open our spirits to newness, to life? Love and loss – two sides to the 

sometimes hard lessons of risk in our lives; to love something or someone, 

knowing that some day we will all face grievous loss. As the poet Anne 

Sexton’s words we heard earlier in the service, “when you face old age and 

its natural conclusion, your courage will still be shown in the little ways… 

and at the last moment when death opens the back door you’ll put on your 

carpet slippers and stride out.” Ashes to ashes, and dust to dust; but what 
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comes in between birth and death is worth fully living, without our focus 

lost on what may come, or what once was. 

 History is vital, sometimes life-saving, and crucial to our cultural 

heritage. But when history turns into Norma Desmond’s grieving yesteryear, 

it ceases to be history; it becomes a prison of the spirit. Sometimes we are 

faced with loss, powerful and hard. And sometimes our grief is more ‘50 

wanting to be 25’; (as if we were actually fully happy all the time at 25.) To 

return to other words from Brene Brown, “I've found what makes children 

happy doesn't always prepare them to be courageous, engaged adults.” Now 

25 isn’t childhood, but at any point in our lives this statement can be true. 

What makes us happy doesn’t always prepare us to be courageous and 

engaged. Love and loss – come hand in hand onto life’s stage – and ask us to 

live while we can with all the pain, and the joy. Hiding from the ashes in our 

lives, sometimes is a seemingly necessary coping mechanism… and Lent 

invites us to face what we might otherwise not be ready for, with humility, 

with sacrifice; for purpose, with meaning. 

 We see this in the wider living world too. I’ll speak of this in more 

detail later in the month when I’ll devote a whole service to the Recklessness 

of Spring; but I’m thinking of gardens as we are seeing a disturbingly early 

Spring. As Beth Feldman and her team get our community garden ready to 

grow food for the town’s food pantry, I’m doing work on my own home 

garden. We had a lot of wild grasses in flowerbeds outside our windows that 

although browned over the winter, remained whole through March. I didn’t 

really want to cut them back; they are beautiful in their own way, and helped 

to keep my spirits up during the winter months that are so hard on many of 

us. But if they’re left whole, a strong rain can force the soil to sort of get 

bogged down like a swamp. It’s best for the plant to cut it back, and have it 
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grow anew come Spring – otherwise it risks rotting from the inside and 

dying. I miss how my windows look, even though I know they’ll come back 

again soon. But to everything, there is a season, and that is as true for us, as 

it is true for the rest of the natural world. We are no different. 

 Change - the hardest spiritual truth. When communities slowly adjust 

to the times, we can get in the habit of critiquing anything different by 

labeling it “change” – as if that in itself makes it bad or wrong – even if the 

change is slow coming, well thought out, and well discussed. It’s the 

universal buzzword to end all debate – the worst 4 letter word. 

 As some of you know, I’m an avid sci-fi and fantasy reader. I’ll find a 

new author and work through all their works before moving onto the next. 

Octavia Butler is my latest find. Somehow, I’ve missed her work till this 

year, but she’s increasingly being covered in English Literature classes. I’m 

reading through her “Parable of the Sower” right now. She’s a prominent 

author, and one of the few Black sci-fi writers to break into the genre, and 

she’s clearly one of the best writers I’ve ever had the pleasure to read. Her 

writing is as much theology as it is sci-fi.  Without ruining the plot, 

especially since I am still working my way through her writing, I want to 

share a little of her theology that I find translates universally to be true. Here 

are 4 short points, that I’ll share, and then I’ll talk a little more about them: 

1) “All	that	you	touch,	you	Change.	All	that	you	Change,	Changes	you.	

The	only	lasting	truth,	is	Change.	God	is	Change.” 2) “There	is	no	end	to	

what	a	living	world	will	demand	of	you.” 3)“We’ll	adapt.	We’ll	have	to.	

God	is	Change.	Strange	how	much	it	helps	me	to	remember	that.” 4) 

“Drowning	people	sometimes	die	fighting	their	rescuers”	
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	 The	first	quote:	“All	that	you	touch,	you	Change.	All	that	you	

Change,	Changes	you.	The	only	lasting	truth,	is	Change.	God	is	Change.”	

Some	of	us	are	most	familiar	with	this	teaching	in	the	Buddhist	context,	

where	our	attachment	to	things	not	changing	only	leads	to	suffering	

since	all	things	change,	and	attachment	to	what	can	not	be	-	is	painful.		

The	Serenity	Prayer	is	a	more	modern	version	of	this	spiritual	lesson:	

“God	grant	me	the	serenity	to	accept	the	things	I	cannot	change;		

courage	to	change	the	things	I	can;	and	wisdom	to	know	the	difference.”	

There	are	things	we	can	change,	things	we	can	affect	in	our	lives,	and	

there	are	many	things	that	we	cannot.	Love	and	Loss	–	to	face	each	as	

they	come	is	one	of	the	hardest	lessons.	

	 But	for	Octavia	Butler,	she’s	looking	at	this	message	a	little	

differently.	Change	for	her	is	sometimes	like	a	rock	banging	against	an	

object.	All	that	you	touch,	you	Change.	All	that	you	Change,	Changes	you.”	

The	rock	can	break	another	rock,	or	a	window,	or	maybe	a	door;	but	the	

rock	will	probably	also	break	at	least	a	little	itself,	as	it	comes	up	against	

what	it	changes.	Change	always	happens	in	relationship	–	it’s	never	

isolated.	That’s	probably	part	of	the	reason	that	is	feels	so	difficult	in	

community,	because	all	the	relationships	are	even	more	pronounced	

and	obvious	–	it	can	feel	like	the	change	is	compounding	upon	itself.	And	

during	this	season	of	Lent,	we’re	reminded	in	even	more	vivid	ways,	

that	every	little	change	can	begin	to	point	us	toward	the	biggest	of	

changes	in	life	-	ashes	to	ashes.	We	all	feel	that	worry	at	some	time	in	

our	lives.	

	 The	next	two	theological	quotes	speak	for	themselves:	“There	is	

no	end	to	what	a	living	world	will	demand	of	you.” And “We’ll	adapt.	
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We’ll	have	to.	God	is	change.”	But	Butler	poignantly	teaches	us	that,	

“Strange	how	much	it	helps	me	to	remember	that.”	We	can	catch	

ourselves	always	focused	on	the	worst,	or	on	the	end	that	changes	bring,	

but	there’s	a	deeper	spirituality	found	in	the	practice	of	remembering	

that	change	is	at	the	very	foundation	of	our	being.	We	can	forget	that	we	

come	into	this	world	in	an	act	of	tremendous	change	–	that	all	that	is	

and	will	ever	be	–	comes	from	change.	Change	is	also	our	birthright,	and	

there	is	a	solace	we	can	find	in	that	when	we	open	ourselves	to	that	

truth.	(maybe	tell	the	short	Buddhist	parable	of	the	drop	of	water	in	the	

wave.)	

	 Lastly,	“Drowning	people	sometimes	die	fighting	their	rescuers.”	

The	novel	“The	Parable	of	the	Sower”	is	a	spiritual	novel,	but	it’s	also	a	

political	one.	I’ll	let	you	read	that	part	of	it	on	your	own,	but	there’s	a	

line	that’s	meant	to	be	political	during	a	time	of	crisis,	that	I	also	read	it	

as	spiritual.	People	will	find	“a	tyrant	we	fear	or	a	leader	we	follow.”	

Leaving	the	politics	aside,	Change	can	be	either.	In	our	seasons	of	love	

and	loss,	we	can	see	Change	as	a	tyrant	to	fear,	or	a	leader	to	follow.	

How	we	accept	the	changes	before	us,	how	we	open	our	hearts	to	

vulnerability,	determines	where	our	spirits	will	lead	us.	Will	we	see	

Change	as	always	and	forever	a	tyrant	–	and	experience	more	suffering	

for	it,	or	will	we	understand	Change	to	be	a	leader	that	we	can	learn	

from	as	we	live	into	a	new	day?	Love	and	loss:	For	Butler,	“We	are	the	

life	that	perceives	itself	changing.”	On	some	days	we	may	wish	it	

otherwise	for	the	grief	that	it	brings	us,	but	self-awareness	also	allows	

us	to	experience	love	in	our	life;	the	spiritual	truth	that	they	come	hand	

in	hand.		



Rev.	Jude	Geiger						 “Love	and	Loss”		 uufh.org		3/5/17	

	 7	

	 Change	is	in	a	way,	the	great	rescuer,	even	if	we	find	ourselves	

flailing	to	keep	it	from	taking	us	where	it	is	going	to	take	us.	The	great	

losses	–	of	life	and	health	–	are	the	things	we	have	no	power	over	–	we	

can	only	grieve	and	hope	some	day	to	heal	our	hearts	enough	to	carry	

on.	But	so	often,	we	take	the	small	losses	and	confuse	them	as	the	great	

ones	–	and	we	lessen	ourselves	for	it	–	we	risk	drowning	in	the	water	

while	we	fight	our	rescuers.		

I’ll	close	with	the	words	of	a	former	minister	of	mine,	Rev.	Forrest	

Church,	who	frequently	taught	that	religion	is	the	awareness	of	the	dual	

nature	of	being	born,	and	knowing	that	will	some	day	die.	As	we	begin	

our	road	to	Easter,	we	do	so	in	ashes.	“We	are	the	life	that	perceives	

itself	changing.”	May	we	hold	a	fondness	for	that	which	we	love,	that	

which	once	was,	and	may	we	leave	our	spirits	open	for	what	may	yet	

still	come.	The	act	of	living	is	to	be	vulnerable;	may	we	all	so	live.	

 


