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Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost

First reading
John O’Donohue in Anam Cara
In everyone’s life, there is great need for a “soul friend.” In this love, you are understood as
you are without mask or pretension. The superficial and functional lies and half-truths of
social acquaintance fall away, [and] you can be as you really are. Love allows understanding
to dawn, and understanding is precious. Where you are understood, you are at home.
Understanding nourishes belonging. When you really feel understood, you feel free to
release yourself into the trust and shelter of the other person’s soul.
Second reading
David Whyte in Consolations
The ultimate touchstone of friendship is not improvement, neither of the other nor of the self;
the ultimate touchstone is witness, the privilege of having been seen by someone and the
equal privilege of being granted the sight of the essence of another, to have walked with
then and to have believed in them, and sometimes just to have accompanied them for
however brief a span, on a journey impossible to accomplish alone.

Welcome back to the School of Love, to the counter-cultural revolution that is happening up
here on Rock Hill. And it is a revolution, or perhaps at least its microcosm. We seem to be
taking ownership of a rather radical agenda, and it suits us quite well, I think. The agenda is
simply this: to transcend the sea of hatred that our culture has become, and to include as
many people as we possibly can within a different system—one where we love our neighbors
as we love ourselves, where we treat others the way we wish to be treated. It was a radical
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idea when a young rabbi spoke it to gatherings of desperate, hungry people on the hillsides
of Galilee. It was a radical idea when pockets of this practice spread like leaven through the
Roman Empire. It was a radical idea when the reformers sought to uncover the simplicity of
its message, and it is a radical idea today in a world that is inebriated with political power,
and drowning in a sea of self-interest and self-preservation at any cost. No one said it would
be easy. It got Jesus crucified, after all. This life that he incarnated, a holy love that prompted
acts of justice, healing, kindness, and inclusion, was not one that principalities and powers
could tolerate; for love, as we all know, is the only thing they don’t seem to be able to contain.
And it infuriates them.
Last week’s course in forgiveness has proven to be a tough one. That was just forgiveness 1.0.
I should note that the operating system for forgiveness is now at 10.3, and it’s possible we may
not have received all the updates. There’s space on the hard drive, but it’s going to take some
time to download all the files. And that’s why we get together here every week, to plug into the
network and download the files.
One important thing to remember is that we’re not stuck figuring this all out by ourselves. We
have each other. And in each other we have powerful collaborators whose energy combines
with our own to create a vibrational signature that is simply different from what we see around
us. Forget what you’ve learned about church; this is what church is: a place where we
collaborate in love. Where we cannot seem to forgive or perhaps to find forgiveness, the
collective energy of church helps us discover it, understand it, and eventually practice it and
maybe even embody it.
We were never in this by ourselves. Individual achievement is a myth. It takes a village to do
anything, and I don’t mind saying that I need this community, and you probably do too;
otherwise we probably wouldn’t have made the effort to be here today. And having gotten here,
we find we are happily and peacefully among friends.
The readings we have shared today reflect what I am calling my Celtic binge, and one of my
favorites comes from the late John O’Donohue whose writings are more than eloquent or
poetic. They are so full of meaning that I cannot seem to take in more than a short paragraph at
a time. No one can eat an entire pecan pie in one sitting (at least I’ve never met that person).
And John O’Donohue is so rich, I can only savor tiny slices of what he has to say. But those
little pieces are so delicious and so desirable that I keep coming back for more.
The title of his book, Anam Cara, is Gaelic for “soul friend,” an expression of the need and
longing which is natural and welcome to us as created and creative beings. He says
Where you are understood, you are at home. Understanding nourishes belonging.
When you really feel understood, you feel free to release yourself into the trust and
shelter of the other person’s soul.
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As I look back at my life thus far, I can easily see the bright images of a few very close friends,
whose journeys have intertwined with my own in such a way that there is an instant, almost
wordless understanding between us. These are the folks who have no agenda, no real advice to
give, who make no attempts to fix what’s wrong with me.
One such friend who comes to mind is a woman named Susan. We met in 1962, when we were both
five years old. While I don’t really remember, my mother said that Susan and I held hands on the
playground. We grew up in the same neighborhood, went all through school together, went to the
same Sunday School, the same youth group, and marched in the band. The only cigar I ever
smoked was with her. We also used to sneak out of study hall and hide in the music practice rooms,
eating oranges and tossing the skins of the oranges out the window where one day they happened
to land on the hood of a car owned by the superintendent of schools. When he came storming into
the room and found us with our band instruments in a room that smelled like a Minute Maid factory, it
was all about plausible denial, and he never broke us. In our adult lives we have sometimes gone a
few years without communicating; however, as she cradled her daughter through a terminal illness,
and as my life collapsed into a heap of rubble, we were always there, just picking up where we left
off as if time had stood still. No advice, no counsel, just a witnessing, and opportunity to feel heard.
There are also three people in my life who in later years have sat with me every four weeks or so in
spiritual direction. These are my witnesses, those who have listened to my heart’s greatest joys and
deepest pains and have done nothing more than help me notice the movements of Divine Spirit in
my life, the movements I was perhaps blind to, the ones I would have missed entirely had I been all
on my own.
As some of you know, there were four years in the middle of my life when I tried to go it alone. After
being in and around the church for my entire life, it all came to a rather bitter end. I couldn’t hear a
hymn or open a Bible without weeping, so I thought it was better to avoid all of it forever. It seemed
like a good plan at the time. But it wasn’t long before I realized that it was a lot harder to swim
across the ocean than to ride across in a boat. It started with the music. I missed the music so much
that I started hearing it in my head. And then I went and heard it in real time, a beautiful 60-voice
choir in a great big church with a stone bell tower from which flowed a giant rainbow banner for all
the world to see. And then I just had to join that choir, which meant I began hearing prayers and
sermons every week. And then inevitably I found myself praying just a little bit once in a while, until
my soul become so full I could not keep silent. The bright light of forgiveness entered my soul, and
what it took to make that happen was the witness of those around me, who weren’t trying to fix me,
or change me, or make me do what they wanted me to do. They just let me be me. They just let
themselves love me, and they appreciated my gifts. Without the kind folks of the Third Presbyterian
Church in Rochester, NY, I’d have never found the courage or the stamina to heal. I needed them
and they needed me. It was a community of friends—the best possible kind. When asked by an
incredulous friend, “Why on earth would you ever darken the door of a church again?”, my simple
answer was this: “I’m home again.” And my entire message to you today can be summed up in
these words, “Welcome home. We’re glad you’re here.”
Amen
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