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WE'VE COME TO THE TIME IN OUR SERVICE THAT WE CALL, THE SERMON. I RECENTLY HAD TO WRITE AN ESSAY FOR THE REGIONAL SUBCOMMITTEE ON CANDIDATES AS PART OF MY TRANSFERRING MY ORDINATION TO THE UUA. THE ESSAY WAS ON "WHAT EXCITES ME ABOUT UUA MINISTRY."

WELL, THIS IS ONE OF THE THINGS THAT DOES. PREACHING. I REALLY ENJOY IT. I REMEMBER ONE TIME I ASKED MY FATHER, WHO GREW UP A SOUTHERN BAPTIST IN THE RED CLAY HILLS OF OCONEE COUNTY, SOUTH CAROLINA, HOW LONG THE PREACHER AT HIS LITTLE COUNTRY CHURCH WOULD PREACH. "TILL HIS VOICE GAVE OUT," WAS MY FATHER'S TYPICALLY SHORT ANSWER. I PROMISE NOT TO GO THAT LONG THIS MORNING.

ONE OF MY FAVORITE NON-SOUTHERN NOVELISTS IS RUSSEL BANKS, THE AUTHOR OF SUCH GREAT WORKS AS AFFLICTION. BANKS SAID THIS: "...READING THE AMERICAN CLASSICS LIKE TWAIN TAUGHT ME AT AN EARLY AGE THAT ORDINARY LIVES OF ORDINARY PEOPLE CAN BE MADE INTO HIGH ART."

WHEN MARK TWAIN WAS GIVING A FAREWELL SPEECH IN LIVERPOOL, ENGLAND IN 1907, HE RECOUNTED, NOW FAMOUSLY, AN INCIDENT FROM DANA'S TWO YEARS BEFORE THE MAST. IT WENT SOMETHING LIKE THIS:

THERE WAS A SELF-IMPORTANT LITTLE SKIPPER OF A COASTAL SLOOP ENGAGED IN THE DRIED APPLE AND KITCHEN FURNITURE TRADE. HE WAS IN THE HABIT OF HAILING EVERY SHIP THAT PASSED, JUST TO HEAR HIMSELF TALK AND AIR HIS SMALL GRANDEUR.

ONE DAY, A MAJESTIC INDIAMAN CAME PLOWING BY; COURSE ON COURSE OF CANVASS TOWERING ON TALL MASTS INTO THE SKY; HER DECK SWARMING WITH SAILORS; HER HULL BURDENED TO THE PLIMSOLL LINE WITH A RICH CARGO OF PRECIOUS SPICES, LADING THE BREEZE WITH GRACIOUS AND MYSTERIOUS ODORS OF THE ORIENT. IT WAS A NOBLE SPECTACLE.

THE LITTLE SKIPPER POPPED INTO THE SHROUDS AND SQUEAKED OUT A HAIL: "SHIP AHOY! WHAT SHIP IS THAT? AND WHENCE AND WHITHER?"

IN A DEEP, THUNDEROUS BASS VOICE CAME BACK THE ANSWER THROUGH THE SPEAKING TRUMPET: "THE BEGUM OF BENGAL. 142 DAYS OUT OF CANTON. HOMEWARD BOUND. WHAT SHIP IS THAT?"

WELL, THAT JUST CRUSHED THE POOR LITTLE CREATURES VANITY FLAT. HE SQUEAKED BACK, MOST HUMBLY: "ONLY THE MARY ANN. 14 HOURS OUT OF BOSTON, BOUND FOR KITTERY POINT, WITH NOTHING IN PARTICULAR."

DON'T YOU THINK IT'S PART OF OUR HUMAN NATURE TO WANT TO BE THE BEGUM OF BENGAL RATHER THAN THE MARY ANN? AFTER ALL, AREN'T THE BEGUMS OF OUR DAYS THE POWERFUL MOVERS AND SHAKERS IN ALL AREAS OF LIFE?

IT SEEMS THAT WE THINK THAT THEY AND THEY ONLY, WHETHER BY THEIR FAME OR WEALTH OR POWER, CAN BRING ABOUT ANY LASTING CHANGE IN OUR WORLD. AFTER ALL, WE'RE ONLY ORDINARY FOLKS, WE'RE ONLY THE MARY ANN.

HERE ARE SOME WORDS TO CONSIDER THIS MORNING. I HAPPEN TO THINK THEY ARE GOOD WORDS.

"THE WORDS OF THE WISE HEARD IN QUIETNESS ARE BETTER THAN THE SHOUTINGS OF A RULER AMONG FOOLS." THAT'S FROM THE WISDOM BOOK WE CALL PROVERBS. SOME GOOD JEWISH WISDOM.

HERE'S ONE FROM SIGNER/SONGWRITER TRACY CHAPMAN: "I'VE SEEN AND MET ANGELS WEARING THE DISGUISE OF ORDINARY PEOPLE LIVING ORDINARY LIVES."

OR HERE'S A SLIGHTLY DIFFERENT TAKE ON THE SAME IDEA FROM PAUL'S FIRST LETTER TO THE CHURCH AT THESSALONICA: "...WE URGE YOU TO EXCEL STILL MORE AND MAKE IT YOUR AMBITION TO LEAD A QUIET LIFE..."

IT WAS HARRY EMERSON FOSDICK, THE GREAT PROGRESSIVE PREACHER AT THE RIVERSIDE CHURCH IN NEW YORK WHO SAID: "DEMOCRACY IS BASED UPON THE CONVICTION THAT THERE ARE EXTRAORDINARY POSSIBILITIES IN ORDINARY PEOPLE."

MY FAVORITE WAY OF VERBALIZING THIS NOTION OF LIVING AN QUIET, ORDINARY LIFE COMES FROM THE AUTHOR OF MADAME BOVARY, GUSTAV FLAUBERT: "BE REGULAR AND ORDINARY IN YOUR LIFE LIKE A BOURGEOIS, SO THAT YOU MAY BE VIOLENT AND ORIGINAL IN YOUR WORK." LET ME REPEAT THAT SAGE ADVICE TO BUDDING WRITERS: "BE REGULAR AND ORDINARY IN YOUR LIFE LIKE A BOURGEOIS, SO THAT YOU MAY BE VIOLENT AND ORIGINAL IN YOUR WORK."

LISTEN, AN ORDINARY LIFE, LIVED INTENTIONALLY, CAN AND DOES HAVE INCREDIBLE, EXTRAORDINARY POWER. WE SOMETIMES FORGET THAT, ESPECIALLY IN OUR DAYS OF CELEBRITY CULTURE AND SUPER-WEALTH AND HEAVY-HANDED POLITICS. TO PUT IT ANOTHER WAY, AND PERHAPS YOU'LL REMEMBER THIS FROM A CHILDREN'S STORY I TOLD ONCE, YOU DON'T HAVE TO BE SUPERMAN TO FIGHT FOR TRUTH AND JUSTICE. YOU DON'T HAVE TO BE THE BEGUM OF BENGAL TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE IN THE LIVES OF THOSE AROUND YOU AND, INDEED, IN THE WORLD. THERE IS GREAT, TRANSFORMATIONAL POWER IN AN ORDINARY LIFE.

THINK FOR A FEW MOMENTS ABOUT THOSE ORDINARY LIVES WITH WHICH YOU'VE COME INTO CONTACT AND BEEN CHANGED BY. LET ME TELL YOU ABOUT ONE IN MY LIFE, AN ORDINARY PERSON LIVING AN ORDINARY LIFE THAT I CAME INTO CONTACT WITH ABOUT TWENTY-FIVE YEARS AGO.

I'D BET GOOD MONEY MOST OF YOU HAVE NEVER HEARD OF PETE MOUZON. HE'S NEVER BEEN ON THE COVER OF PEOPLE MAGAZINE OR FEATURED IN AN ARTICLE IN THE HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW OR HELD PUBLIC OFFICE. FACT OF THE MATTER IS, PETE WAS A ROW CROP FARMER IN THE SOUTH CAROLINA LOW COUNTRY, GROWING CORN, SOYBEANS AND TOBACCO. HE WAS A MEMBER OF THE COMMUNITY WHICH BORE HIS NAME, THE MOUZON COMMUNITY, AND AN ABSENTEE MEMBER OF THE MOUZON PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH WHERE I SERVED AS MINISTER FOLLOWING MY GRADUATION FROM SEMINARY. FOR THREE YEARS, I WAS PETE'S MINISTER, HIS PASTOR, OR, AS HE CALLED ME, HIS PREACHER.

NOW, EVEN THOUGH HIS FAMILY NAME WAS ON THE CHURCH SIGN, AS MUCH AS I TRIED, I COULDN'T GET PETE TO COME TO CHURCH. OH, HE SHOWED UP ON CHRISTMAS AND EASTER AND SOMETIMES FOR OUR DINNER ON THE GROUNDS. BUT ATTEND REGULAR WORSHIP SERVICES; HE ALWAYS SAID IT MADE HIM MORE NERVOUS THAN A LONG TAIL CAT IN A ROOM FULL OF ROCKING CHAIRS.

THIS WAS CHURCH FOR PETE: ONCE OR TWICE A WEEK, HE'D PULL UP IN MY DRIVEWAY AND HONK THE HORN. I'D STICK MY HEAD OUT THE DOOR AND HE'D HOLLER, "COME ON, PREACHER. LET'S CUT THE BLOCK."

CUTTING THE BLOCK FOR PETE MEANT RIDING SLOWLY, NEVER MORE THAN 10 MILES AN HOUR, DOWN THE DIRT ROADS THAT TRAVERSED THE FORESTS AND FIELDS AND SWAMPS THAT HE LOVED SO MUCH. PETE DROVE; AND I REALLY SHOULDN'T TELL YOU THIS, BUT I WAS THE BARTENDER. SEE, HE ALWAYS HAD A SMALL BLUE ICE CHEST FULL OF ICE, SOME PLASTIC CUPS, A LITER OF GINGER ALE AND A QUART OF SEAGRAM'S SEVEN IN THE TRUCK. WE'D RIDE AND SIP AND TALK.

WE TALKED ABOUT A LOT OF THINGS, BUT AS TIME WENT ON, WE'D TALK MORE AND MORE ABOUT LIFE AND DEATH. PETE HAD LUPUS; HE WAS DYING AND HE KNEW IT.

AN ORDINARY MAN. AN ORDINARY LIFE. EXTRAORDINARY, TRANSFORMATIONAL POWER.

SEE, WHEN I ARRIVED IN KINGSTREE, I WAS LIKE MOST ALL OTHER NEW SEMINARY GRADUATES. I KNEW EVERYTHING. ONE GREAT THING I DIDN'T KNOW, HOWEVER. I DIDN'T KNOW HOW TO LIVE OR HOW TO DIE. PETE TAUGHT ME THAT AND THE HUMILITY THAT COMES WITH IT. I LEARNED A LOT FROM PETE ABOUT THE HISTORY AND FLORA AND FAUNA OF WILLIAMSBURG COUNTY. BUT MUCH MORE IMPORTANTLY, I LEARNED HOW TO LIVE AND DIE FROM HIM. I'D LIKE TO THINK HE CHANGED ME FROM AN ARROGANT SEMINARY GRADUATE INTO A PASTOR.

ORDINARY LIVES OF EXTRAORDINARY POWER. HAVE YOU THOUGHT OF ANY YOU'VE COME INTO CONTACT WITH? WHAT ABOUT YOUR OWN LIFE?

THERE'S NOTHING INHERENTLY WRONG WITH FAME OR WEALTH OR POWER, WITH BEING A BEGUM OF BENGAL. THEY ARE SIMPLY ASPECTS OF THE HUMAN EXPERIENCE. BUT NEITHER IS THERE ANY INHERENT LIFE-TRANSFORMING POWER IN THEM EITHER.

POWER, REAL POWER, IS THE OFTEN UNINTENTIONAL AFFECT OF OUR ORDINARY INTENTIONAL LIVES ON THOSE WITH WHOM WE COME INTO CONTACT, AN AFFECT THAT SOMEHOW SPARKS OR ENABLES THEIR TRANSFORMATION INTO MORE GENUINE, MORE AUTHENTIC HUMAN BEINGS — AND IN THE PROCESS, PERHAPS WE BOTH ARE CHANGED IN OUR HEARTS AND SOULS TO BECOME BETTER PEOPLE.

MAYBE WHAT FLAUBERT AND THOSE OTHERS WHO HAVE EXPRESSED SIMILAR THOUGHTS ARE GETTING AT IS THAT WHEN WE BECOME SO BUSY, SO WRAPPED UP IN TRYING TO BECOME THE BEGUM OF BENGAL, WE LOSE SIGHT OF THE FACT THAT EVEN AS JUST PLAIN, ORDINARY FOLKS, LITTLE COASTAL SLOOPS LIKE THE MARY ANN, WE CAN HAVE EXTRAORDINARY POWER.

YOU KNOW, THOREAU DIDN'T GO TO THE WOODS TO BECOME FAMOUS OR RICH OR SOME LITERARY SUPERSTAR. HE WENT TO THE WOODS TO LIVE AN ORDINARY BUT INTENTIONAL LIFE, WHAT HE CALLED A "DELIBERATE" LIFE, TO "FRONT ONLY THE ESSENTIAL FACTS OF LIFE AND SEE IF I COULD NOT LEARN WHAT IT HAD TO TEACH, AND NOT, WHEN I CAME TO DIE, DISCOVER THAT I HAD NOT LIVED."

I'D SUGGEST TO YOU THIS MORNING THAT THESE ARE THE CHARACTERISTICS OF AN ORDINARY, BUT SPIRITUALLY TRANSFORMING, LIFE:

IT IS A SIMPLE LIFE IN THE SENSE THAT, AS WITH THOREAU, IT GETS DOWN TO THE BARE ESSENTIALS OF LIFE. IT KNOWS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE FLUFF WITH WHICH WE SO OFTEN FILL OUR LIVES AND THE SUBSTANCE OF THOSE ASPECTS OF LIFE WHICH ARE FUNDAMENTAL. LIVING A SIMPLE LIFE DOESN'T MEAN WE HAVE TO GO OUT TO THE SHORES OF SOME POND SOMEWHERE WITH NO ELECTRICITY OR PLUMBING OR SOME OF THE OTHER CONVENIENCES. IT MEANS, I THINK, THE ABILITY TO DISTINGUISH BETWEEN FLUFF AND SUBSTANCE.

IT IS A TRANQUIL LIFE. AGAIN, I DON'T THINK THAT MEANS WE LIVE IN ISOLATION, BUT RATHER, BECAUSE WE ARE GROUNDED IN THE GREAT SPIRITUAL TRUTHS — SUCH AS THOSE REFLECTED IN THE SEVEN PRINCIPLES OF UNITARIAN UNIVERSALISM — WE ARE NOT RUNNING AROUND WRINGING OUR HANDS, WE'RE NOT RUNNING AROUND LIKE CHICKENS WITH OUR HEADS CUT OFF

THIS ORDINARY LIFE IS AN ENGAGED LIFE. IT DOESN'T STICK ITS HEAD IN THE SAND IN THE FACE OF THE STRIFE AND TURMOIL OF LIFE, THE INJUSTICES OF LIFE. THOREAU SAID MOST MEN LIVE LIVES OF QUIET RESIGNATION. THE OPPOSITE, THE ORDINARY BUT TRANSFORMATIONAL LIFE WOULD BE A LIFE OF ENGAGEMENT. THE LIVES OF ORDINARY FOLKS LIKE THE HISTORICAL JESUS OR MUHAMMED WERE NOT REMOVED FROM DAILY EXISTENCE. THEY WERE, TO USE A BIBLICAL PHRASE, IN THE WORLD BUT NOT OF THE WORLD. THEY WERE ENGAGED IN CONFRONTING THE INEQUITIES AND INJUSTICES OF THE WORLD WITH AN APPROACH TO LIFE THAT WAS CONTRARY TO THE WORLD. BOTH TEACHERS USED THE INHERENT DIGNITY AND WORTH OF EACH INDIVIDUAL AS THE GREAT LEVELER.

THE ORDINARY LIFE IS AN HONEST LIFE; THAT IS TO SAY, IT IS GENUINE. IT DOESN'T PUT ON AIRS. IT DOESN'T SEEK TO PROJECT AN IMAGE THAT IS INCONSISTENT WITH THE REALITY OF THE INNER PERSON. IT LIVES HONESTLY. IT'S NOT OUT TO IMPRESS ANYONE.

AN ORDINARY LIFE. SIMPLE,TRANQUIL, ENGAGED, HONEST, INTENTIONAL. THIS KIND OF LIFE CAN HAVE EXTRADORDINARY POWER.

ONE OF THE PRIMARY REASONS WHY PEOPLE ASSOCIATE THEMSELVES WITH A FAITH COMMUNITY SUCH AS OURS IS TO EXPERIENCE TRANSFORMING SPIRITUALITY. THAT TRANSFORMING SPIRITUALITY DOES NOT OCCUR IN A VACUMN. IT OCCURS IN THE CONNECTIONS WE MAKE, THE RELATIONSHIPS WE BUILD TOGETHER, THE COMMUNITY WE CREATE.

A NUMBER OF YOU ARE LONG-TIME MEMBERS OF THE UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST CHURCH OF SPARTANBURG. SOME OF YOU, LIKE ME, ARE RELATIVE NEW-COMERS. SOME OF YOU ARE EVEN NEWER THAN I AM.

SOME OF YOU ARE BEGUMS OF BENGAL. MOST OF US, HOWEVER, ARE MARY ANNS. THAT'S OKAY.

NEVER, NEVER, NEVER THINK THAT BECAUSE YOU ARE "ONLY THE MARY ANN," RUNNING UP AND DOWN THE SHALLOW COASTAL WATERS OF DAILY LIFE RATHER THAN CROSSING WIDE OCEANS OF ADVENTURE THAT YOUR LIFE — YOU'RE ORDINARY LIFE — CAN'T BE ONE OF EXTRAORDINARY POWER, BRINGING ABOUT SPIRITUAL TRANSFORMATION — SPIRITUAL TRANSFORMATION IN THE LIVES OF THOSE YOU WORK WITH DAY IN AND DAY OUT; SPIRITUAL TRANSFORMATION IN THE LIVES OF THE STUDENTS WHO SIT IN YOUR CLASSROOMS; SPIRITUAL TRANSFORMATION IN THE LIVES OF YOUR FRIENDS WITH WHOM YOU INTERACT; SPIRITUAL TRANSFORMATION IN THE LIVES  OF THOSE PEOPLE SITTING BESIDE YOU AND IN FRONT OF YOU AND BEHIND YOU HERE THIS MORNING. YOU MIGHT EVEN BE CHANGED IN THE PROCESS.

"BE REGULAR AND ORDINARY IN YOUR LIFE LIKE A BOURGEOIS, SO THAT YOU MAY BE VIOLENT AND ORIGINAL IN YOUR WORK."
