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“Enough Is Enough”
A Sermon by the Rev. Terry Sims

Unitarian Universalist Church, Surprise, Arizona

November 15, 2009

In September, I read an article entitled “‘Dirty Dancing’ star Patrick Swayze dead at 57.”  Swayze was a well-known film star in the 1980’s.  In 1990, he starred opposite Demi Moore in “Ghost.”  The article read: “‘Patrick Swayze passed away peacefully today with family at his side after facing the challenges of his illness for the last 20 months,’ publicist Annett Wolf said in a statement.” 

My first thought was that I’ll turn 57 next year.  And of course my brother, my two sisters, and I are ever-mindful that we are all older now than my mother was when she died at age 51.  So young.
I am preparing for Thanksgiving again.  With the holiday approaching, I am very conscious of the manifold blessings in my life.  I love some wonderful people and they love me.  For the moment, I am healthy and able to do almost anything I want.  I have material comforts.  I have work that I find worthwhile and rewarding, and art and beauty that inspire me.  But, aware of my blessings and good fortune, I again have disturbing questions.  Youth is fleeting.  Health and ability are temporary.  Life is short, even at a ripe old age.  I hate to see them end.  But end they will.  How will I ever, with true gratitude, be able to say goodbye to the people, things, and life I love?  
While I was doing my chaplaincy training, one of the patients I visited in the oncology ward was a 21-year old man.  I thought of him more as a boy.  He was actively dying of cancer.  He was patient and polite when I visited him.  But I couldn’t connect with him emotionally, though I tried hard to do that.  So our conversations consisted of me asking him questions and him patiently, politely giving me answers.  None of those answers was more than a few words long.  I wasn’t comfortable sitting in silence with him.  So I used the not-very-important questions simply to fill up our time together.  My visits were pointless, empty.  What I sensed was a quiet desperation in that young man; rage that was all the more harrowing because it was silent, at least to me.  I think I would have been more comfortable if he had screamed, or wept, or thrown something.  But he remained calm, distant, locked in what I perceived as a silent, private agony.  I couldn’t reach him.  
After my third visit, his mother asked if she could see me in the corridor.  There, she told me that instead of asking her son so many questions, maybe I could just read something comforting to him, something from the Bible, maybe.  She said all he felt he did all day long was answer other people’s questions.  I think he was tired of seeing people, me, for instance, who were clearly uncomfortable because they didn’t know what to do with the fact that he was dying.  I knew I could not really imagine what it would be like to know at 21 that you will never live to be 22.  I was helpless; helpless in the face of the disease; helpless to change its inevitable outcome, of no help to him.  But I was mortified to realize that I had actually been worse than useless.  All I had done was annoy him during some of his precious, last few hours.
If I had thought of it, I might have read him Dylan Thomas’s poem that was our reading this morning, “Do Not Go Gentle into that Good Night.”  It might have spoken to him as one angry, desperate, hurting young man to another.  “Do not go gentle into that good night.  Rage, rage against the dying of the light.”  But I’m not sure that’s what he needed.  I wish to goodness I had known what he needed.
In her 1969 book On Death and Dying, Elisabeth Kuebler-Ross postulated five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.  George Bonanno, professor of clinical psychology at Columbia University, wrote a later book called The Other Side of Sadness: What the New Science of Bereavement Tells Us About Life After a Loss.  His research showed that previous theories of grief discounted the idea of people’s natural resilience.  
Bonanno found that people experience a wide range of responses.  He described these not as stages of grief, but as four trajectories.  Bonanno’s four trajectories are “resilience, recovery, chronic dysfunction, and delayed grief or trauma.”  Resilient individuals who are exposed to an isolated and potentially highly disruptive event are able to maintain relatively stable, healthy levels of psychological and physical functioning.  They also maintain “the capacity for generative [that is, life-enhancing] experiences and positive emotions.”  

On November 8, 2004, the New Yorker ran an article on Bonnano’s findings called “Getting Over It.”  The article read: “Some people went through a long and painful grieving process; others a period of debilitating depression.  But by far the most common response was resilience: the majority of those who had just suffered from one of the most painful experiences of their lives never lapsed into serious depression[.  They] experienced a relatively brief period of grief symptoms, and soon returned to normal functioning.  
This is good news.  Whether we think in terms of Kuebler-Ross’s stages of grief or Bonanno’s trajectories of resilience or recovery, somehow most of us move on.  Some studies show that “spirituality helped dying individuals deal with the depression stage more aggressively than those who were not spiritual.”  “Spirituality” was not defined, though, so I don’t know what the researchers meant by that term.  But it makes me wonder what the spiritual component might be.  What is it that lets us move from being angry and depressed about what we’ve lost or are losing to accepting the loss and then returning to a full life?  How can we find our way out of bitterness and grief to joy again?  
When I was in college, I got to know Charlotte Thelen.  She was a devout woman with very traditional religious ideas and beliefs.  Her husband, Chuck, taught with my dad on the college music faculty.  Charlotte and I disagreed about many religious topics.  But I always thought she did her best to live her faith.  
I remember hearing a story about the Thelens that illustrated Charlotte’s determination and dedication to living her religious faith.  She, her husband, Chuck, and their four children were driving somewhere on a family vacation during the winter.  Chuck was driving with Charlotte in the front passenger seat and the four kids were in the back.  The car suddenly hit a patch of ice and started skidding off the road toward a fairly steep shoulder.  Charlotte was sure they were going to have a serious accident.  But even as the car slipped off the road, she shouted, “Thank you, God!”  When my step-mother, Erma, told me that, she said, “I thought that was a strange thing to say just before what could have been a tragic accident.”  I thought so, too.  Erma said she’d asked Charlotte why she shouted “Thank you, God.”  Charlotte answered that she wanted her children to remember to be thankful to God no matter what happened.  By the way, the Thelens were lucky.  They did run off the road, but the car didn’t flip over, everyone was belted in, and no one was seriously injured.
Well, I still think it was a strange thing to say at that moment.  I would not have had the presence of mind to have thought or said it.  And if I had had the presence of mind to say anything, I doubt that I would have yelled out thanks.  
I just cannot convince myself that everything happens for a reason or fits into some benevolent Creator’s grand plan.  Children should not be abused, or be born with disabilities.  They should not die of AIDS or malnutrition or suicide, or be unloved.  Everyone should have a meaningful, full life.  Some pain should not have to be borne.  
So I’m not impelled to give anyone or anything thanks for such pain.  You know, the ideal sermon is supposed to speak to everyone in the congregation, no matter what their circumstances.  I’m not sure that can be done.  And today, I won’t presume to speak to every one of your personal losses and pain.  What some people are born to doesn’t begin to be enough.  I find I don’t have much comfort to offer people whose lives consist mostly of suffering.  I’m not going to tell them that their suffering fits in with God’s plan.  Some people find that comforting.  But it’s an empty platitude for me.
But most of us here, thankfully, do not live lives of unrelieved suffering.  Which should make us all the more sensitive and helpful to those who do.  Today, I’m speaking to us.  

For us, living mostly fortunate lives, I return to Charlotte Thelen’s determination to be grateful, even before an accident that she knew might take her own life and the lives of the people she loved most.  It made an impression on me, as I’m sure it did the Thelen children.  Surely she was not grateful for the accident.  But maybe what she meant was that she was grateful, would remain grateful, in spite of it.  
All of us will know pain, loss, and sadness.  But for most of us, joy outweighs the hardships.  But the joy ends, life ends.  For those of us who are mostly fortunate, how can we be thankful for what goes away?
When is enough enough?  If God or the laws of the universe let you choose how long someone’s love for you would last, what would you say?  Twenty years, fifty, a hundred, a thousand?  If you were told that you could have undiminished health and physical abilities until a certain age, but you had to choose when they would end, what age would you choose?  

On one of the psychological tests I took as a prospective UU minister, I was asked to predict when I would die and what epitaph would be on my tombstone.  I remember I guessed I’d die at age 105.  Mostly that was because I couldn’t imagine that my physical condition at that age would make living any longer appealing.  But if you let me choose when love or health or loved ones or my own life would end, I would choose to have them go on forever.  Often I feel that it’s never going to be enough; that there’s not enough of anything in this brief life.  And yet it seems to me that living well requires us to meet life on its terms.  Whatever life is for us, it’s got to be enough because there is no other choice.  How do we make it enough?   

My problem is that I’m greedy.  Oh, I’m grateful in fits and starts.  I’m thankful for what I have, I suppose.  But I almost always want more.  I want what I have and what I don’t have.  And I want it to last forever.  Life isn’t perfect.  I’m not going to live forever.  I’m never going to be as handsome, smart, successful, rich, long-lived, or loved as I would like.  I thought about calling this sermon “A Perfectionist Finds Thankfulness for the Imperfect.”  At least, that’s what I’m trying to figure out how to do.

The Buddha knew this grasping at life we all do.  He found a way out of it.  He told us that we must stop trying to clutch life, to possess it.  It’s like trying to hold water in your fist.  It can’t be done; it simply runs out, away from us.  
A few years ago I was talking with someone whose partner was ending their long, loving relationship.  The woman I was talking to was obviously distressed and very sad about it.  But she told me, “What am I going to do, shake my fist at heaven?  Am I going to curse God because I’m losing something precious that I never thought I’d have in the first place?  I think I have two choices.  I can waste time staying angry and depressed that the love of my life is being taken away from me.  Or I can choose to be thankful that I had, we had, something wonderful for a while.”  Something wonderful for a while.  A good description of life itself, for most of us I think.  

What I need is a way to slake this thirst, this greed, for more of everything.  What will help me stop clutching, grasping at life?  I’ve been asking myself if there might not be some spiritual practice that might let us realize that enough is enough.  Could a spiritual practice do that?  Could it move us from being angry and depressed about what we’ve lost or are losing to accepting the loss and then returning to a full life?  I wonder if gratitude for all the good that comes into our lives might not be such a spiritual practice.  I wonder whether gratitude might not be the spiritual practice.  A daily practice of thankfulness; even a momentary practice.  Any spiritual practice is hard.  It brings us back to what we know, but it takes effort.  It requires dedication, taking time to do what we know we need to do, but that often gets lost.  
I think thankfulness might get us from always wanting more to accepting and cherishing what we have or have had, and to see it as enough.  I think gratitude might get us from here to there, from anger and depression after loss and grief to acceptance and fulfillment.  The ultimate “there” is not death.  As UU minister Forrest Church wrote in his last book, Love and Death, “Death is not life’s goal, only life’s terminus.”  
Church told of his own experience facing death.  “On February 4, 2008, I informed the members and friends of All Souls Unitarian Church in New York City . . . that my esophageal cancer, first diagnosed and treated in the fall of 2006, had returned with a vengeance.  [I told them] that my time remaining was likely to be numbered in months, not years.  . . . [A]ll of our stories end in the middle, with ongoing business piled high . . . .  A longtime parishioner wrote him on hearing the news.  “‘My heart has been broken again,” Camille wrote, “and for that I am overwhelmingly . . . thankful; without love this would not be possible.’”
  To me, that sounds much like Charlotte Thelen’s “Thank you, God!” 
Church wrote:  “[M]y grandmother appeared to have found something we all seek.  She had made peace with life.  She didn’t demand more than life was likely to offer.  . . . She seems never to have questioned that life, by definition, is a struggle, with suffering its frequent cost and death its final price.”
  Just before my step-mother died, Dad said she seemed at peace, that she’d come to terms with life and death, that she was ready to go.  Kuebler-Ross’s final stage of acceptance.  Or on Bonanno’s trajectory of resilience to the very end.

As I’ve said before, I heard someone describe a successful, loving relationship once as waking up every day and scarcely believing that your partner loves you, chose you.  I wonder if we might not define a successful life the same way.  Waking up every day and being in awe that you have been granted a life.
We have choices to make in life, including at its end.  I think we have two choices, essentially.  Rage at all we miss and lose, or gratitude for all we have and have had.  How will I ever, with true gratitude, be able to say goodbye to the people, things, and life I love?  I think the question is rather: how will I ever be able to say goodbye without gratitude?  Thankfulness may let us find that enough is enough.  Thankfulness may be precisely how we can let go of what we love.  Amen.

Reading:  “Do Not Go Gentle into that Good Night,” Dylan Thomas’s poem written for his dying father.
Do not go gentle into that good night,

Old age should burn and rave at close of day;

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Though wise men at their end know dark is right, 

Because their words had forked not lightning, they

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright 

Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight, 

And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way,

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight,

Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

And you, my father, there on the sad height,

Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray.

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.
Responsive Reading:  # 512, “We Give Thanks This Day,” O. Eugene Pickett
For the expanding grandeur of Creation, worlds known and unknown, galaxies beyond galaxies, filling us with awe and challenging our imaginations:


We give thanks this day.

For this fragile planet earth, its times and tides, its sunsets and seasons:


We give thanks this day.
For the joy of human life, its wonders and surprises, its hopes and achievements:


We give thanks this day.
For our human community, our common past and future hope, our oneness transcending all separation, our capacity to work for peace and justice in the midst of hostility and oppression:


We give thanks this day.
For high hopes and noble causes, for faith without fanaticism, for understanding of views not shared:

We give thanks this day.
For all who have labored and suffered for a fairer world, who have lived so that others might live in dignity and freedom:


We give thanks this day.
For human liberty and sacred rites; for opportunities to change and grow, to affirm and choose: 


We give thanks this day.  We pray that we may live not by our fears but by our hopes, not by our words but by our deeds.
Story for All Ages:  (by Terry Sims)

Do you have friends?  Do you have a special friend you like a lot?  

When I was in fifth grade, one of my best friends was Doug Duncan.  His family and my family went to the same church.  We also went on picnics together, went to concerts together.  Doug and I played together a lot.  We rode our bikes together and threw baseballs and footballs to each other.  We even built a treehouse together.  Our dads helped, too.  Doug was lots of fun to do things with.  
Well, one day Doug and I were in the park, playing on the Jungle Gym.  We did that lots of times.  But I remember that day particularly because that was the day Doug told me he and his family were moving away.  They weren’t just moving across town.  They were moving very far away, from Kansas to North Dakota.  He said they might come back to visit sometimes.  But I knew that we wouldn’t see each other very much after he and his family moved away.  I wouldn’t be able to play with him.  I was losing a friend.  That made me very sad.
That night at my house, my mother and dad could tell that I was sad.  They knew why, too.  Doug’s parents had already told them their family was moving.  Doug’s dad had been offered a really good job in North Dakota.

My mother told me, “Terry, you’re not really losing a friend.  You and Doug can still be friends; you will still like each other.  And they’ll come back to visit.”  But I said, “It’s not going to be the same.  We won’t see each other almost every day, like we do now.  We won’t be able to play together.”  Mother said, “That’s true.”  And then she didn’t say anything else for awhile.  
Then she said, “I know you’re sad that Doug and his family are moving away.  Being sad is O.K.  Sometimes, like now, we’re sad because someone we care about is going away.  We can’t count on things staying the same forever.  It’s like when you don’t want to stop playing because you’re having so much fun, but it’s bedtime.  You don’t want the fun to stop and go to sleep, but you have to.”

I said, “I just wish they didn’t have to move.”  Mother said, “I know.  I do, too.  But remember that you might not have ever gotten to be friends with Doug in the first place.  Remember when they first moved here?  You didn’t know each other right at first; you didn’t know you’d get to be friends.  And then you did, and you’ve had so much fun together.  Part of growing up is learning how to be thankful for things you really care about, even when they go away.  When someone we care about has to leave, remembering we were lucky to know them can help us say goodbye.”
Well, Doug and his family moved.  I remember the day they left, too.  Their car was all packed and they were towing a U-Haul trailer behind it.  We said goodbye in their driveway.  Doug and his family did come back for visits, and we stayed friends for many years.  It wasn’t like it had been, going over to each other’s house all the time.  But remembering all the fun times we had did help a little.  And I’ve never forgotten my friend, Doug.
In the recovery trajectory, “normal functioning temporarily gives way to symptoms of depression, for example, usually for a period of at least several months.  But then the individual gradually returns to pre-event levels.”  “Chronic dysfunction” describes “prolonged suffering and inability to function, usually lasting several years or longer.”  Delayed grief or trauma is present when adjustment seems normal, but then distress and symptoms increase months later.  

Only a small subset – five to fifteen per cent – struggle in a way that says they need help.’”   

These people were not necessarily the hardiest or the healthiest.  They just managed, by one means or another, to muddle through.  ‘Most people just plain cope well,’ Bonanno says.  The vast majority of people get over traumatic events, and get over them remarkably well.  

� By Dan Whitcomb and Jill Serjeant, Tuesday, Sep 15, 2009 Los Angeles (Yahoo! News; Reuters)


� Love and Death, My Journey through the Valley of the Shadow, Forrest Church, xi. 


� Church, Love and Death, 6.





