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I have childhood memories of my mother or dad waking my brother and me up in the morning.  Usually, of course, it was just part of the usual morning routine.  We, and my sisters in their rooms, would be awakened and get dressed.  Then we kids would often practice piano or our other musical instrument, or sometimes do some last-minute studying for a test.  The family would eat breakfast together.  And then we’d head off for school or church, depending on the day.  

But some of my favorite memories are of the wake-up calls in the summer or for Thanksgiving or Christmas.  Those were when we were getting ready to leave on a summer vacation or a holiday trip to my grandparents’ house, which was about four hours away.  Even though those wake-up calls came very early when it was still dark, my excitement overcame my sleepiness and desire to stay in bed.  Those wake-up calls were for something I was looking forward to.

I don’t know when I started using an alarm clock.  Probably sometime in high school.  By that time, I had an early morning paper route and papers were delivered about 5 a.m., I think.  That was a wake-up call to go do a job, something I had responsibility for and was paid to do.  A wake-up call for duty.  

There have been a few times in my life when one wake-up call has not been enough, or at least I didn’t think it was.  Each night before I took the 3-day Arizona bar exam, I arranged to have the hotel give me a wake-up call, and I set two alarm clocks.  I had already moved to Arizona and had taken a job at my law firm.  You can’t be licensed to practice law in any state without passing the bar.  So I needed to pass the exam to keep my job and I wanted all the time the exam allowed.  Those redundant wake-up calls were for something that was just too important to miss.  

The metaphor of awakening is, of course, an ancient one.  Huston Smith, in his great work The World’s Religions, wrote that people asked the Buddha not who he was but rather what he was, what “order of being” he belonged to.  “‘Are you a god?’ they asked.  ‘No.’  ‘An angel?’  ‘No.’  ‘A saint?’  ‘No.’  ‘Then what are you?’  Buddha answered, ‘I am awake.’  His answer became his title, for this is what Buddha means.  The Sanskrit root budh denotes both to wake up and to know.  Buddha, then, means the ‘Enlightened One,’ or the ‘Awakened One.’  While the rest of the world was wrapped in the womb of sleep, dreaming a dream known as the waking state of human life, one of their number roused himself.  Buddhism begins with a man who shook off the daze, the doze, the dream-like vagaries of ordinary awareness.  It begins with a man who woke up.” 

Woke up to what?  Well, for Buddhists, waking up to reality, to “the Four Noble Truths: that life is suffering, that the cause of suffering is ignorance and craving, that suffering ends when craving is overcome, and that this can be accomplished by following the Eightfold Path” of right behavior.
  Chris Rohmann writes: “To Buddhists, . . . life is only a fleeting union of cosmic elements . . . that are constantly in flux.  The idea that we have a continuous IDENTITY is an illusion that impedes enlightenment; rebirth occurs because attachment to selfhood generates the repeated aggregation of [accidental circumstances.  That causes] a chain of bodily existences that can be broken only by shedding the delusion of self.”
  

I really think following the Buddhist path may lead to Enlightenment, “to oneness with the universe.”  It is such a pragmatic, scientific, therapeutic, sensible religion.  But it is a very long and difficult spiritual path.  Waking up, and staying awake, takes a lot of effort.

This is as good a time as any to make a confession.  As persuasive as I find Buddhism, I’m afraid of committing to it completely.  The goal is to attain “Enlightenment, or perfect awareness and understanding.”
  Everyone starts out deluded, convinced by the illusion of a separate self.  Every human being starts by seeing herself or himself as a continuous identity.  The truth is that I don’t want to have to give up seeing myself that way and start really believing that I am just a random collection of cosmic accidents; that there is no real me.  I don’t think I want to give up all my self-centered attachments.  I don’t want to stop craving whom and what I love.  I don’t want to stop being selfishly attached to my beliefs, to my accomplishments, to being me.  In other words, I’m not sure how much Enlightenment I want, or how much awakening I can stand.  That’s what makes Buddhism so difficult to practice.  

Still, I can’t ignore the Buddha’s call to wake up, even if I’m not ready to stop dreaming entirely.  I want to wake up at least to many things.  I feel that I’m getting wake-up calls that I need to pay attention to.  There is, of course, a time for sleep “that knits up the raveled sleeve of care,” as Macbeth says in Act II of Shakespeare’s tragedy.   But we need wake-up calls to rouse us from the slumber that Macbeth called “the death of each day’s life.”  We need to wake to each new day, metaphorically as well as physically.  

What needs noticing?  What do we need to be awake to see spiritually?  I’m going to suggest three types of wake-up calls I think I need to pay particular attention to.  First, what do I need to notice, or notice again, about life?  What excites me about living, or brings me joy?  Second, how will I make my one life on this Earth meaningful?  What duties must I fulfill to have a life of meaning?  Third, am I doing what I need to so that when death comes, I will have few regrets about how I lived my life?  What is too important to miss?  Wake-up calls to joy, or duty, or something too important to miss.    

First, wake-up calls to excitement, to joy, to beauty.  What gives us a reason to get out of bed in the morning?  As much as I love life and try to pay attention to its wonders, I sometimes fail.  I am frequently so focused on the demands of work or the mundane that I fail simply to enjoy the world around me.  In those half-hours or half-days, I might as well be asleep for all the attention I pay to everything that brings me joy; loved ones, challenges, Nature, art, physical activity.  How often have I let a temporary inconvenience or small disagreement with a loved one cause me to forget, even for a moment, the joy and love that person gives me?  Every moment spent that way is a waste; a waste of time, a waste of energy, a waste of beauty.  How often do I allow a news story about the worst in life distract me from the kindnesses I see others do every day.  It bothers me that I lose perspective and need to be reminded to pay attention to the wonders all around me.  I think one of the best and most demanding spiritual practices is not taking beauty and loved ones for granted.  

One of my favorite readings from the Navajos is this: “Beauty is before me, and beauty behind me, above me and below me hovers the beautiful.  I am surrounded by it, I am immersed in it.  In my youth, I am aware of it, and in old age, I shall walk quietly the beautiful trail.  In beauty it is begun.  In beauty, it is ended.”

One of the things I love about my relationship with my sister, Ronda, is that we remind each other of the beauty of life.  When we’re together, which isn’t often enough, we often take long walks.  We connect on a deep level and always have, so conversation is almost never superficial.  We talk about everything important in our lives.  Part of doing that is feeling free to interrupt the walking and conversation to point out something we’ve seen on the walk that the other may have missed, or just to share it together.  We have stood quietly transfixed at the top of the hill where the old Capitol building in Iowa City sits, watching a cold, winter sun set in a gold, pink, and dying red blaze.  She has pointed out to me leafy, gnarled oaks; the tracks of a deer in the snow; and bright red berries as we’ve walked through the wooded Hickory Hill nature preserve across from her house.  We recommend books, movies, and music to each other.  When I criticize others, or display my anger or annoyance, or become judgmental or unfair, Ronda reminds me, in word or just by her presence, how much beauty I’m missing by doing so.  Being with Ronda is itself a joy that constantly awakens me to how precious life can be.  

The second type of wake-up call I sometimes need are the ones to duty.  Years ago when my siblings and I were young adults, we would come home to visit my dad and stepmother at their house in the summer and for holidays.  My stepmother, Erma, developed a way of letting us know that we’d slept long enough and that she was ready for some help around the house.  She’d get out the vacuum cleaner and start sweeping right outside wherever we were sleeping.  

My step-brother Randy, never the most industrious person I knew, could easily sleep until noon every day.  To be fair, he also stayed up later than I did.  He was particularly resistant to being roused.  When I used to sleep more than I do now, I remember my parents saying, “Do you want to sleep your whole life away?”  I’ve silently asked the same question of several of my roommates over the years and some of my many nieces and nephews.  It seemed to me that they wasted much of their lives asleep.  Or not doing anything that I would have termed productive.  Which, as I tend to judge, amounts to the same thing.    

Of course, I have done that, too, and recently.  New Year’s Day, I was still officially on vacation from both the church and the law firm.  Nothing that I needed to do couldn’t wait another day or longer.  So I watched three, yes, three, movies at home that I had recorded and wanted to get to.  I thoroughly enjoyed my day.  That was one day I didn’t need a reminder to enjoy life.  But I did perhaps need a wake-up call of another kind.  I’m not kicking myself too hard for not being productive every hour of every day.  But I wouldn’t want just to enjoy my life every day without noticing that others can’t enjoy their lives, or at least not as fully as they should be able to.  I really don’t want to sleep my life away.  The world, beautiful as it is, is also full of hurts and injustices.  Too much enjoyment of our own lives can let us ignore the things that need healing, that need doing.  I, as one blessed with many privileges, sometimes need to be roused to do my duty to others in the world.  Helping others is an important way to make our own lives on this Earth meaningful.
That brings me to the last wake-up call I want to talk about this morning.  Sometimes it’s not beauty or duty I need to wake up to.  Sometimes it’s something else in life that’s too important to miss.


My first year in law school, my roommate, Bob Mills, and I decided to attend a St. Louis Symphony concert one Friday night.  The plan was to drive 3 hours from Columbia, Missouri where our campus was to St. Louis.  Then we’d leave from the concert and drive home to Joplin, Missouri for the weekend.  The concert ended about 10:30 at night and it’s a 6-hour drive from there to Joplin.  But we didn’t have much time and we didn’t want to waste any of it.  We were taking Bob’s car and I was driving.  Bob decided he’d sleep stretched out across the back seat.  

I’d been driving for awhile, I don’t know how long.  All I remember is that suddenly something woke me.  What I woke up to dead ahead was a stop sign for a side road coming into the freeway.  I slammed on the brakes, swerved to miss the stop sign, and went off the roadway into the median.  The car spun 180 degrees and came to rest in the grass and mud of the shallow median.  Bob, the car, and I were unharmed.  But needless to say, I had been jolted awake.  And Bob ended up on the floorboards between the seats instead of lying across the back seat.  He announced that he would drive the remainder of our trip.  The tone of his voice told me we would not be discussing that decision.  But I literally woke up to the fact that staying alive was more important than losing a few hours to sleep.  

 I’ve been jolted awake metaphorically, too.  I have apparently reached an age at which physical stuff starts going wrong.  Or at least an age that reminds you it will someday.  I know some of you have been gotten there ahead of me.  Almost two years ago, I started having persistent numbness and loss of feeling down the outer sides of both arms and in my feet, and unfamiliar back pain.  I went to the doctor who had done my most recent checkup.  He told me that the symptoms sounded like multiple sclerosis.  So he referred me to a specialist.  MRI’s and other tests were done.  They ruled out MS, and no doctor ever found the cause of my symptoms, which went away after while.  But I’d had a jolting wake-up call.  It wasn’t a call to do anything.  It was a reminder of something too important to miss, but that I often don’t pay attention to: Life and health are temporary, fragile, and fleeting.  It turned out that I did not have some dread disease.  But I could have just as easily.  And some day I may.  I’m not going to live forever.

I’ve had wake-up calls that reminded me that those I love will not last forever, either.  My dad is 87 now and we’re blessed to be enjoying his visit to Arizona again this year.  About 15 years ago, Dad had a triple bypass.  Since then he’s had three stent procedures.  One of those occurred when Dad was visiting in Arizona and went to the ER because of chest pain.  As I was driving away from the hospital after visiting him, I was keenly aware that we could have lost him that night . . . or any night.  That was about 8 years ago, and he’s still with us.  But along with the realization that we could have lost him then came a question: Am I living with an awareness that I won’t always have my dad?  Am I awake to that daily reality?  Do I show my gratitude and appreciation to him as often as I could?  Or am I still asleep, ignoring his mortality and mine?  

I have a frightening ability to sleep almost anywhere, anytime.  When I have been very tired, I’ve fallen asleep on dates, which I’ve found doesn’t make a very good impression.  It’s hard to explain that my falling asleep has nothing to do with my interest in the conversation or the person.  I’ve gone to sleep in the middle of boisterous parties.  I have fallen asleep many times in the middle of my own sentence.  And I have gone to sleep while driving and slapping myself in the face in a desperate attempt to stay awake.  A desperate attempt to stay awake.  That’s one way of looking at this mortal life.

The following words by UU minister A. Powell Davies convict me.  “The years of all of us are short, our lives precarious.  Our days and nights go hurrying on and there is scarcely time to do the little that we might.  Yet we find time for bitterness, for petty treason and evasion.  What can we do to stretch our hearts enough to lose their littleness?  Here we are – all of us – all upon this planet, bound together in a common destiny, living our lives between the briefness of the daylight and the dark.  Kindred in this, each lighted by the same precarious, flickering flame of life, how does it happen that we are not kindred in all things else?  How strange and foolish are these walls of separation that divide us!” 

All of us are on a one-way journey toward death.  Yet I can fritter away the precious little time I and others have by being petty, by carping, criticizing, judging, rather than loving and appreciating.  I often act as if we were not all dying!  I am ashamed of myself.  

How many wake-up calls do I need to pay attention to what is most important in life?  How many more will I get?  What’s it going to take for me to live as if I really understand the inevitabilities of life, the things we all share that should bind us together?

I believe that religion asks us to wake up.  All the religions I know ask us to pay attention to what makes life worth living: to beauty; to duty; to what is most important.   I close with a well-known, mental image Buddhists use to remind themselves of life’s realities.  They picture a little bird that rests on your shoulder.  The bird asks:  “Is today the day?  Is today the day that I die?”  That question leads to others.  Am I ready?  Am I doing everything I need to do?  Am I being the person I want to be?  Am I living the life I want to lead?  Are there unimportant things I need to let go of?  What do I need to change in myself?  What do I need to forgive?  There is yet hope that we can wake up while we still have time.  Blessed be.

Benediction:  May we be awakened constantly to beauty, to duty, and to what is most important in this life we all share.  And may we help awaken each other.  Return to the world, determined to see, and hear, and feel it anew.  Amen.
Reading:  from the Foreword to D.T. Suzuki’s An Introduction to Zen Buddhism, by Carl G. Jung, the psychotherapist, p. 21-22.


“The world of consciousness is inevitably a world full of restrictions, of walls blocking the way.  It is of necessity always one-sided, resulting from the essence of consciousness.  No consciousness can harbour more than a very small number of simultaneous conceptions.  All else must lie in shadow, withdrawn from sight.  . . .  Attentiveness is . . . an effort of which we are not permanently capable. . . .  [But w]hat would happen if an individual consciousness were to succeed in embracing at one glance a simultaneous picture of all that it could imagine[?]  If [humans have] already succeeded in building up the structure of the world from the few clear things that [they] can perceive at one and the same time, what godly spectacle would present itself to [their] eyes were [they] able to perceive a great deal all at once and distinctly? . . . “[I]f we add to those the unconscious contents – i.e., contents which are not yet, or no longer, capable of consciousness – then try to imagine a complete spectacle, why, this is beyond the most audacious fantasy.”

Responsive Reading:  # 568, “Connections Are Made Slowly,” by Marge Piercy

Connections are made slowly, sometimes they grow underground.


You cannot tell always by looking what is happening.

More than half a tree is spread out in the soil under your feet.


Penetrate quietly as the earthworm that blows no trumpet.

Fight persistently as the creeper that brings down the tree.


Spread like the squash plant that overruns the garden.

Gnaw in the dark and use the sun to make sugar.

Weave real connections, create real nodes, build real houses.

Live a life you can endure: make love that is loving.

Keep tangling and interweaving and taking more in, a thicket and bramble wilderness to the outside but to us interconnected with rabbit runs and burrows and lairs.
Live as if you like yourself, and it may happen:


Reach out, keep reaching out, keep bringing in.

This is how we are going to live for a long time: not always,

For every gardener knows that after the digging, after the planting, after the long season of tending and growth, the harvest comes.
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