Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Missoula

Order of Service January 6, 2008
Welcoming Music:   Judy Collins- “Farewell To Tarwathie”

Centering Thought:  But how did it happen, that I was the little Resi and suddenly I am the old woman.           From Der RosenKevalier.

Call To Worship

Opening Words:  A poem by Kathryn Stripling Byer entitled “Letting”

LETTING 

go, the leaves try
to teach
me a thing or
two yet
about dying,
as if I have not
seen enough
of that falling
away to last
lifetimes of
wondering what if
I crumpled
and fell
to the ground,
who would look
at me, murmuring
oh, what a
graceful
departure, that
old woman floating
so gently
down onto
the compost pile.

Chalice Lighting: Each morning we must hold out the chalice of our being                                      




to receive, to carry, and give back.  Dag Hammarskjold

Welcome:  We welcome all newcomers, inviting you to share in our fellowship of spiritual freedom, religious tolerance and free spoken diversity. We are a lay lead congregation where all may contribute to the organization of this church and to the presentation of its services.

Music:  Guy Clark- “The Cape”

                       THE CAPE by Guy Clark

Eight years old with flour sack cape

Tied all around his neck

He climbed up on the garage

Figurin’ what the heck

He screwed his courage up so tight

The whole thing come unwound

He got a runnin’ start and bless his heart

He headed for the ground

Chorus

He’s one of those who knows that life

Is just a leap of faith

Spread your arms and hold your breath

Always trust your cape

All grown up with a flour sack cape 

Tied all around his dream

He’s full of piss and vinegar

He’s bustin’ at the seams

He licked his finger and checked the wind

It’s gonna be do or die

He wasn’t scared of nothin’, boys

He was pretty sure he could fly

Chorus

Old and grey with a flour sack cape

Tied all around his head

He’s still jumpin’ off the garage

And will be till he’s dead

All these years the people said

He’s actin’ like a kid

He did not know he could not fly

So he did

Story For All Ages
Joys And Concerns

Offertory

Poetry:  Kathryn Stripling Byer-  “In The Photograph Gallery”

              Heather Cahoon-  “St. Ignatius, Montana”

IN THE PHOTOGRAPH GALLERY

"She looks like a ghost,"
somebody says,
staring at me
walking my yard of an evening,
if yard you could call it now,
honeysuckle vines running wild
and the blackberries leaping from one side
of dark to another.
1 walk among photographs wondering who it is these people think I am.
"Who is she?"
a child hanging on to her mother's skirt
asks, as if she is frightened
by what she sees,  "just a little old lady,"
her mother soothes.
"That's all she is."
St. Ignatius, Montana
Time is nothing, evolution
has no effect.  All stays the same here
The same buildings that stood
ninety-five years ago
still stand, almost erect.
in the same places. On Fridays
I play the piano for the Senior Citizens.
They eat and talk quietly
about their children and farms
and intensely about the weather
Some are so old they shake as they eat.
As 1 walk home I am very aware
of every building. The buildings,
like the people, have been here too long
every building has, over time,
started to fall. The people have united
in a backward fashion and won't hear otherwise. So fixed
in their ideas, they leave no room
for change. So afraid
that some new idea will come
to tear them down,
they have failed to notice
that they have already begun to fall.

Morning Message:  Thoughts On Aging

 The first essay segment I will read is titled ADOLESCENTS.  It was written by MARGARET MEAD, who was an anthropologist, a professor at Columbia University, and a prolific writer.

At adolescence children begin to move toward an unknown future. The translucent walls of childhood no longer close them in, for suddenly they discover the wide gateways and gates ready to swing open at a touch of the hand. The way is open for them to move away from the family, away from the familiar gardens and ponds and woods where they came to know the natural world, away from the fireside stories told them by their grandmothers, away from the brothers and sisters who will always be older and younger than they, and away from the playmates who shared their earliest games.


Up to adolescence the child lived in a circumscribed world. However individual and gifted, lively and intelligent he seemed to his parents, he was still a child for whom others had to plan, who had to be admonished, hedged about with protective rules, and kept within bounds. But with adolescence the old rules lose their meaning, and children begin to look beyond the old boundaries with new farseeing eyes. The adolescent boy gives up the dream of competition with his father in which he sometimes triumphed and sometimes despaired of ever accomplishing as much as his father had. Instead, he now looks forward to what he actually may become. The adolescent girl who once held her doll as her mother held her baby now looks forward in earnest, picturing the woman she will become and the living child she may rock in her arms. At adolescence, children stand at the gates, vividly seeing – and yet not seeing – the pathways of their own lives.  For better or worse, each family has accomplished the task of caring for its sons and daughters, and they have learned, well or badly the essential lessons their parents could teach them.


For the adolescent the paths leading out from the swinging gates are both entrancing and frightening. Even for the youth who has been an intrepid child traveler, the first journeys away from home may seem too difficult to accomplish. Girls who ranged the streams and mountains beside their brothers become shy and timid, their hands hot and cold, their smiles precarious. One day they want to dress as children, the next as women of the world. Each adolescent in his own way hesitates at the threshold. One sallies out and then, frightened by his own temerity, hurries back; but safely inside he looks out longingly, ready to be off again. Another hangs back, willing and unwilling, until at some sign known only to himself he moves ahead boldly, once and for all.
The second essay excerpt I will read is called THINK ABOUT IT.  It was written by FRANK CONROY, a fiction writer and Jazz pianist.

When I was sixteen I worked selling hotdogs at a stand in the Fourteenth Street subway station in New York City, one level above the trains and one below the street, where the crowds continually flowed back and forth. I worked with three Puerto Rican men who could not speak English. I had no Spanish, and although we understood each other well with regard to the tasks at hand, sensing and adjusting to each other’s body movements in the extremely confined space in which we operated, I felt isolate with no one to talk to. On my break I came out from behind the counter and passed the time with two old black men who ran a shoeshine stand in a dark corner of the corridor. It was a poor location, half hidden by columns, and they didn’t have much business. I would sit with my back against the wall while they stood or moved around their ancient elevated stand, talking to each other or to me, but always staring into the distance as they did so.


As the weeks went by I realized that they never looked at anything in their immediate vicinity – not at me or their stand or anybody who might come within ten or fifteen feet. They did not look at approaching customers once they were inside the perimeter. Save for the instant it took to discern the color of the shoes, they did not even look at what they were doing while they worked, but rubbed in polish, brushed, and buffed by feel while looking over their shoulders, into the distance, as if awaiting the arrival of an important person. Of course there wasn’t all that much distance in the underground station, but their behavior was so focused and consistent they seemed somehow to transcend the physical. A powerful mood was created, and I came almost to believe that these men could see through walls, through girders, and around corners to whatever hyperspace it was where who ever it was they were waiting and watching for would finally emerge. Their scattered talk was hip, elliptical, and hinted at mysteries beyond my white boy’s ken, but it was the staring off, the long, steady staring off, that had me hypnotized. I left for a better job, with handshakes from both of them, without understanding what I had seen.


Perhaps ten years later, after playing jazz with black musicians in various Harlem clubs, hanging out uptown with a few young artists and intellectuals, I began to learn from them something of the extraordinarily varied and complex riffs and rituals embraced by different people to help themselves get through life in the ghetto. Fantasy of all kinds – from playful to dangerous – was in the very air of Harlem. It was the spice of uptown life.


Only then did I understand the two shoeshine men. They were trapped in a demeaning situation in a dark corner in an underground corridor in a filthy subway system. Their continuous staring off was a kind of statement, a kind of dance. Our bodies are here, went the statement, but our souls are receiving nourishment from distant sources only we can see. They were powerful magic dancers, sorcerers almost, and thirty-five years later I can still feel the pressure of their spell.

   The light bulb may appear over your head, is what I am saying, but it may be awhile before it actually goes on.

This next reading comes from an essay entitled MIDDLE AGE: BECOMING THE PERSON YOU ALWAYS WERE. It was written by BARBARA ASCHER, an attorney and then full-time writer.


I wish I could remember who said that in middle age we become the person we always were. I think it might be so. In fact I feel it happening. Bits and pieces of self, discarded in adolescent frenzy or early adult preoccupation, seem to be floating downstream and fetching up on my shore. I imagine that when I reach middle age I will be a rock covered with moss borne by spores on the wind and lichen brought by who knows what. At any rate, it will all be familiar. We’ll all nod to each other – the rock, the moss, the lichen, the visiting toad and the perching dove and say, “Nice to see you again.” And then we’ll settle in to stay.


The adolescent heart often dispenses with organized religion. As soon as it was no longer a daily requirement, I refused to go to church. I closed out all memory of comfort or peace found there, the fun of singing hymns louder and higher than the next guy, the soothing familiarity of the Book fo Common Prayer.

Lately I find myself in church and am surprised each time – not knowing why I came, or quite how I got there, but feeling familiar and singing my head off.


It’s very odd to have parts of the self rubbing up against one like a cat.

The final reading is from an essay titled: The View from 80. It was written by MALCOLM COWLEY, who graduated from Harvard in 1920 and was editor of the New Republic.


They gave me a party on my 80th birthday in August, 1978.  First there were cards, letters, telegrams, even a cable of congratulations or condolence; then there were gifts, mostly bottle; there was catered food and finally a big cake with, for some reason, two candles (had I gone back to my very early childhood?). I blew the candles out a little unsteadily. Amid the applause and clatter I thought about a former custom of the Northern Ojibwas when they lived on the shores of Lake Winnepeg. They were kind to their old people, who remembered and enforced the ancient customs of the tribe, but when an old person became decrepit, it was time for him to go. Sometimes he was simply abandoned, with a little food, on an island in the lake. If he deserved special honor, they held a tribal feast for him. The old man sang a death song and danced, if he could. While he was still singing, his son came from behind and brained him with a tomahawk.


That was quick, it was dignified, and I wonder whether it was any more cruel, essentially, than some of our civilized customs or inadvertencies in disposing of the aged. I believe in rites and ceremonies. I believe in big parties for special occasions such as an 80th birhday. It is a sort of belated bar mitzvah, since the 80-year-old, like a Jewish adolescent, is entering a new stage of life; let him or her undergo a rite of passage, with toasts and a cantor. Seventy-year olds have the illusion of being middle-aged, even if they have been pushed back on a shelf. The 80-year-old, looks at the double-dumpling figure and admits that he is old. The last act has begun, and it will be the test of the play.


To enter the country of age is a new experience, different from what you supposed it to be. Nobody, man or woman, knows the country until he has lived in it and has taken out his citizenship papers. Here is my own report, submitted as a road map and guide to some of the principal monuments.


The new octogenarian feels as strong as ever when he is sitting back in a comfortable chair. He ruminates, he dreams, he remembers. He doesn’t want to be disturbed by others. It seems to him that old age is only a costume assumed for those others; the true, the essential self is ageless. In a moment he will rise and go for a ramble in the woods, taking a gun along, or a fishing rod, if it is Spring. Then he creaks to his feet, bending forward to keep his balance, and realizes that he will do nothing of the sort. The body and its surroundings have their messages for him, or only one message: “You are old.” Here are some of the occasions on which he receives the message:

· When it becomes an achievement to do thoughtfully, step by step, what he once did instinctively

· When his bones ache

· When there are more and more little bottles in the medicine cabinet, with instructions for taking four times a day

· When he fumbles and drops his toothbrush

· When his face has bumps and wrinkles, so that he cuts himself while shaving

· When year by year his feet seem farther from his hands

· When he can’t stand on one leg and has trouble pulling on his pants

· When he hesitates on the landing before walking down a flight of stairs

· When he spends more time looking for things misplaced than he spends using them after he (or more often his wife) has found them

· When he falls asleep in the afternoon

· When it becomes harder to bear in mind two things at once

· When a pretty girl passes him on the street and he doesn’t turn his head

· When he forgets names, even of people he say last month (“Now I am beginning to forget nouns,” the poet Conrad Aiken said at 80)

· When he decides not to drive at night anymore

· When everything takes longer to do – bathing, shaving, getting dressed or undressed – but when time passes quickly, as if he were gathering speed while coasting downhill. The year from 79 to 80 is like a week when he was a boy.

I remember a morning many years ago when I was backing out of the parking lot near the railroad station in Brewster, New York. There was a near collision. The driver of the other car jumped out and started to abuse me; he had his fists ready. Then he looked hard at me and said, “Why, you’re an old man.” He got back into his car, slammed the door, and drove away, while I stood there fuming. “I’m only 65” I thought. “He wasn’t driving carefully. I can still take care of myself in a car, or in a fight, for that matter.”


My hair was whiter – it may have been in 1974 – when a young woman rose and offered me her seat in a Madison Avenue bus. That message was kind and also devastating. “Can’t I even stand up?” I thought as I thanked her and declined the seat. But the same thing happened twice the following year, and the second time I gratefully accepted the offer, though with a sense of having diminished myself. “People are right about me,” I thought while wondering why all those kind gestures were made by women. Do men now regard themselves as the weaker sex, not called upon to show consideration? All the same, it was a relief to sit down and relax.
Music:  The Innocence Mission-  “Come Around And See Me”

Come Around and See Me

By The Innocence Mission

Here I am, a sort of prisoner

My body is the cell

And, perhaps, you are the cell key

I have all day long to sit here

And all day is a long time

But my legs don’t want to move me now

Please, all I ask is that you

Come around and see me

The game shows in the mornings

Do their best to entertain

And the news does its best to worry me

(I don’t know why I watch it)

but I like the way 

the TV fills the room with human voice

and sometimes it is amusing

sometimes

Please, all I ask is that you 

Come around and see me

Why don’t you come around and see me?

In the middle of the afternoon

I’m sure it’s much too quiet

Then again, maybe there is noise

And I just can’t hear it

Please, all I ask is that you

Come around and see me

Please, just half an hour inside the twenty-four

Please, just one half an hour

Please, all I ask is that you come around

Why don’t you come around and see me?

Come around and see me

Do you think that I won’t know you?

Well, I’m not senile yet

You talk about putting people in small boxes

You know how that is

Or do you?

Oh, when you are my age, you’re in my place

You’ll understand

I know you will
Discussion

Chalice Extinguishing And Closing Words:  Acknowledge that the evening of life is approaching. But with that approach come foreseeable possibilities. We have only to take advantage of all that those coming decades have in their power to offer. It is incumbent on each of us to cultivate his or her own wisdom.                Sherwin B. Nuland
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