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When I look back over my sermons and consider how many had to be changed the night
before because of violence in the world, it is sad and alarming.  And here we are again.  The
drums of war are beating louder after the attacks in Paris yesterday.  The French Prime Minister
tweeted: "We are at war. We will take exceptional measures. And this war, we will win." And
President Hollande said "We will lead the fight and we will be ruthless”1  I understand the
impulse to be strong and maybe even vicious in the face of a threat to people under one's care,
but this call to arms is incredibly troubling.  I guess France is going to step up operations in Iraq
and Syria, and ISIL or ISIS has also promised to fight back in France, and all over the west.  In
Beirut this week, another ISIS bombing claimed 43 lives and injured 200 people.  I don't know
what the right diplomatic or military answer is, but I do believe that blowing up more stuff and
people is not going to help.  It hasn't yet anyway.  Recently, we have only made power vacuums,
waded into situations we didn't understand and made them worse, and spent trillions of dollars
and hundreds of thousands of lives on war.

Unitarian Universalist minister and poet Nancy Shaffer died of a brain tumor in 2012, and
spent the year of her illness writing a book about her experience called, While There is Still
Light: Writings from a Minister Facing Death.  In her final months, Nancy wrote:

It isn’t love that makes the world go round
but compassion — starting over in gentleness
when love hasn’t been enough or other factors have failed:
a gentle refusal to blame oneself or others
and just begin again.  (REPEAT) 2

When we encounter day to day failures in relationship in our lives, we can aspire to hold them
gently, move away from blame, and try again.  Perfection is not real.  I love this idea and image,
but when I apply it to situations of violence, I think that there are steps before beginning again—
in the realm of communities or nations—something like: communication, reparations,
reconciliation, some major changes and rebuilding of trust.  Sometimes a hurt is so deep, and
loss so grave, that beginning again does not feel possible, but if we do not, where do we end up?
Maybe after violence, when relationships have failed, when love hasn't been there, all we can do
is our best to face the world with compassion and gentleness.

I guarantee you, with a heavy heart, that Syrian refugees who are already hurting so badly
are going to be treated more poorly by some people after these Paris attacks.  We can pray, act
with, and advocate for compassion and gentleness for these people who are just as much victims
of the same terrorist organization, and of their own government.  In the face of violence, it can be
so easy to let go of compassion. We sometimes lose compassion for the victims, who can become
sensationalized, blamed, or hounded, and compassion for the perpetrators, who, no matter how
horrible, evil, or senseless their actions, are still human beings.  Compassion does not mean that
we let perpetrators walk free, but that in our pursuit of them that we do not turn them into
something other than human, do not give them that much power over us, and do not let go of our
own humanity in our treatment of them.

George Tyger asked,

1 Quoted on http://www.cnn.com/2015/11/14/europe/paris-attacks-france-response/index.html
2 Nancy Shaffer, While Still There Is Light: Writings From A Minister Facing Death, 2013.
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How many moments will you spend somewhere you would rather not be? How
many moments will you really live wherever you are?...if we see the bad in it all,
then the moments will grind by one bad day after another and we won’t really be
living but existing, waiting for “real” life to begin. ... Whatever the conditions
may be, there is goodness to be found even if it comes in small moments. A
moment with a good cigar; a moment playing with a child; a moment with friends.
Moment by moment, we live our lives. Like smoke rising into the sky, each
moment will fade away into the next and the next and the next. Will you be
present for the next moment of your life? It’s always up to you.3

One way to hold ourselves in the present is to practice gratitude.  Gratitude and presence are
muscles we have to work, or they can become weak.  It can be so easy to fall into frustration,
anger, or apathy.  I am grateful for a great many people and things, you all among them, and I
remind myself of that, here in community.  Thanksgiving is coming, and though there are other
holidays that encroach on it, the modern celebration remains one of our most simple holidays, a
shared meal and gratitude.  Most people gather with family, chosen family, or the family of a
friend.  Sometimes people get hung up on the particulars of the meal, or relationships that cause
conflict, but generally, Thanksgiving is an opportunity for gratitude, a pause.

We know that gratitude and resiliency impact not only our emotions, but our health.  In a
study from 2008, on the resiliency of Xhosha speaking families in South Africa, respondents
shared that they were grateful to God for family “because family members are strong for each
other and support each other.”  One person said, “Love does not stop anywhere, because love is a
gift from God, loving is natural, no one can deny that.”  Another said, “to share, listen, and trust,
love one another, these things made us strong till today and we are able to console ourselves and
hope is the key.”4  There is grace in these words.  In the face of challenges, these particular
communities rely on their relationships with each other and their God to pull through in a context
of love.  What do you rely on?  When you feel overwhelmed by circumstance, what helps you
through?

In our Unitarian Universalist tradition, we name our interdependence with each other and
with the natural world.  We are all connected, gifted by each others strength and responsible to
each other.  We have tools: we have love, compassion, gentleness, hope, and forgiveness always
in that web, even when we can't feel it in our own hands or hearts.  As we move through the next
days and weeks, listening to people who don't listen themselves, tell us how to respond to acts of
terrorism, we can know that there is support, that there is hope.  As we gather for Thanksgiving,
we can hold our relationships with compassion and gratitude.  No one person can change the
world, or their family, but we are powerful.  May we make choices that connect us with the web
of life, that work for compassion and justice.  May we practice gratitude, strengthening our own
resiliency, and live present in each moment, with hope that we can live into a more
compassionate world.  I am grateful for you, our community, and our work here together.  May
we, through our love, compassion, and work for justice, strengthen the web of life and in our
own small way, help heal the world.

Amen.  So may it be.
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