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In my first year of seminary, I cobbled together a couple of different jobs to make ends
meet.  I worked in a bookstore part-time, I kept the books for a small dance company that I was a
part of, I cleaned houses, and in the summers and breaks I temped doing office work.  It was
good to have the flexibility, but I needed to find a job that came with health insurance, more
stability, and hopefully more income.  So I started looking for a new job.  When I was an
undergrad student at Brandeis University I had a couple different jobs in the library, so I applied
for a staff position in the library, that I was only marginally qualified for, and did not get an
interview.  But a couple of months later, when another job came up that I was qualified for in
continuing education, someone in HR forwarded my resume to the hiring manager, I got an
interview, a job, and am now over 15 years into a career in higher education that funded my time
in seminary and my kids’ education.  I bet that many of us can remember people that have helped
us out along our paths, that put some air in our sails and made it possible to go farther or feel
better than we would have without that help.  It was not only the eagle eye of that person in HR
that got me a break, I am sure that my status as an alumna of the university helped, and having
worked on campus when I was a student, and the scholarship that brought me there, and the
ability to pay for cello lessons and an instrument that helped me get that scholarship, and a
school system that put a huge emphasis on the arts and college preparation, and all the parents
who helped raise money to fund programs for my school district, and on and on.  There were a
series of unseen privileges and moments of luck that got me my first job, that gave me a tailwind.

We all experience headwinds.  That day when every light on the way to work is red.
Running late and stepping in a puddle.  Feeling crushed when a stranger, or friend is mean or
rude and knocks one’s confidence for a loop.  It can feel like everything is stacked against us and
we can’t catch a break.  Many people experience invisible headwinds like: systematic racism,
generational poverty, lack of access to resources, education and on and on.  For some people
headwinds, slow us us down and can be hard to move through.  For someone is facing many
invisible headwinds, when they are hit with the regular old stuff that can be challenging: a car
being towed, a parking ticket, being to late work, catching a bad cold, it can be devastating.

Shai Davidai, assistant professor of psychology at The New School for Social Research
and Tom Gilovich, professor of psychology at Cornell University have done a lot of research on
how we respond to headwinds and tailwinds. They assert that it is a common behavior for people
to remember and emphasize headwinds when describing their experience, and when comparing
their experience with that of others.  In Gilovich’s words:

We have to pay attention to the barriers in front of us because we have to get over them,
or get through them in some way. We have to overcome them. We don’t have to pay
attention to those things that are boosting us along. We can just be boosted along. And
that fundamental asymmetry in attention is the headwinds/tailwind asymmetry.  Meaning
that it’s easier to summon emotions that are the opposite of gratitude.

Gilovich, addresses real and perceived headwinds in this example:
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What we’ve shown in the lab is directly applicable to some of the discussions going on in
the country right now. There’s this term that “there’s a war on white males these days,”
white Christian men, and channeled through the headwinds/tailwinds asymmetry, you
could see why that group would think that. That is to say, the influence they’ve had has
decreased, and of course that’s the focus of their attention. That decrease. At the same
time, if you look at it from the outside, what you see is an enormous advantage that had
existed for hundreds of years being reduced just a little bit. And from an outside
perspective, it doesn’t look like at all like a war, it looks like just a little bit of rebalancing
and we even need to rebalance some more.1

In managing the day to day headwinds that challenge us, it can be easy to be oblivious to
the tailwinds that help us on our way.  For some of us those tailwinds are stronger than others.
But all of us experience both visible and invisible help through the relationships we build with
people who put themselves on the line for us, who help us, guide us and are our mentors.  We are
also helped by luck and privileges we all experience in different ways.  Some factors in our
experience might include: our families and relationships, our race, ethnicity, gender, class,
birthplace, age, able-bodiedness, sexual identity, and maybe even our handed-ness.  For some of
us these factors lend headwinds and some tailwinds, but no matter who we are and what our
social location and experience, we are changed by our gratitude.  The act of being grateful makes
us all the more likely to recognize tailwinds and privilege and to not hold on so tightly to the
headwinds, to the things that slow us down and frustrate us, to the things that put blocks in our
path to getting where we need to go, or want to go, and to gain perspective. The more we
practice, the easier it gets, we can know not only from our experience, but now from science!

In the meditation we heard about Mt. St. Helens, Maureen Killoran talks about being at
the mountain a couple of years after it erupted and that at first all she saw was the destruction.  It
wasn’t until she was quiet that in her words, “gradually did our eyes slow and our hearts focus.”
Then she saw the life coming back through the ash.

How had we overlooked the fireweed, that perennial volunteer, its brilliant buds
proclaiming, “Hey, world, we’re back!” What blocked us from celebrating the eager
insect conversations around us? It was right there before us, and we nearly walked away.
Overwhelmed by the devastation, we almost missed the tiny pond, its surface literally
dancing with more tadpoles than I had ever seen.

We do this, you see – we ensnare ourselves with the magnitude of what the poet called
the mutilated world. We get busy, and troubled, and frightened, ….I, at least, need … to
remind myself to be grateful for intermittent beauty and the stubborn gifts of breath and
life. I — maybe you too?  — need ... just quietly to say, “praise be.”

Maureen names that we need reminders, we need to practice gratitude, for is it so easy to
become immune to it, to close our vision, and to miss the possibilities in our world.

When General Assembly, the annual meeting of our denomination, was in Portland, OR
two years ago, I was able to go with my mom.  We went out a few days early and took a road trip
along the Columbia River and then down the Oregon coast.  When I was planning out the route, I

1 http://freakonomics.com/podcast/why-is-my-life-so-hard/, March 15, 2017 @ 11:00pm, by Stephen J. Dubner,
Produced by Christopher Werth.
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didn’t realize that we were going to pass Mt. St. Helens.  As we saw a sign on the highway I said,
“should we stop?” My mom said, “when are we ever going to be back here? yes!” and I
screeched off the highway to take the exit.  It was a many hour detour to actually get to the park
and in to see the mountain, but it was spectacular.  Mt. St. Helens went off not too many years
after I was born, and I remember it being a marker in many people’s lives, and in text books.  35
years later, it was beautiful, and still strange.  I have amazing photos of the snow topped
mountain in the distance with both growing pines, and grey ash covered lava flows still in view.
It was humbling and awe-inspiring to see not only the resilience of nature, but the persistence of
catastrophic destruction, continuing to be in conversation together.  We were so glad that we had
the opportunity to be there.  But we do not need trees growing on apparent moonscapes in order
to spur our gratitude, we only need to be open and attentive.  We can be watching for the literal
and metaphorical road signs for moments to pay attention.  The researcher, Gilovich noted:

We think if some good fortune befell us we’d be happy, we’d be grateful, we’d be happy
forever. We wouldn’t sweat the small stuff anymore. And that’s true for a while. But then
we adapt to it. And all of a sudden we’re sweating the small stuff again.”2

In other words, it’s not just us, we are all works in progress, working toward a more grateful and
aware state of being.  We can’t pin our future well-being on a good fortune yet to come, but
rather are invited to find the tailwinds helping us right now, and see how that changes our
experience.

There is no one way to shape our lives, no one moment, that will turn us into perfect and
grateful people.  It is a constant attention to the winds that shape us.  A recognition that our
experience is not in a vacuum, but in relationship with everyone and everything around us.  Our
second principle affirms justice, equity, and compassion in human relations.  These seem like
obvious states to affirm and work for.  And yet, the struggle for justice, equity, and compassion is
indeed a struggle, not only in the world at large, but in our denomination, congregation, in our
daily lives.  Each time we close our eyes to privilege or power acting in a situation we miss
moments to work for justice, equity, and compassion. It is incredibly hard work--the work of a
lifetime.  Just like gratitude, we have to practice to see the forces, the ruts, the inattention, in our
selves acting in any moment, and with gratitude helping us to see ourselves in relationship to the
larger world, we are poised to live more fully into our potential, and through that, to help build
greater justice, equity, and compassion.

So may it be. Amen.

2 Ibid.

3


