For Those Who Are No Longer Here: A Web
There’s something about this time of year, something that makes me take a bit of a melancholy turn of mind, and I think about the web of life, about the interlocking webs of each of our own lives.  Perhaps it’s stronger this year due to the chill weather, and less time out of doors, and with too much time at work.  The days are short, and colder, with less sunlight to lighten the soul:  This clearly has affected me some.   But every year this begins, after the rampant euphoria of the start of a new year wears off, and I realize that in surviving the year past I have lost people and things I value.  So this year I take stock of these things, income tax like, in my mind, and I reflect back…  An emotional W-2 of the last calendar year.  This sermon today, then, is an acknowledgement, an honoring, for those who are no longer here with us, and who were --and remain-- important in the webs of our lives.   And I hope you can forgive the elegiac sense of this sermon:  It is the adagio I feel today, not the scherzo, of the interconnectedness of our life’s webs.

One of the first triggers for this is, oddly, a holiday.  It’s Martin Luther King Day.  Every year, but some more strongly than others, I am jolted by Dr. King’s birthday holiday.  This year is one of the strong years.  MLK Day brings to me a flood of remembrance, not just for the man Martin Luther King, but for the boy I once was, for innocence and idealism lost, and for the times long since gone.   I must confess that this year all this is stronger than it has usually been in the past, because of milestones, and because of you, specifically because of our little Unitarian-Universalist Society of the High Desert.  And because of you, of our Society, and because of this coming back home to UUism, I’ve connected back to many of those I did know back then, in the day, the 60s, who were also UU and of the high school youth group, the LRY.  And I also went to my 40th high school class reunion, at Buena High, in Ventura: another huge reconnection.  
And besides all that, I want to state emphatically for the record that I find our time together on Sunday mornings holy and renewing, even if I do have to go through the difficult and time consuming process of writing a sermon, and coordinating the service...  For I find, in the principles which we acknowledge together every week, and which is manifested in the fellowship and friendship we have developed with each other, another deep reconnection:  This one being with the fact of our interrelatedness, of our utter interdependence in the web of life.  The years take a toll on our webs, breaking some threads, and yet stringing up new ones, if only we are open to the possibilities, and still have our wits about us enough to react to them.  For that reconnection I thank all of you.

Reconnection, acknowledging our interconnectedness, has a price.  It costs emotional capital, and exposes emotional flaws and vulnerabilities that somehow seem to remain, despite the passage of many years and the arrival of “maturity,” to say nothing of the arrival of actual senescence!  Certainly in these sort of reunion gatherings our fallibility is severely exposed:  The embarrassing admission that,  ”No, I didn’t remember their names, that’s why I didn’t introduce you.”   Then there’s the absolute lack of memory about commonly experienced events, which remains crystal clear to others.  Or the unconscious deference you find yourself giving to those glib and dominant ones from high school, who somehow even now, 40 some odd years later, are still a bit intimidating, despite equality (or more!) in life achievement.   And then there are the friends:  A few were good to see and talk to.  Others were disappointing, just a casual acknowledgement or “Hi, Ross, what are you doing now?” …  Without much connection.  A disappointment.  And I thought of those who were not able to attend, and about those who would never be able to come to another reunion, due to their deaths, a true sadness.  There were more of them than I suspected.  The reconnections that can’t happen, and the reconnections that embarrass us, or point out our frailties, or that fail to satisfy us emotionally:  These have their cost. 

And though it technically didn’t happen this year, I thought of the death of my brother in law, Jeff, the carpenter, after a brief and vicious bout with a recurrent and horrible metastatic melanoma.  But it has been only this year that my sister Laura has begun to emerge from her depression, and feel somewhat normal again about her life, and her house, which he built for her and the kids over the years with his own hands.  And I thought of my nieces Shauna and Lee-Ann, growing up now with only the memory of their vibrant father, rather than with his presence; only with the memory of his guidance, and of his sharing in their lives, not the ongoing experience of it.   But they are somehow getting on with it, with this life thing, and getting over it.  I think of Lee-Ann in her senior year of high school, multi talented and bright as a button, about to leave for college.  And my mind drifts to Shauna, with her learning disability, and sweet, naive disposition.  And I wonder what their webs and connections will be like in 40 years, and where their life’s connections will take them.

I thought of the prison inmates I work with, about what the phrase “life sentence” means.  There is life, and the interconnectedness of life, even behind the walls and razor wire, behind the bars.  I thought about the black inmate I’ll call Floyd, who received a sentence of “life plus 10 years” for conspiracy, and possession with intent to sell a large quantity of cocaine.  Now 69 years old and with failed kidneys he has made the choice, just last week, to undergo chronic hemodialysis.  From a strictly medical point of view I have been recommending that for the last 9 months.  Floyd, however, had consistently and steadfastly refused that treatment, and signed a declination paper.  He told me he was never going to get out or be reunited with his family, so why should he accept dialysis?  He told me he had a nephew who had undergone chronic dialysis, and had watched him slowly go downhill and die after several years.  “I’m not afraid of death,” he told me, “so why would I want to go through all that?”  He was not depressed, or angry, just an intelligent man facing his fate squarely.  So why did he change his mind?

Floyd had an episode last week when the medications were no longer able to control his blood pressure, and he had a small stroke.  He arrived in our Health Services in a stuperous condition, and was immediately taken to the hospital.  When he finally got his blood pressure normalized, and he returned to his usual state of mind, he again adamantly refused the hemodialysis urged for him by the hospital physicians.  Accordingly, he was promptly returned to our prison: there was nothing much more that Floyd would let them do, besides give him ever more potent antihypertensives.   But on his return, his black friends started getting ugly.  They saw his obvious new functional deficits and debility, and said that we weren’t doing anything for Floyd.  There was rumbling about revenge on other inmates of other races who were perceived to have gotten better medical care, or even on the medical staff for racial prejudice.  So my  colleague Dr. F. defused the situation by having a conversation with Floyd along with a couple of his close associates.  Floyd told them that it was he himself that had refused dialysis, and that it had nothing to do with the medical staff.  They finally understood:  he had never told them before.  After Dr. F left, they had more conversations among themselves.  The next day Floyd was readmitted to the hospital, and began undergoing dialysis.   And so, there’s another example of connecting to the web of life, for better or worse.

The title, and initial inspiration for this sermon, came from among us.   In thinking about the past year, I thought of our Society, and of those members who are no longer here.  I particularly thought of Aaron and Kelley and Dylan, and Stevie.  Karen and I both remember vividly knocking on Aaron and Kelley’s door one Sunday morning, on a morning when there was no service at their house!  Startled to find two wayward Unitarian pilgrims unexpectedly at their door, they none-the-less graciously and warmly welcomed us into their home, where we chatted a while, and got the scoop on where and when the next meeting would really be!   Aaron’s warm and gentle spirit, and Kelley’s almost instant friendship with Karen were among the first signs that we had really found a church home here in the high desert.  And Stevie, with her shy, gentle laugh and inquisitive spirit, and sensitivity to the natural world around us, is a person I just instinctively liked.   I mourn their apparent loss in our web, both personally and for our Society.   I hope the spinner of the web has a thread for them, a strand to repair the web, to pull us all closer, together again.
But as I mentioned at the outset, it’s Martin Luther King Day that really opens up memories of old webs, the emotional floodgates.  Perhaps some of you know that in those years, back in the day of the sixties, that I was a hitchhiking fool.  One fateful spring break in April, 1968, at age 18, I set out from Ventura, to hitchhike across the country to Washington D.C., where there was a LRY Middle Atlantic Conference known as Triangle taking place.  I had about $150 in my pocket, as I figured I’d not have enough time to make it all the way, and that I’d have to buy a plane ticket from somewhere.  I started the trip trying to get a ride in a corporate jet returning to its base empty after a trip to LA.  In those days that was usually an easy thing to do, as the pilots liked the company, and the lawyers hadn’t figured out all the liability stuff!  So I got to Van Nuys airport, and waited in the waiting room there for 36 hours, but literally got no where, despite the help of the desk agents, with whom I had become friends.  I finally took a flight to Flagstaff on a single engine Cessna, as that was the best I could do.  There I was forced to return to the surface for my rides, as the agents in Flagstaff were unfriendly and would not let me stay in the business terminal and solicit airplane rides, despite good words from the Cessna pilot. After many rides I got to Midland-Odessa Texas, where I met up with Bruce the Molasses Man.  Bruce’s story is for another time, but suffice it to say that we teamed up and hitched a ride with great difficulty to McAllister, Oklahoma... But it was impossible for the both of us long-hairs to get a ride together out of that smallish town, which has a large federal prison, an unfortunate fact I was unaware of until I joined the Federal Bureau of Prisons some 30 years later.   So I dipped into my cash and bought the destitute Bruce a Greyhound ticket to Dallas, his destination.
At that point I decided that the only way out of town was the rails.  And since I was on a road adjacent to the freight yard, I hopped into a boxcar on a train heading east, with the helpful advice of a yard bull who said he didn’t see me.  It was late afternoon, and the train rolled into Nashville, Tennessee in the middle of the night.  Coming into the city I saw the flames around the outskirts, but was unaware of their significance:   I thought they were from the local dump, burning trash.  In the Nashville switching yard I found out on which track the next eastbound freight was to leave, and I jumped into another empty boxcar.  The train left shortly, and I spent the next 12 hours or so bouncing around through the night.  Sleep was virtually impossible due to the reverberating noise under that metal roof, the constant slamming of the car couplers together, and the violent side to side shaking and swaying of the unloaded car.  The next morning I was relieved to see the railroad signs for Memphis, both because the train had indeed gone east as advertised, and because my traveling time was up, and I had to buy an airplane ticket into Washington D.C., and Memphis was a big enough city to have an airport with enough flights.  

I knew it was Monday, but on the road I hadn’t been in touch with any radio or news, nor had I seen a newspaper in some three or four days.  Approaching Memphis, I looked out at the outskirts of town in the clear morning light.  The streets seemed strangely quiet.  I thought it was the early hour.  As the train slowed in its approach to the Memphis yard it passed through more densely populated areas, and then into the city itself, and the sun got higher on the horizon.  I could see the down town, about 5 miles off, marked by tall office buildings.  But there were still no people to be seen.   Then, coming into the railroad yard, which was (and I believe still is) surrounded by the black “ghetto”, I saw the army patrols, and then some smoldering fires, and other places obviously recently burned.  I had no idea what was going on.  
I got out of the freight car after its train had come to a stop in the yard, and found a cold water faucet in the back of an empty gas station to wash in—I was filthy, both with dirt and grease from the rail road, and from not having had a shower in 4 days. The cold water was not the most efficient, but using my sleeping bag as a towel I got the worst of it off.  Thankfully my coat was my father’s old dark Navy issue pea coat:  It didn’t show the dirt!   
It was about that time when I saw the newspapers in a street side stand:  Martin Luther King had been murdered in Memphis!  And yesterday had been his funeral.  The Black portion of the city of Memphis was essentially under army occupation and constant patrol after a “race riot” with mobs pillaging stores and setting fire to vulnerable buildings.  And there I was, about to walk the three or four miles from the rail yards to the down town, where I could buy my plane ticket and get the bus to take me to the airport.  The road down town was a straight shot, and turned out to be the main drag of the Black part of town, and the center of the riots and burning.   As I walked those four miles, I occasionally saw a black family or face look out of their doors at me, and at intervals I got equally curious stares from the National Guard troops on their patrols.  I arrived uneventfully at the downtown Peabody Hotel, famous for its genteel Southern Hospitality, including smiling Black porters and a lobby fountain with families of ducks swimming around, oblivious to the hurrying business men and white families.  I bought my ticket, and had a couple of hours to wander around—It was now safe enough to walk outside, I was told, “Suh.”   A couple of blocks away, in a park on a bluff overlooking the Mississippi River I found a  granite monument, erected by the Daughters of the Confederacy, with a relief picture of an antebellum mansion, and bearing the words “In Memory of the Old South.”  And I thought to myself, “The legacy of the old south indeed, Jim Crow and racism and murder and riots.”  I went back to the hotel, and caught my airport limosine. (On the way, we passed by the motel where King had been shot, the driver said:  And I recognized it to be so on the television news reports I would later see) I finally boarded my flight that day to another place, worlds apart, and worlds away.

So my web had been torn during that trip, only I hadn’t known about it until I arrived in Memphis, three days after that fateful afternoon.   For I too had had his dream.  That all God’s children could live in knowledge of the divine web.  That all would recognize the essential, irreplaceable role each of us has to play in this earth, and that from that recognition, respect for others and peace would emerge from the children of a generation who saw a different way.  We had the dreams, we had been to the Lincoln Memorial and seen a hundred thousand people in the reflection pool, “Black and White, Catholic and Protestant, Muslim and Jew,” all together, in unity.  And we had seen that dream shatter on a day in April, 1968, as we had seen other dreams shattered in November, of 1963, our webs incalculably impoverished from those terrible losses, and the ongoing cruelty of senseless wars in far away Viet Nam, and Laos, and Cambodia, which alienated us all from one another, citizen and soldier alike.  And this 18 year old kid landed in the midst of it, in the ghettoized railroad yard of Memphis, Tennessee, innocent, naïve, and unknowing.
So the time of a new year, of the winter solstice, and of Martin Luther King’s birthday is a thought provoking, deep time for me.  It causes me to remember, and to cherish those who have laid the threads in my personal web.  It reminds me of the tears in its fabric that time and distance and the happenstance of life and death all conspire to cause.  It reminds me that connections, reconnections, and even memories all have their emotional toll, the cost of our life itself.  And finally, this time of year reminds me of the Web Maker herself, who, as we have heard, wove the stars and galaxies and each of us into our place, to live and shine, in harmony.   

Blessed be.   
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