GUEST AT YOUR TABLE

Sunday, November 30, 2008

A black limousine pulled up in front of Buckingham Palace. The chauffeur opened the door, and a short, portly man emerged. Walking up the steps of the palace, the full impact of the moment struck him. The year was 1940. It was one of the most chaotic times in human history. 

Neville Chamberlain had resigned as prime minister of England. The Third Reich was in power in Germany and Austria. Joseph Stalin was looking to President Roosevelt and the United States for help. War had broken out in many places, but the worst was yet to come; the whole world was on the brink of war.

There on the steps of Buckingham Palace, Winston Churchill knew that King George VI was about to ask him to be the prime minister of a new coalition government. Later, Churchill said that, at that moment, it was as though time had stopped and as though every person with whom he’d ever spoken every class he’d ever taken, every book he’d ever read. Every essay he’d ever written. . . ...had all been preparing him for this decisive hour. In his memoirs, he wrote, “It seemed that I had come to this moment in history for such a time as this.”

Have you ever experienced the feeling of being the right person in the right place at the right time? What if we chose to believe that we are always the right person in the right place at the right time? Can we imagine that we, too, have come to this moment in history for such a time as this? What if we, like Churchill, choose to say yes?

Rosa Parks didn’t set out to change the course of history on December 1, 1955. She “just wanted “she said, “to go home.” But her decision to stay seated at the front of the bus set in motion a boycott that energized a powerful movement for justice and freedom. Rosa Parks was the right person in the right place for such a time. And Rosa Parks said yes.

We know the names Winston Churchill and Rosa Parks. But there are also countless so-called everyday heroes, people who surface in the news for a day or so and then return to the relative obscurity of their lives. What sets them apart for the moment of fame is that they said yes.

A young man whose name I don’t know was driving a pickup truck down the southeast expressway in Boston when he saw a semi-trailer coming from the opposite direction. It swerved off the road and rolled over. The young man pulled off the road and rolled over. The young man pulled off the road, jumped out, and sprinted across the highway. vaulting over the divider in middle and dodging eight lanes of traffic. Coming up to the semi, he could see the driver suspended by his seatbelt, hanging upside down in the cab. young man kicked in the drivers’ window, released the seatbelt, and dragged the driver to safety as the semi burst into flames. “It was to hot.” he said later. “my lighter exploded in my pocket.”

When asked why he had risked his life for a stranger, the young man appeared utterly baffled by the question. Like so many everyday heroes, he answered, “I was there.”  He was there, the right person at the right place for such a time . . . and he said yes.

It is no secret that this is a dark night of the soul of the United States. As a nation, we are running on empty. There has never been a more urgent time for people of faith to raise our voices and answer the call to spiritual leadership. Maybe you think you didn’t sign up for that; you were just coming to worship! You gave at the office. You give in your church, your neighborhood, your town. Or you’ve given, and now it’s someone else’s turn. Someone forgot to tell you that the reward for work well done is not rest, but more work!

Diego Rivera was still painting murals at 71, Ben Franklin developed glasses at 78.  Michelangelo was 80 when he painted the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, and Buddha was still teaching at 80. At 86, Sojourner Truth was still working with newly freed slaves. Although retired from politics in 1999, today, at over 90, Nelson Mandela campaigns tirelessly to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS, and Oliver Wendell Holmes served on the Supreme Court at 91. Do you remember the Johnny Carson show? One night, Johnny had a guest who was 100 years old. “How do you do it?’ Johnny asked. “What’s your secret?” “Anybody can do it,” the man replied. “I can teach you how to   live to be 100 with just three words; Just keep breathing!”

Breathe and believe and say yes. The world needs you . . . for such a time as this.  As Unitarian Universalist, we are called to love, service, justice, and peace. We are called to ask ourselves, to what will I say yes? What is my small act? And what is my next small act? What is it that I will do with great love and so help to usher in the changes we dream …for such a time as this?

Our faith has the resources for change; take heart! It’s hard work keeping hope alive, but that is precisely what we are called to do. We are called to great love and to live our vision of a just and peaceful world. We are called to believe that, indeed, we have come, the right people in the right place at the right time . . . for such a time as this. We are called to say yes.

And so I am asking you today, to say yes to this small act. For when we band together, even sharing our smallest blessings with a welcomed guest at out table can help build great and powerful things.
