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“What Are You Doing For Discernment?”
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One of my favorite authors is Kathleen Dean Moore. She’s chair of the Philosophy Department at Oregon State University, and author of the wonderful book Riverwalking. (A book that ranks right up there, on my “top-10 books of all time” list.) 


In this, her second book, called Holdfast, she describes the day her father gave her children the gift of a field guide. “A gift of rationality. A faith in order” she describes it.

“A faith in order.” – I love that.


Her father was a taxonomist, and had that logical way of thinking. “Every single creature in the natural world can be described in twenty questions, if you get the questions right.” she recalls her father saying. “Is it now, or has it ever been alive, or not? If living, is it animal, or something else? If an animal, warm blooded or cold? One step at a time. Twenty questions.


I understand the appeal of taxonomy, and that “faith in order.”  During a particularly challenging semester of college when my brother was sick, I did  my best to concentrate on my school work while my mind was tied up with matters of life and death.


The only class I did well in that college semester was botany. Presented with a half-slice of a mystery flower sitting on a microscope, we were to figure out its identity using the dichotomous key. I was grateful to lose myself in straightforward questions: are the leaves opposite, or alternating? Leaves smooth, or having serrated edges? Flowers single or grouped? These were questions that a person could answer, by just taking time and looking at the thing. 


It was almost soothing.

These days, life’s questions seem harder. Weighing out what might or might not happen when you put a beloved parent in a nursing home is not a straightforward thing. 


You can’t know the answers to questions like “will she feel abandoned? Will she fall?” in advance. We can only think through options, weigh the choices, make the best decisions we can. It feels wholly inadequate.

I wish there was a dichotomous key to life that I could follow, with logical questions that would help me sort it out. Twenty questions, and you’d have your correct answer. Wouldn’t that be helpful?


Much as I might crave order when I don’t have enough of it, I must admit there’s part of me that finds it appealing when things defy the logical order.  Here’s an example: most animals are either active by day or are nocturnal – but there are a few things that are called “CREPuscular” – they are active at dawn and dusk only, and sleep both day and night. We had a pet lizard once that was most interesting to me for being a creature of the twilight. 


I like to think of such things  as “god coloring outside the lines. On purpose.”


The human mind likes to categorize. We make sense of our lives by sorting things out. We like some things to be as easy as “black or white.  High or low.  Good or evil.  It simplifies life for us, when we can categorize some things easily, saving our brain-power for those more complicated questions.


We won’t all sort things the same way, of course. You may be interested in representing four different food groups on your child’s plate, while that child is more concerned if all things on said plate are the color orange. 


Also, the rules change with time. When I was a little girl I was taught emphatically that certain colors did not “go together” nicely. You didn’t mix those colors in the same outfit, if you wanted to be “presentable.” Now it seems the color rules have all changed – or our concept of what’s acceptable has.


I find it very interesting that society is forced to keep re-thinking its categories and rules. Whether you’re talking about combining colors in an outfit, or interracial marriage, or what genders of people can be married -- we have to keep updating our thinking. Even the concept of gender itself is not cut and dry any more: it’s not as easy as male-or-female – and if you don’t believe it, you’re not getting out of Yarmouth enough. 


As UUs we have tried to expand our thinking and keep up with the changes. It’s not always easy even for us, and harder still for some of other faiths. But the challenge of our faith tradition is to keep opening our minds further, honoring and finding worth in every individual – even if we have a hard time fitting them into our convenient little “categories.” 

Tevye in “Fiddler on the Roof” got to pause the action on the film while he debated  “on the one hand”, and then “on the other hand…” We can’t stop the action, but we still need to consider the alternatives – and even then, to push further -- consider what options we hadn’t even thought of. What personal biases do we have that blind us? When does “Tradition” just get in our way?


So how are we to make the hard decisions in our lives, the ones that cannot be sorted with twenty “right questions”?  The ones that defy categorizing in our usual ways?


What do we do when we can’t sort it out neatly on a chart divided down the middle with “pro” and “con” listed on each side? 


Recently I was trying to decide about something important, and my wise teacher at the Chaplaincy Institute of Maine (“ChIME”) asked me,  “so, what are you doing for discernment?” 

She waited, silently watching me, while I struggled for a good answer. 


(This happens a lot at ChIME. They like to stir things up, and watch us squirm and try to come up with something.)  


What I’m learning through my ChIME program is that there are methods available to me that I’ve underutilized. 

For one thing, there’s this little issue of prayer. 


As UUs we don’t get a lot of help with this topic, and I had always frankly avoided it. When the worship leader here invites us into “a spirit of prayer or meditation” I would just opt for meditation, thanks very much! 


The whole topic of prayer is so tied up with one’s belief about God – and in a UU church you can see why it’s such a dicey topic. 


But now I’m a student at ChIME, and there is no avoiding looking deeper at the issue of prayer. And I’ve become rather curious about how different people define prayer, so I’m becoming a collector of good examples. 

My sister first shook up my idea of prayer, when she said that as she was volunteering to clean her church she’d put out positive energy and warm loving thoughts to the kids who use the room – and she called that “prayer.” 


So, okay – using that broad a stroke, then maybe I did know something of prayer, after all.  I’m no stranger to something similar, which I refer to as “putting out to the Universe” some wish for something, or some energy toward something. But I would have denied that it was prayer, because no specific deity was involved. 

At ChiME class one night we learned about the many different kinds of prayer: there’s petitionary prayer, and intercessory prayer (on behalf of someone who is sick, for instance). There are also prayers of thanksgiving, and of confession. There’s rote prayer. Then there are things like ecstatic dance, and many other things that are prayer-like, too. 


If pressed, I would say that my favorite kind of prayer involves lying flat out on the ground, looking at the sky, and feeling intensely the connection to the earth through my whole body, above and below me. No deity, no words, even – but it feels prayer-like, to me.


Someone once said that “painting was prayer made visible”  and the practice of drawing or painting can certainly be very meditative. I’ve learned to call it part of my spiritual practice. But would I call it prayer?


If you were here for the Sunday service about drumming, or if you’ve participated in Rick Cormier’s drumming circle, you’ll know what I mean about drumming being prayer-like. Certainly you’re raising a positive energy and sending it out there into the Universe.

But while I can agree that these things are prayer-like, it doesn’t help me much when I am called upon to offer a spoken prayer. There’s still that question of who you’re directing it to, that stumps me.

Recently I came across an article in a back-issue of The Sun, where the author and peacemaker Kathy Kelly said this about prayer: “I have prayed, but I have never, to my knowledge, spoken to a deity, and I don’t know that a deity has ever spoken to me – though I could be wrong about that. I don’t want to put forth what I most want to see happen in the world and say “God wants this,” because I don’t know that. But I do know that I am consumed by powerful yearnings, and I call that prayer.”

This summer, going back over some of my ChIME class handouts I re-discovered a wonderful article by Sophy Burnham, about how she views the topic of prayer. She believes that we are praying nearly all the time: sometimes, she says, it’s the little voice inside saying “help help help” or sometimes, “rage rage rage.” And, I would like to add, hopefully just as often saying “yes yes yes” or “thanks thanks thanks” because I don’t believe prayer should always be asking for stuff, or even for help. 


“With our thoughts we make the world,” said the Buddha. If we take this statement literally, writes Burnham, then worrying also constitutes a prayer.


“Worry,” says the Hopi Indian Grandfather David, “is like praying for your worst fears to happen!”


Burnham describes prayer as “quite simply, a yearning of the heart, whether voiced or not. It is thought concentrated and distilled. And, she says, it is the irresistible urge of our human nature to connect and communicate with the source of love, with the energy of the universe. 


Her words in this article are so beautiful and so powerful, I can’t do them justice by giving you bits of them here. I’m immensely grateful to have them. It’s a gift to be given a whole packet of examples of what prayer means to different people, so we can sort out what works for us. Why aren’t we given that, here? Why don’t we talk more about the kinds of prayer available to UUs?

It feels like a major accomplishment of my first year at ChIME that I have developed my own unique kind of prayer. Last winter I undertook the “Winterfest” challenge, where people all over the world committed to 40 days of 40 min. per day of meditation for peace. Even though I wasn’t asked to pray, just to meditate, what happened for me was undeniably prayer. 

We all have deep yearnings. If Kathy Kelly and Sophy Burnham and my sister are right, there are many ways of expressing these yearnings – with or without the involvement of a deity. For me, prayer clarifies intention. 


I’m not expecting direct answers from a divine being on high – but praying about something, in my own little way, does clarify an issue. 


I find myself praying – out loud, even! – in the car as I arrive to my various volunteer activities. It’s about awareness: of what I hope to accomplish, what attitudes I hope to present, my wish to be fully present and open. 

I would like to share with you these lines from the novel Dog Years by Mark Doty:

“What if the kingdom of heaven is the realm of paradox? Attachment and detachment; they flip back and forth like lenses the optometrist shows you: this one, or this one, which is better, which is more clear? You are abandoned by the world and at once wholly loved by it. You are the little baby in arms of time, and time will carry you away. You’re given memory, buoyancy, humor, humility, and friendship; as well as forgetfulness, heaviness, lament, self-pity, and isolation. You’re the crown of creation, and fodder for every little mite and laboring insect that carries the earth’s own children back into the dirt. Everything and nothing. This is it, what surrounds you; the daily life to which you are much of the time asleep – this is it, and this was it the whole time.”  

Maybe the kingdom of heaven is the realm of paradox, as Mark Doty writes. The realm of paradox sounds a little like our UU faith, and a little like the interfaith movement I’m part of at ChIME. The realm of paradox is what faces us all the time as we go about our lives trying to make sense of it all. So the next time you are struggling with one of life’s big issues – you know, the ones that can’t be solved with Twenty “right questions” – ask yourself what tools you are using for discernment. Ask yourself if the categories you’re using are too narrow. Maybe it’s not as simple as “this” or “that” after all, but all of it, and also what’s in the twilight spaces in between.

