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Who am I? How do I find my truth? Am I alone? Who will help me? How can I be happy? These are the big questions that arise in our adolescence. When we first articulate them, we don’t realize that they might cycle back through our lives over and over again. We begin life in an innocence whose ideal of purity has birthed many books, poems and essays. An innocence that lasts until we know that we and our parents are separate entities, that we and our puppy, trees, rocks, are separate things.

But we sense, even as these separations become a fact, that there is unity somehow. The number of religions in the world are testament to the need to find answers to our questions. The word itself, "religion", means, on its deepest level, to return and to bind. To connect back.

Guidance comes from so many sources; here are a few:


Judaism--Psalm 121

“I will lift up my eyes unto the hills from whence cometh my help.

My help cometh from the Lord,

Which made heaven and earth.

He will not suffer thy foot to be moved;

he that keepeth thee will not slumber.

 

From Islam, The Qur’an, the most important verse for Muslims:

chp112:14

“Say: He is Allah,

The One and Only

Allah, the Eternal, Absolute.

He begets not, nor is He begotten.

And there is none like unto Him”

 

Early Christianity--John chp 8:12

“I am the light of the world:

He who follows Me shall not walk in the darkness,

But shall have the light of life.”

 

　
The Society of Friends

The heart of Quakerism is the belief in an Inner light,

a part of God’s spirit

That dwells in every human soul.

 

　
Unitarian Universalism

One of [our] sources is the “direct experience of that transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to the forces which create and uphold life."

The Buddha
Believe nothing merely because you have been told it.

Do not believe what your teacher tells you merely out of respect for the teacher.

But whatever, after due examination and analysis,

you find to be kind, conducive to the good, the benefit, the welfare of all beings--that doctrine believe and cling to, and take it as your guide.


and
We are what we think.

All that we are arises in our thoughts.

With our thoughts, we make the world.

“Here be dragons“. These are words written on an ancient map to warn sailors of possible threats ahead in the uncharted waters. “Life is difficult.” These are the first words of M. Scott Peck in his book The Road Less Traveled. Suffering is one of the 4 Truths of Buddhism, he tells us. It comes, it goes in our consciousness, but it is a definite builder in shaping anyone’s life. How we deal with, carry, accept suffering makes a huge difference in the quality of our days. Do we resent it, fight it off with anger ? Do we dwell in it and it in us, a freefall through our days into oblivion? Do we figure out a way to stand in the wind and wave of the suffering to let it pass through us, wash over us? Do we hammer it with logic into a shape we can manage? Do we allow hope to engage us, to believe that things can change? Do we call to our God to help us?

Do we feel surrounded by others who care for us or are we on our own? In reading a book called Faith by Sharon Salzberg I found the recounting of a woman who had survived the bombing in Japan. She said “When the bomb dropped, we all became completely separate human beings.” The desolation and paralysis this produces is devastating. And so we seek for a way of being that will keep us steady and able to go forward, confident in our purpose, with clarity of heart and mind. Connected and reconnected.

Because it is a most fervent desire and need to be a part of, to feel connection to a larger whole we sense is there, is the Reality.

In order to do this we must bring Compassion and Awareness into our lives. Have compassion for each soul say all the religions. Wake up! Be aware, says the Buddha. Both are ways of freeing the soul from the dragons of life. Love and Awareness create the possibility of our agency for good in the world. They help us to remember that if life is difficult, it is also joyous and we are not alone in its celebration. 

So how does Harry Potter figure in all of this? For that is where the sermon title Expecto Patronum! comes from. First, for the uninitiated, I must say that the tales of Harry Potter center on a teenaged boy who discovers he’s a wizard and how he learns about himself, the powers of his gift and life with others. The stories, though set in fantastic places with magic a major player, nevertheless speak to the life we experience on a daily basis (which itself may not feel real at all sometimes). Wizards, of course, have magic spells. The author J.K. Rowling has had fun with wordplay and invention throughout the books. Expecto Patronum, however, is proper Latin meaning “I await a protector“. It is, according to the story, a very difficult incantation to achieve. It presents a very compelling idea: that you can, with sufficient focus and intensity of purpose, say an incantation and then be protected from all evil by a force that you produce-- out of yourself-- on the spot. That a successful patronus charm produces a bright light in a form particular to each practitioner, makes all of this very interesting to me.

Now, here’s the trick of the patronus charm: you must think of the most happy time in your life and concentrate on it to the exclusion of all else. This must be a happiness that is of the soul, not the daily life of games or wishes. In Harry’s case, this was a dim memory, actually not even a memory but a feeling, of being with his parents as a small child before they were killed. Although they are dead, his connection to them is strong. It fills him with power. And this is what faith is: A dominating connection to good and the willingness to go forward into the uncharted territory of your life with confidence. Sharon Salzberg calls this “faithing”, to faith. No matter what you name your reality, it is your active and deep connection to it, your faithing that opens a way forward. Whether you have a name for a being that holds you or simply the conviction that there is Truth somewhere--this has power for you.

IF, I say IF you were told that you could flourish a wand, say the right words and produce a force that would protect you from evil, wouldn’t you want it? The glory, if I may say, is in the details as so many religions more or less operate on the basis of their ability to do this ---to give us a way to navigate those things which would cause us the most harm: fear of Death with a capital “D” and all the little deaths of ordinary life---joylessness, chronic anger, desperation, overwhelming loneliness, to name a few---Those things that have a dementing affect on us, that we need to deal with. By practicing a way of life that gives us navigation tools, that keeps us faithing, we can make a way for the good to be present in our lives.

It seems that the deepest happiness of our souls is to find connection with that spirit that moves us toward joy. Joy that is seated even in the midst of deep sorrow. Perhaps it is how we felt as new arrivals here in this life, the sense that we are one with all that is. We come to understand that this connection can be manifested during our lifetimes, and that the daily work of doing this is holy and the name for that joy is love.

Harry is a person who, unknowingly at first, moves through the world with love as his basic guide. It infuses his quest for understanding the world and himself; it operates in his friendships which are deep and trusting and is even a signature in his way of battle (He moves to disarm rather than kill even his most evil opponent.) He’s far from perfect, he’s just a kid, he makes terrible and tragic mistakes---- in short, he is human. Told repeatedly by his wise headmaster that he, Harry, has something more powerful than any evil---he can love, elicits some teenage eye rolling until he finally begins to understand the wisdom of it.

When Harry uses the charm to save his life and that of his godfather, it produces a bright light in which gallops a silvery stag, the animal that was once that of his father’s patronus. If, as William Wordsworth says, we are born “trailing clouds of glory”, that glory travels with us all our lives. Our power is at our disposal in the form that means the most to us, whether from a God in heaven or not, at any hour of the day. We are surrounded by the goodness of the world as well as its ugliest, fearsome thieves of joy. It takes practice to keep the way to the good open and close to you. It takes faithing.

It also helps to remember that, in any case, the “protector” we await is our own loving hearts that recognizes that of every other.
