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Meditation:  a poem entitled “Perhaps the World Ends Here,” by Joy Harjo, who is the 
U.S. Poet Laureate, and also a member of the Muscogee Nation. She is our first Native 
American Poet Laureate. The poem reminds me of how our Thanksgiving dinners this 
week, and all family meals we share, are somehow sacred… 
 
The world begins at a kitchen table. No matter  
what, we must eat to live. 
 
The gifts of earth are brought and prepared, set  
on the table. So it has been since creation,  
and it will go on. 
 
We chase chickens or dogs away from it. Babies  
teethe at the corners. They scrape their  
knees under it. 
 
It is here that children are given instructions on  
what it means to be human. We make men at  
it, we make women. 
 
At this table we gossip, recall enemies and the  
ghosts of lovers. 
 
Our dreams drink coffee with us as they put  
their arms around our children. They laugh  
with us at our poor falling-down selves and as  
we put ourselves back together once again at  
the table. 
 
This table has been a house in the rain, an  
umbrella in the sun. 
 
Wars have begun and ended at this table. It is a  
place to hide in the shadow of terror. A place  
to celebrate the terrible victory. 
 
We have given birth on this table, and have  
prepared our parents for burial here. 
 
At this table we sing with joy, with sorrow. We  
pray of suffering and remorse. We give  
thanks. 
 
Perhaps the world will end at the kitchen table,  
while we are laughing and crying, eating of  
the last sweet bite. 
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First Reading: a short piece by Judah Freed that appeared in the Sun Magazine (October 
2006) 
 
When I went to bed that October night, I knew the wet snow falling outside might be too 
heavy for the diseased elm in my front yard, and that the long limb that hung above my 
old car could break under the weight. For some reason, I ignored the impulse to move my 
car. The limb snapped off overnight. My car was totaled. Until I saved enough to buy 
another car, my eighty-two-year-old mother agreed to loan me hers in exchange for 
driving her to the grocery store and doctors’ appointments. Afterward we’d go out to 
lunch. Our conversations were superficial at first, but we spoke more deeply as the weeks 
passed. We finally apologized for the ways we’d each hurt the other over the years. A 
month after the tree limb fell, my mother was diagnosed with lung cancer. We added trips 
for radiation and chemotherapy to our itinerary. 

Only three weeks later, my mother suffered a major stroke and lost most of her 
ability to speak. She did manage to say that she wanted me to keep her car and that she 
wanted to die. She passed away six days after entering the hospice. On the morning of her 
funeral, driving the car that now was mine, I had a revelation: if I’d moved my car that 
October night, I would never have healed those wounds with my mother. Tears of 
gratitude joined my tears of grief. 
 
 Second Reading: a short teaching tale on how to pray, as retold by Anthony De Mello 
(from Taking Flight p. 31)  
 
Once the Master was at prayer.  The disciples came up to him and said, “Sir, teach us 
how to pray.” This is how he taught them: 

Two men were once walking through a field when they saw an angry bull.  
Instantly they made for the nearest fence with the bull in hot pursuit.  It soon become 
evident to them that they were not going to make it, so one man shouted to the other, 
“We’ve had it!  Nothing can save us.  Say a prayer.  Quick!” 
  The other shouted back, “I’ve never prayed in my life and I don’t have a prayer 
for this occasion.” 
 “Never mind.  The bull is catching up with us. Any prayer will do.” 
 “Well, I’ll say the one I remember my father used to say before meals:  For what 
we are about to receive, Lord, make us truly grateful.” 
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By 
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Elaine and I were driving west on Route 101, a few miles south of San Francisco, when I 
felt a distinct “thump” from somewhere deep within the engine of the car. The car – a 
bright yellow VW Rabbit – lost power, fire and smoke billowed up from under the hood. 
I quickly pulled over and jumped out of the car. So did Elaine. Luckily the flames went 
out without the help of a fire extinguisher. Elaine and I stood there, scratching our heads 
looking at the immobilized, smoking vehicle wondering what had happened, and what we 
were going to do next.  
 
This all happened in early 1988, when Elaine and I were going to school in Berkeley, and 
I was serving as an intern minister at the UU church in Hayward. A few years ago we had 
lunch with Rev. Mark Belletini, who was my internship supervisor back then, and is now 
retired. We were reminiscing about the “good old days,” and Mark mentioned my 
automotive trials as one the most memorable aspects of my internship.  
 
A generous member had donated the old yellow Rabbit to the church for my use. I had 
never owned a car before. I didn’t know anything about cars. And, frankly, I wasn’t 
interested in cars. But at that stage my life, I needed one to get around.  
 
Having the engine explode that afternoon on Route 101 was an eye-opening experience. 
“The only true wisdom is knowing you know nothing,” Socrates said. If he’s right, I don't 
think I have ever again felt quite as wise as that day at the side of the road, completely 
clueless.  
 
What I learned later is that the engine had “thrown a rod.” A piston had gotten jammed 
up in its cylinder, and then shot through the top of the engine block. How could this 
happen? Well, I learned that part of the reason car owners periodically check their oil 
level, pulling out a dipstick and examining it closely, is that if you don’t have enough oil 
in the engine, the pistons won’t have the lubrication they need to operate, and may jam 
up. Prior to my experience on Route 101, I didn’t even know what the Rabbit’s dipstick 
looked like. 
 
But I needed a car. So in the weeks that followed, with help of my friends, and a dog-
eared copy of an auto repair manual called something like “The Idiot’s Guide to the VW 
Rabbit,” and especially the help of a mechanically gifted housemate, I found a 
compatible engine in a junkyard, hauled it home and amazingly, after a lot of trial and 
error, got it installed and working. It was quite ordeal. Dealing with that Rabbit, learning 
about oil and engines, was a real growth experience. 
 

* * * 
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Ah yes, growth experiences. That’s what we call those painful mistakes and mishaps that 
are an unavoidable part of life. Errors and accidents happen. They are no fun. We would 
avoid all unpleasant life experiences if we could. But we can’t. And so the least we can 
do is learn from them. Our trials and tribulations aren’t punishments, and our mistakes 
don’t mean we are failures. Instead we consider ourselves fortunate to be granted growth 
experiences. 
 

* * * 
 
I remember when I was a child, I would sometimes wake up at night with a strange 
aching pain in my legs. Doctors say that “growing pains” are common in young children: 
an aching or throbbing feeling in the legs, the front of the thighs, the calves or behind the 
knees. But although they are called growing pains, doctors say, there is actually no 
evidence that physical growth hurts. They think the pain at night is probably simply a 
consequence of having been too active all day, doing the things children like to do: 
running, climbing and jumping around. 
 
According to modern medicine, growth is not necessarily painful. And not all pain 
necessarily leads to growth… but sometimes it does. 
 

* * * 
 
Dragan Bogunovic knows something about this. He is a doctor who was born in 
Belgrade, Yugoslavia in 1930, and then emigrated to the U.S. in the late 1960s. He wrote 
a book called Heavenly Wisdom about some of the insights he gained throughout decades 
working as a family physician in Wisconsin. “I worked hard, and my life was so good in 
my new welcoming country,” he writes. “However, happiness never lasts forever. When I 
lost my son Boris in a car accident, my life completely changed from one of happiness to 
one of greatest possible sorrow.” 
 
He got the idea for his book after he retired, and was a doctor to only one remaining 
patient: his beloved wife, who now suffered from dementia. He now found time to 
meditate deeply on the lives of the many people he had known, and the meaning of his 
own life - all the sorrows and joys he had known, and his deepening faith that life – 
despite its moments of pain – is nevertheless good. 
 
He writes:  

“Growing is painful. That is why we have the term growing pains. It is not the 
physical pain that hurts; it is more the mental pain in which we face daily 
difficulties while moving through the unknown world. As we move forward, we 
grow, and at the same time we hurt…We move through what is for us a new world. 
We grow, and with that growth we experience more responsibilities and, with more 
responsibilities, more pain. (Heavenly Wisdom: Talent, Imagination, Creativity and 
Wisdom, p. 375) 

 
* * * 
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Growth is a strange and mysterious thing...  From the day we are born, we grow. We 
grow in weight and size. We grow tall and strong, in body and mind. And when we are 
physically at our peek, we continue to grow intellectually, emotionally and spiritually. 
We grow in knowledge, in experience and in wisdom. We grow, and grow, and grow, 
even as our bodies become worn out, and our vision dims, and our hearing is diminished, 
still we grow until the day we die. And after that, when our bodies return to the earth, and 
our actions exist only in the lives of those we have touched, we continue to grow in 
others, giving sustenance to other lives.  
 
Despite all advances of science and technology, we have still not unlocked the mystery of 
life and growth. Though we are able to observe its innumerable manifestations, we can’t 
create it. And we can’t control it. 
 
Growth is the animating force in all things living. It is like a spirit of life (that stirs in our 
hearts, that rises in the sea, and moves in the hand). Some call this spirit holy, imagine it 
divine, or call it God.  
 

* * * 
 
So, the wheel of the year has turned again, and we are once more in the midst of the 
Thanksgiving season. And so we turn our thoughts to gratitude. For what shall we give 
thanks? 
 
For friends and family, of course. For love and courage, for laughter and beauty, for the 
bright voices of our children, and that wisdom or our elders… but life isn’t all love and 
laughter, sunshine and roses. 
 
The story of the two men being chased by an angry bull is silly. No one would be grateful 
to be chased, or much less caught, by an angry bull. But the story is based on real 
religious teachings. It’s based on a passage from the Christian Scriptures, a line in the 
Letter to the Ephesians, in which Paul instructs the faithful: “Always and for everything 
give thanks.” (5:20) 
 
In our second hymn this morning, we sang “for ALL that is our lives, we give our thanks 
and praise, for ALL life is a gift…” 
 
Can we be grateful for everything? 
 

* * * 
 
Peter Gomes, the great Harvard preacher and theologian, who was African American, 
Baptist, and openly gay, said in a Thanksgiving sermon we should do just that: “Think of 
your worst moments, your sorrows, your losses, your sadness and then remember that 
here you are, able to remember them… you got through the worst day of your life… you 
got through the trauma, you got through the trial, you endured the temptation, you 
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survived the bad relationship, you’re making your way out of the dark… remember the 
bad things… then look to see where you are [now].” 
 
It is especially when we remember the difficult moments we have known, and 
acknowledge that we have persevered, and we realize how far we have come -- it’s with 
this explicit contrast in our minds, that gratitude is most deeply felt. 
 
True gratitude is not easy. Real gratitude will never be found by focusing only the happy 
moments of life and side-stepping the difficult.  If we ever want to know true gratitude 
we must be willing to fully embrace the most painful moments of our lives, along with 
life’s pleasures. 
 

* * * 
 
None of us want to experience pain and sadness. None of us want our cars to break down. 
None of us want heavy tree branches to fall. None of us want our loved ones to be ill. 
None of us want to spend our days driving back and forth to doctors’ appointments. None 
of us want to lose those we love. 
 
But somewhere in the midst of these experiences, in the midst of our most difficult 
moments, we may find something else: a revelation. In a conversations over lunch, that is 
initially superficial, but slowly goes deeper, we may dare to share our real feelings, 
complicated as they are: our hopes and disappointments, our longing for love. We may 
find opportunities to apologize for the ways we’ve hurt each other over the years. We 
may heal wounds in ways we could never have imagined. And tears of gratitude may join 
our tears of grief.  
 
At meals around kitchen tables, we may find instructions on what it means to be human. 
We may laugh at our poor falling-down selves, and put ourselves together once again at 
the table; the table where our worlds begin and our worlds end. 
 
Let us sing with joy and with sorrow.  
Let us pray of suffering and remorse.  
And laughing and crying, let us give thanks.  
So be it. Amen. 
 


