Pastor’s Column for April 18th
Hello, Friends.

    This past week John and I have had a few encounters with primal behavior—two disturbing though entirely natural, and one delightfully “wild.”

     The two disturbing instances had to do with animal behaviors. For over a week we watched a pair of Ladderback woodpeckers meticulously and artfully carve out a nest in the broken-off top of a tree in the daycare front yard. Taking turns with the labor, and then, we assumed, with guarding the eggs laid inside the hollowed out tree, they were the perfect example of nature’s parental wisdom and care. Several times we saw them shoo away a starling that kept trying to perch on top or enter the nest hole.

      Then one day we heard the male uttering what sounded like a distress cry, from the top of an adjacent tree—then we saw the starling emerge from the nest, wiping his beak on a branch.

       How that invasion happened we can’t imagine—the parents had seemed so vigilant.

And where the woodpecker pair have gone we don’t know.

       “Nature is sometimes so cruel,” I said that sad day we made the discovery that there would be no hatchlings in that nest, after all. But “cruel” isn’t the right word. Nature just is—and the starling’s behavior was entirely in line with its natural need to eat, to live, to thrive.

       Much more disturbing was a violent episode that happened at our neighborhood dog park a few days ago. A young cat escaped from its home next door, jumped over the fence into the dog park, was immediately attacked by several dogs, and injured to the point of needing to be put down. Two dog owners who tried to intervene were also seriously hurt, and needless to say, everyone present was horrified and heart-broken for the little cat’s owner, who came home to find her front door open, and her beloved pet killed.

      The cat had no “street sense” whatsoever, having only lived inside. The dogs who attacked it weren’t “bad”-- they were doing what dogs do, when a pack mentality sets in.

If they had similarly attacked and killed a squirrel, the degree of upset would have been significantly less.    

        So now to the delightfully wild encounter.  Yesterday we heard a ruckus from the daycare playground that kept getting louder and more insistent. Gladys had been watching out her window and came up the hall chuckling, saying, “Those babies are wild today!”  So John went out to see, and sure enough—every single toddler on the playground was yelling/squealing/hollering at the top of all their baby lungs—eyes wide open, mouths wide open, tiny voices at full tilt primal, energetic, unhinged joyful noisiest volume.

       The teachers were trying to distract and diffuse the moment, concerned about bothering us neighbors—using bubbles, balls, anything they could muster—but the “pack” was in its element, and the contagious wildness just took over—and for the moment, they just stood back, laughing, and let it go.

         John stood across the fence and playfully yelled back—so of course the babies yelled some more.  Great, wild and crazy id energy—people used to pay (do they still?)

ridiculous amounts of money to have therapists encourage them to get in touch with their wild, primal sources of joy in just this way.

      Only recently, some of you may recall I encouraged a bit of “howling,” to help us get re-connected to our “wild, precious lives” (thanks, Mary Oliver).

       My thoughts on all this aren’t fully formed into any kind of neatly pretty spiritual “answer.”  What I am thinking about is this:

        We’re animals, and to some degree to be healthy animals we need to maintain connection to the source of creative, primal, energetic joy. Even as church, we don’t need to always think everything to death—we should have times in worship and elsewhere that empower us to “turn loose” a bit, and let our wild-child-of-God voices be heard.

        And we’re human, self-conscious, and given thoughtful, conscience-based, God-inspired reflective psyches, analytical minds, caring hearts. There’s been way too much knee-jerk, lizard-brain, primally driven reactivity in the mix of our nation’s people, and all nation’s peoples, for too long. The ugliness of some of the behavior at recent political gatherings is indicative of “pack” mentality taking a dark and potentially destructive direction.

         Those of us who are followers of the way of the living Christ need to take note, and take care, and, I believe take action—to counter that dark, ignorant, hateful behavior with thoughts, words, and actions that are rooted in compassionate consciousness, and a commitment to advancing the cause of Christ’s peace in our world.

        Jim Wallis of Sojourners has put forward a covenant for civility, that he’s encouraging Christians of all kinds from all across the belief and practice spectrum to sign on to, and support. Chuck Colson, an avowedly conservative Christian, is only one of many who have joined this initiative.

        What are we willing to say, and do, not just to “counter” “those” people whose behavior we find distasteful—but to facilitate the emergence of a civil environment in which people can be in genuine dialogue about arenas of difference, while honoring one another’s shared humanity, dignity, and sacred worth.

        The risen Christ, who has given us everything, expects everything of us—our very best,  most human, creative, caring selves, in union with our fellow travelers in human skin—even (especially?) those with whom we have real and deep differences.

        I look forward to growing in this area with you this Sunday, all our official days together which are to come, and in the greater community we share, on the journey ahead.

Shalom,

Sarah+  
