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One Wild & Precious Life

Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson

Cloudette was exhausted, but happy.  

Have you ever felt that? Exhausted but happy, 

because you did something that mattered – 

something that was yours to do, and maybe it was hard,

but you did it,

and you felt like,

you felt like,

you were somebody? 

That you were a river flowing,

that a river was flowing in you,

and you remembered

I am somebody.

I matter.  

Exhausted but happy.  

You ever felt like that? 

Like you had a purpose, and you met it, and it was worthy, and it was good, 

and life was good – 

this is what I mean when I say happy . . . 

not content, not at east, not drugged out or distracted 

not ignoring the call to service and action and presence, 

but leaning into it, answer it . . . 

exhausted but happy.  

you ever felt like that? 

Like you did something that mattered, right then, right there,

like you mattered,

like you matter.

You do, you know?  

This is the first thing.  

When we say that each person has some kind of purpose,

some kind of calling, that your choices and actions count,

that you have, at least, that you can have,

a mission, a vision for your life,

when we say that everyone has a mission,

this is the first thing:

everyone counts.  

You.

Matter.  

You are somebody.  

There’s a river was written by Rose Sanders, that what it says in your hymnal,

but later she changed her name to Faya Rose Toure, 

she was the first black female judge in Alamaba,

and that ain’t nothing, is it?  

And every year, she coordinated a march, a Jubilee March she calls it, 

across a bridge in Selma, Alabama,

you know the one, 

The Edmund Pettis Bridge.

This is Judge Toure, leading a die-in on the bridge,

in 2016,

to protest and draw attention to continuing discrimination in Selma,

in particular. 

And it’s telling me . . . I’m somebody.  

It’s telling me, I’m somebody.  

Look, even someone like me – 

who looks like what society has always found worthy,

who has a job full of meaning and purpose,

who has friends and family and hobbies and all the rest,

sometimes,

sometimes, 

I doubt whether I matter. 

Whether I have worth, our count.  

I do – I think all of us do!  

Everyone I’ve ever met thinks this way sometimes, right?

We wonder if it matters, if we matter.  

This is why I need theologians like Judge Toure, 

and Howard Thurman, 

who need to begin by saying, clearly and without question,

I am somebody.  

And I am somebody because there is a river in my soul,

and I am somebody because I am the child of God,

and the dust of stars, and I am a human being,

and I matter.

It is an assertion of faith, of religion, of humanism, of courage,

an assertion of love:

you matter.

You do.  

You too.  

You are worthy and valuable and holy

and you don’t have to do anything to deserve it.  

You just are.  

The world is there for you, and you are part of it,

and you are loved and lovable and able to love.  

That’s first.  

That’s first.  

Second is this:

what will you do with your one wild and precious life?

You don’t have to do anything with it in order to be holy and sacred.

You don’t have to!

But don’t you want to?

Don’t you want to feel alive?

Exhausted and happy at once?

I don’t know what a prayer is, exactly,

but I do know how to lie down in the grass 

and tell me, what is it you plan to do

with your one wild and precious life?

What will be your mission? 

What will you say yes to?  

This is second.

First is you are worthy.

Because you are worthy, you can choose a mission, a purpose,

a way to live out-loud – 

but that comes second. 

You don’t have to have a mission to be worthy of one. 

What’s your mission?

What will you say yes to?

I think about this a lot. 

Isaac Guerrero, who writes for our local paper,

recently wrote some words I really liked:

he said,

“They say the squeaky wheel gets the oil,

and whether you agree with him or not,

you can’t deny,

Rev. Johnson knows how to squeak.”  

As a personal mission statement, that’s not so bad.

I’ve been called a lot worse.

“He squeaks for justice” – maybe I could translate that into latin

and make it an official motto.

Actually, I spent some time last May 

working with a coach to get some clarity about my personal mission,

and the vision for my life.

It was really great.  

In doing this work, where I charted what had given me joy and purpose – 

exhausted but happy – 

we had been following the advice attributed also to Howard Thurman – 

Don’t ask what the world needs,

ask what makes you come alive,

and do that.

Because what the world needs is people who have come alive.

I love that. 

This world of deadness and drudgery, of forgetting and suffering,

needs people who have come alive.

Now, you need to read that quotation in light of the rest of Thurman’s work,

his advocacy for compassion, for justice, for learning and study – 

it IS NOT enough to say, “well, it makes me feel alive” – 

you have to also ask, is it just, is it caring, is it true. 

But something can be all those things, and it isn’t for you.

It isn’t your work. It might be important work! But it isn’t yours.

We don’t all need to have the same mission statement.

God forbid. 

We need to have our own – 

the combination of what matters to the world,

what makes us come alive

what we’re good at

and what is possible right now. 

That’s the four fold test I recommend to you,

and have found useful for myself:

1 – what matters to the world.

What will make some kind of difference? There are billion things that matter to the world,

you don’t have to chose the most urgent, though you can – 

but make sure that your mission matters to somebody,

water for frogs, food for the hungry, learning for the curious,

art, beauty, a well-built home, a quality relationship with a young person,

or an old one, something that matters to somebody.  

Do not let your mission be narcissistic, something that only is good for you. 

It should be good for you! But not just you.  

2 – what makes us come alive – 

think back on your life so far, what things have made you most joyful,

most exhausted and happy, most connected to the universe? 

Travel? Organizing? Writing? Cooking? Solitude? Friendship? 

What makes you come alive? 

3 – what you’re good at? 

what are your gifts? what do you do well? 

Just because you do something well doesn’t mean it is your mission right now,

by the way. 

Maybe you want to grow a gift you’ve let atrophy.  

Maybe you have a secret talent you’re ready to bring out and show off.

But choose something you’ve got some skill at.  

4- what is possible right now.

If you are caring for a spouse who is not well,

and you want your mission to be to spend some months

working with refugees in Honduras, well, maybe you have to wait. 

We have obligations, responsibilities, and duties.

And our mission needs to fit into those things:

it might not BE those things, but it needs to fit. 

Maybe now isn’t the moment. Maybe it is! 

But you have to exercise some discernment. 

I can’t tell you what goes in the center of this venn diagram,

only you know for yourself, though we could talk it through,

and you should, with a friend or with me or a small group,

because I figured out mine through conversation,

it is very helpful. 

But when you have it, you know it. 

That’s your road, that’s your path through the woods,

and you need to take it.

You need to choose it. 

You have to choose what you want your mission to be – 

and it will shift over time, don’t forget. 

Your mission will change if you have children,

and it will change again when they get older.

It will change when you retire, and it will change again

when you’ve got to take more time to get going each day.

But the general character of it will respond to who you are,

what matters to you,

your gifts, and a sense of mysterious calling – 

a sense of being beckoned – lots of choices are fine,

they look more or less then same,

but standing forever at the fork will not do,

you must choose, and live into the road,

make it your way, 

your own way,

the road not taken – until you take it. 

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood . . . 

the point of the poem is not “go the less popular way”

just like the point of the poem

which includes the line

good fences make good neighbors

is not that good fences actually make good neighbors.

The point is that the roads are pretty similar,

but you have to choose. 

One is a little less well-travelled, maybe,

at least as far as you can see, 

but that’s not very far.

And you have to choose.

You need to say, this is what I am about,

and make a choice,

and go down that way.

Because if you don’t choose,

if you don’t give some thought to what your mission is,

what your vision is,

what matters to you and why,

well, if you don’t think about this,

you’ll just do what they say.

You’ll just bounce from impulse to impulse,

from shouting voice to shouting voice.

Having a mission, having a vision for yourself

is the only way you know to say “no” to the clamoring voices,

they only way to don’t just float on the wind. 

Look, cloudette is having fun, floating along,

but it is when she gets lost

that she begins to wonder: what I am for? 

Sometimes you have to stride into the woods and take the other road.

There are so many voices who are happy to tell you what your mission should be. 

Advertisers, politicians (of both parties), 

your parents, your children, 

self-help gurus and diet mavens, 

the voices go on and on . . . 

do this, be this!

Which ones do you respond to? 

The loudest? The most seductive? The easiest? 

I’ll tell you, when you step into any kind of leadership – 

volunteer, professional, civic, whatever,

those voices get louder. 

I have lots of people who tell me what they think my mission ought to be.

Most of them aren’t even church members!

And sometimes there is wisdom in these voices,

but how will you know unless you’ve thought about what you are for, and why? 

Unless you remember the first thing:

that you matter, that you have inherent worth and dignity,

that you are sacred and holy and important,

and then you remember the second thing,

that you have a unique and individual purpose for your life,

that there is a place where you come alive,

and your gifts and the moment match,

unless you remember those two things,

you will be buffeted and swayed by the crying voices

and shouting screens.  

There is another poem by Mary Oliver about this:

I thought, can we really do to Mary Oliver poems in one day?

And I thought, yes we can. 

It’s called “the journey”

One day you finally knew

what you had to do, and began,

though the voices around you

kept shouting

their bad advice --

though the whole house

began to tremble

and you felt the old tug

at your ankles.

"Mend my life!"

each voice cried.

But you didn't stop.

You knew what you had to do,

though the wind pried

with its stiff fingers

at the very foundations,

though their melancholy

was terrible.

It was already late

enough, and a wild night,

and the road full of fallen

branches and stones.

But little by little,

as you left their voice behind,

the stars began to burn

through the sheets of clouds,

and there was a new voice

which you slowly

recognized as your own,

that kept you company

as you strode deeper and deeper

into the world,

determined to do

the only thing you could do --

determined to save

the only life that you could save.

We give thanks for that sense of calling, 

for the woods that help us find our way,

for all that is our life, for our gifts and for the moment that is before us.

We give thanks for hearing our own voice,

and claiming our mission, living our vision,

this day and every day. 
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What Are We For?

Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson

The ceiling is high to let your soul rise

but also, you are welcome back down to this hallowed ground.

It’s gilded in gold

and in rust.

In gold and rust.

I love this, absolutely love it.  

What does it mean to be gilded in rust,

to be blessed by being worn, 

to not be shiny all the time,

but to be real, rusty,

to hold on,

and find heaven at our feet?

What does it mean to be part of the local institutional church?  

You know, when I was young, 

I didn’t give a ton of thought to the purpose of the church.

The local Unitarian Universalist Church

was a place we went to learn about religion,

and to make friends, 

and to walk in the woods around the building.

We heard old stories and new ones.

And I suppose I thought about the purpose of the church,

its mission, as reflected in its actions.

It wasn’t gold – it was rust, for sure,

but beautiful. 

They were people who gathered in the beauty of nature

to tell stories about how to live

and take care of each other.  

That was their mission, as best five year old me could figure,

at least, that is what they did.  

Later, of course, I thought about the purpose of the church a lot.

When I got the call, the urge, to be a minister

it was always to be a preacher to a congregation;

that, first, and foremost. 

While my friends thought about being hospital chaplains or social agency leaders,

I knew for me that it was the local gathered people. 

But my professors urged me to wonder – and be able to answer, why?

And I had a fancy answer.

It was about how the local gathered church

was an incarnation of the spirit of love,

how the covenantal body, in an Ahrentian sense, gave meaning,

was a public space in which our being was revealed,

that the local church could transform hearts and the world,

so on and so forth. 

They let me graduate anyway, 

despite all the fancy words I had assembled

to say 

“we gather in beauty

to tell stories about life

and care for each other.”

When I went off to my first congregation – 

they were so nice, those people in Colorado Springs,

they were so nice to indulge my fantasies and dreams of how things ought to work.

I read lots of books – about the radical change needed

to make the church relevant in the 21st century,

and how we needed to reinvent the church of the 50’s – 

full of committees and bylaws and old habits – 

in favor of a church for the new era, 

an emergent church, some called it, 

creative, engaged – 

like a 1st century house church, some said,

no, others said, you need to run it like a start-up business, 

so on and so forth. 

And every Sunday, we gathered under the basketball hoop

in the elementary school gym we rented.

We sang as best we could – it was a small group, the piano players 

were volunteers.

We told stories.

We dedicated babies. 

Every once in a while, I would lead a memorial for a parent of a member or such – 

it was a young church,

and in five years there, no member died. 

We told stories, sure,

and we cared for each other,

and when you looked out the window, the rocky mountains loomed overhead, 

so the beauty part was covered. 

And the church grew quickly. 

And one was tempted to think that that was the purpose of the church – 

a net year-over-year increase in membership. 

But to what end? 

After I left there and came here, they had a big fight 

with the minister who came after me.

The economy collapsed, remember that? 

And the church struggled. 

But they’ve now sold the building we bought together,

and are renting space, 

and have a good minister again – 

and they know that maybe the purpose isn’t net year-over-year growth;

though that might be a byproduct of the mission, 

it isn’t the mission.

They know now, I think, what I kept trying to remember 

that the mission is

to gather in a place of beauty – in the church of the earth 

to tell stories about what matters and how to live

and to take care of each other.  

To unveil the bonds of community that bind us to one another,

so that our purpose in enlarged, 

so that justice can be done.  

When the economy collapsed is also the year I came here. 

Some of you were here then, though lots of you have come since.

And the main conversation we had then

was this: what are we for? 

In this new era, what are we for?

I love the word “disillusionment” – when the scales fall off,

and you set aside illusions.  

I hate the word “disillusionment” – I love my illusions,

and I would prefer if you didn’t take them from me. 

When this building was built, in 1966, 

the congregation imagined that the baby boom,

then underway, would just keep on. 

That you would need room for all those children,

learning in classrooms, 

and the progress of that day – 

the economy growing, civil rights advancing, 

science discovering, war in the rearview mirror, mostly,

liberalism, progress, and religious participation growing

it would just happen. 

This was before disillusionment – 

before Vietnam fell apart, before King and RFK,

before Watergate and the Moral Majority and the rise of the religious right – 

and then, in response to all that,

mainline religious life falling off a cliff.  

In 1966, polling organizations didn’t even ask 

if folks were not affiliated with a religion. 

Everybody was.

In 1990, it was 8%.

2001, it was 14%

In 2014 it was 21%.

35% of those under 25 say they are not religious.  

But sometimes you need the longer view. 

In 1776, less than 20% of the new Americans were members of a church. 

Disillusionment. 

Letting go of the illusion of what is normal, natural, or inevitable.

Then we have to ask the real question – 

when our illusions are gone,

what are we really about?  

What are we really for?  

Because we’re not inevitable. 

It is not necessary for someone to go to church, 

and there is no guarantee of our existence or perpetuity.  

Like all things build by humans,

the church is contingent, changing, and tentative.  

So we have wondered together

what are we for? 

We have sought out to name our lane – 

our unique and particular mission – 

we are not a secular organization,

and we don’t try to compete with CLR or RVC,

with the democratic party or the public library,

but we’re also not, as much as we love them, 

the same as our closest religious cousins,

the United Church of Christ, or other liberal mainline churches – 

let alone, of course, the more conservative places. 

We are  . . . us. 

A community of people gathered for religious and spiritual growth,

to make loving connections that sustain us, challenge us, 

comfort us and empower us, 

a community of people who educate themselves and their children

to be caring, open-minded, justice seeking people, 

gilded in rust, heaven on heart, 

a community of people who have hallowed a place,

who have come to tell stories and care for each other.  

To unveil the bonds that bind each to all.  

Where is our holy church? 

Where race and class unite

as equal persons in the search

for beauty, truth and right. 

What they lyricist of that song, Rev. Edwin Wilson, called for us

is what Teresa Soto calls of us,

is what the leaders of our faith and so many of the folks who come

are longing for:

that we do unite across borders and that we break down walls,

that we live into our theology

more than we replicate the dominate culture.

There’s always been a tension in Unitarianism and Universalism.

Are we the good white liberals who are proper and cultured,

disapproving of injustice almost as much as we disapprove of incivility?

Or, are we the spiritual soup to feed the radical soul? 

Are we the man who owns the shipping lines

who doesn’t own slaves, but profits from the trade in cotton and suger? 

Or are we the laywoman who sends a few dollars to John Brown,

and hands out copies of the Liberator? 

Are we the church that has a book club, and another, and another

about the historical context of migration,

or are we the church that leaves chaches of water in the desert? 

Rev. Soto says, if we are not about white supremecy culture – 

if we are not about being Boston brahmins, the elite of educated society,

if we are not about that,

then what are we about?

Hold on. 

Hold on.  

That’s what this church has taught me. 

That one of the things that church is for is holding on. 

Resilience matters. 

In these times, resilience matters a lot.  

You discern, and distinguish, and wonder, and talk

about what matters, what’s worthy keeping, 

what’s worth holding on to,

and then you hold on that. 

And how?

How do you hold on to what matters?

You worship in a place of beauty,

you tell stories about how to live,

and you care for each other.  

That’s how you know what we are for.

It’s what we are for, and it is how you know what you are for. 

It is the task of the church to unveil the bonds

that connect us – 

and through those connections, 

we are made aware of what the spirit of life, god, love, justice,

decency and a concern for humanity – whatever you name it,

that force that compels us, that we feel when our hearts and minds are open,

that force – 

through the unveiled connections, we know what needs to be done.

We tell the stories that matter and we care for each other – 

and that means we hear about the work that a teacher is doing 

with students who don’t have enough to eat,

and we hear about the parents fear about the climate her children are living in,

and will,

and we hear the heartbreak of a man who has been profiled once again,

and we hear about hope and loss and hurt and love and renewal,

and about forgiveness and repentance and struggle,

and so we know, this is what I must do.

But we cannot alone.

We cannot – church reminds us we should not and cannot go it alone,

and it gives us, right here,

the people to do it with.

And it connects us with others, who are not in this building,

but who this church is connected to, that we can join with too. 

Because the “care for each other” isn’t just for those in the walls – 

it is, but it doesn’t stop there – 

for the mission of this church is to remind us all

that we are woven together,

one humanity,

one world, 

each and every one

an child of the stars,

each and every one

a cousin and a neighbor.  

Heaven above and heaven below,

gilded in rust

in our church of the earth.

The stories we tell and the care we give

move us and strengthen us for justice,

but the church does something else;

and as I spend more time in your service,

and as the lofty illusions fall away,

as disillusionment frees me from what I thought mattered,

I see, more and more,

that part of the job the church, of our church for sure,

is to not just move us to justice and meaning,

but to sustain us, 

to hold us in beauty, 

to let us simply be.

We are gilded in rust; sometimes the windows rattle, 

and the concrete has stains, 

and the floor is scuffed. 

The people here are bit rusty, too, with our aches and foibles,

our worries and issues – 

and we’re gilded too.

The beauty isn’t just outside, on these natural grounds, 

and isn’t just in the walls and windows,

but in you – 

us neithers who were sent somewhere else,

or chose somewhere else,

and seek to make it, truly and for real, 

the land of all

where everyone is welcome. 

When I was five, I didn’t know what words like mission meant, 

or how to write a mission statement, or a strategic plan;

I didn’t know anything about the long arc of church participation, 

or theories of leadership.

I didn’t know all the twists and turns that history had taken, or would take.

What I knew about the church was what they did. 

That’s how I knew what it was for:

not by what they said but by what they did. 

They were in the woods, and we went out and walked around.

We told stories – old ancient stories and new stories,

that taught us how to live, and kind, and seek truth, and make things fair. 

And we cared for each other – 

we went to each others houses and did yardwork,

and we took turns teaching classes,

and we were kind – the most reliably kind people I knew in my whole childhood, really.  

Missions aren’t what you say or write down.

Not for you, as a person,

or for any instutiton, including a church.

Missions are what you do.

You don’t assert it, you enact it. 

You hold on. 

You hold on, and you learn and grow,

and you enter the presence of each other’s beauty, and the world’s beauty,

and you care for each other, near and far,

and you tell stories about what matters. 

What’s what we’re for,

that’s what we do.

Let us resolve to do it well, to do it more,

to let our theology be larger than our culture,

to become disillusioned to what does not serve,

what is not worthy,

and to live out

in every corner of this place

in every moment of our lives

the great task that is before us. 
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