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If you peruse the Unitarian Universalist Association website, one of the pages you will 
eventually stumble upon is called “Spiritual Practice and Prayer in Unitarian Universalism.”  At 
the top of the page is a slightly different version of the Rumi quote that was read as the chalice 
was lit this morning. It goes like this: “There are a thousand ways to kneel and kiss the ground.  
There are a thousand ways to go home again.”  A thousand ways indeed… I invite you to think 
with me for the next few minutes about your favored ways to kneel and kiss the ground, how you 
pause and offer your full presence to the present moment.   
 
One of my fascinations in studying the world’s religious traditions is to look at a tradition’s 
practices, and not just it’s teachings, what they do….not just what they say.  If I asked you to 
think about what Buddhists do, I’d bet one of the first words that comes to mind is meditate, and 
for good reason…. Meditation is one of the core practices of the tradition.  Depending on the 
strand of Buddhism, you will find many different types of meditation.  If you had the chance to 
visit India, or encounter expressions of the Hindu tradition in the United States, you would find 
fire pits, bathing rituals for the murtis (or images of the divine), and altars in peoples’ homes, 
often in the kitchen.  If you went to a mosque around 1pm on a Friday in particular, you would 
see Muslims gathered for one of the 5 daily prayers.  In that prayer ritual, after washing and 
properly preparing oneself, you would see just how physical a practice Muslim prayer is… how 
devotees literally kneel and kiss the ground, over and over again.  All of these practices are an 
invitation and an ushering into the present moment, a chance to leave behind the distractions, 
center ourselves and show up.   
 
We could go on and on, and I think it would be a journey worth making…only I don’t want us to 
keep our distance by talking about “other” traditions today.  I want us to think about how we 
engage in life-giving practices, how we offer our presence, how we kneel and kiss the ground.   
 
This has been made true for me in my work as a hospital chaplain.  For me, the hospital has 
transformed my understanding of what it means to be present, what it means to show up, what it 
means to offer our whole selves to a particular moment.  Let me tell you a few stories to explain 
why. 
 
My first clinical assignment during my full-time residency year was in the heart tower.  One of 
my floors was the Cardio Vascular ICU, where patients who have open-heart surgery like bypass 
go to recover.  I met people before their surgery who were anxious and scared, knowing the 
magnitude of the surgery they would undergo.  Only hours later, I found myself amazed at how 
quickly patients were up and walking, weaned from all of the machines and on their way to 
recovery.   
 
The Coronary Care Unit was another of my floors, where some of the sickest patients in the 
hospital are cared for.  Often these patients are post stroke, post heart attack, or a myriad of other 



life threatening complications.  As chaplains, we don’t get called to the celebrations on our units.  
Rather, we are called to the difficult cases, to the codes and to the deaths.   
 
If you’re already feeling weighed down, I understand.  In our house, we came up with a sound 
effect for the heaviness of the conversations we have at the end of some days.  How many of you 
watch Saturday Night Live?  Well, one of the classic SNL characters is Debbie Downer.  She 
often found herself in party settings, where she would tell sad story after sad story, and the 
camera would zoom in on her face while the sound went, Whaaant….waaant.  Maria and I used 
the sound effect repeatedly during my residency year.   
 
But standing next to death and grieving loved ones over and over again taught me things I don’t 
think I could have learned any other way.  For one thing, I never found my mind wandering in 
those bedside moments.  Regardless of whose life was coming to a close, regardless of how 
complicated or beautiful or sad it had been, I found myself intensely present, wanting to take off 
my shoes and honor the one who was departing.  The Celts sometimes call these thin places, 
where the veils of everyday life have been shed and the (beautiful) vulnerability of humanity is 
exposed.  If you’re one who conceives of a higher power or the divine, thin places might be 
considered sacred moments, though I don’t think that you have to call these moments holy or 
sacred to recognize their power or significance.  Often stories are shared in these 
moments….gritty, funny, beautiful, sometimes painful memories of what it meant for this 
particular person to be human.   
 
More than once, the places I found myself brought me to my knees, literally…Last year a few 
days before Easter, I was called to a trauma in the ER.  A woman had been in a motorcycle 
wreck and was brought to the trauma bay.  Her wife and nephew arrived within just a few 
moments.  They had been following her and they saw the accident happen.  Her wife knew she 
was hurt very badly.  She even had her blood on her jeans.  Their nephew was down spending 
the week with them.  He had chosen to spend his spring break with his two favorite aunts.  They 
were planning to head to the coast the next day.  I literally found myself on my knees next to her 
as she struggled for breath, knowing that her beloved had not survived.  She said, “there’s not 
enough air in all the world for me to breathe right now,” and I knew that she meant it.  I could 
not protect myself from my own vulnerability, especially given how much Maria and I love our 
nephews.  I stood there, present and exposed myself.   
 
In these moments, sleepwalking is not an option.  You know that you are alive no matter how 
odd it seems.  Any distractions in our minds, any veils or walls or masks that hide our faces and 
our selves are gone.  As a chaplain, I had to learn to stand with my full presence, honoring the 
humanity of those who were living through the moment, joining them and standing with them in 
it, knowing that it was a moment that would shape the rest of their lives.  “Normal” life can feel 
quite strange after these moments, especially the little “life goes on moments” like taking your 
dog for a walk or going to the grocery store.   
 
Over and over again in the hospital, I bore witness to unveiled humanity.  One afternoon in the 
CCU, I was called to offer support to a Hindu family.  The patient was a man in his late twenties 
who had had a massive heart attack.  His life was being sustained on life support, though it was 
clear that he could not survive on his own.  The family brought in various images and icons, 



gathered around and sang songs and offered prayers and chants together.  They had decided that 
it was time to remove their loved one from life support, though they wanted to do it at an 
auspicious time just before sunset.  I offered presence to the family, and we motioned to 
understand one another since we did not share a common spoken language.  I also tried to help 
the clinical team understand some of the decisions the family had made as well as the rituals they 
were performing.  Moments after their son died, the Brahms lullaby played over the speakers in 
the hospital indicating a new baby had been born.  I pointed to the speakers and asked the 
translator to let the family know what the music meant, for in the Hindu tradition the spirit leaves 
the body but finds reincarnation at some point.  Though none of us had any certainty whatsoever 
about the spirit of the departed one, we all had a sense of wonder as we listened to the lullaby.   
 
Why do I tell you these stories?  And why such heavy stories?  Why be such a Debbie Downer?  
Whaaant…. Whaaaant.   Can’t we just laugh a little?  After all, we know the heaviness and pain 
of life all too well.   
 
These are valid and important questions.  For me these stories and experiences were ones that 
offered a window into the fullness and depth of our humanity.  They gave me a chance to know 
what it looks like, sounds like, and feels like to really be present to one another in a particular 
time and place.  They showed me that the words we say are far from the most important part of 
our being together.  And, they gave me eyes to see just how veiled we are when we come 
together in other moments, how protected and defended we are from one another and even 
ourselves, how much we avoid vulnerability.      
 
I share the stories of the hospital setting with you because they are a place where the 
concentration of human vulnerability is exposed.  I don’t just mean my ability to see it either.  
And, I do not in anyway seek to glorify suffering or the loss of human life.  I only seek to say, 
here is a place where I have had profound conversations and encounters with people I have only 
just met, and I think it has everything to do with allowing ourselves to be seen.  The context of 
the hospital has offered me a place to see and the experience to walk away with questions about 
why we veil ourselves so much in other settings.   
 
Perhaps you’ve seen her Ted Talk, “The Power of Vulnerability” or maybe you’ve read one of 
her books.  Brene Brown is a PhD Social Worker in Houston, Texas, and she’s focused her work 
and scholarship on shame and vulnerability.  What she says must have struck a chord, because 
her Ted Talk has been viewed over 23 million times now.  She talks about how vulnerability is 
both the core of difficult emotions like fear, grief, and disappointment, and the birthplace of 
love, belonging, joy, empathy, innovation, and creativity. She writes: “When we shut ourselves 
off from vulnerability, we distance ourselves from the experiences that bring purpose and 
meaning to our lives.” 
 
As you heard from the children this morning, we come into this life with a sense of wonder and 
awe and curiosity.  At some point along the way we learn to cover ourselves and put on masks 
and act like we don’t bleed when we are hurt.  We get busy, and we try to numb our vulnerability 
and protect ourselves from pain.  I’m not saying that these things do not make sense, for 
certainly they do.  The problem is that we cannot selectively numb.  We cannot solely numb the 



pain.  When we numb ourselves from pain, we also numb ourselves from being able to 
experience joy and love and belonging.   
 
These realities leave me with questions more than answers.  How do we stay open?  How do we 
recognize the masks we are wearing?  How do we find the courage to take them off and lay them 
down?  How do learn to have eyes to see one another?  And how do we let ourselves be seen?  
What practices might we use to center ourselves?  What can we do that might allow us to be 
present to the present, right here and right now?   
 
Professor and author Barbara Brown Taylor writes about how bodily practices can offer a path to 
presence without over thinking it.  She writes, “In a world of too much information about almost 
everything, bodily practices can provide a great relief.  To make bread or love, to dig in the earth, 
to feed an animal or cook for a stranger—these activities require no extensive commentary, no 
lucid theology.  All they require is someone willing to bend, reach, chop, stir.  Most of these 
tasks are so full of pleasure that there is no need to complicate things by calling them holy.  And 
yet these are the same activities that change lives, sometimes all at once and sometimes more 
slowly, the way dripping water changes stone.  In a world where faith is often construed as a way 
of thinking, bodily practices remind the willing that faith is a way of life.”1 
 
“There are a thousand ways to kneel and kiss the ground.  There are a thousand ways to go home 
again.”  How might we journey home to ourselves?  How might we kneel and kiss the ground 
that we are standing upon.  There is an X beneath our feet marking our spot in this world, only 
we cannot see it because we are standing on top of it.  
 
If you kept reading the UUA website, you’d read about the diversity of practices within the UU 
tradition.  It reads, “We may find joy by keeping a gratitude journal, peace by reflecting in 
meditation, hope by joining hands in a circle of prayer, connection while marching for justice, 
wisdom from hiking in the forest. As people of many beliefs, we are each encouraged to embrace 
and practice forms of spirituality that resonate with our hearts and minds.”  In other words, there 
are a thousand ways to kneel and kiss the ground.   
 
This day and in the days ahead I invite you to pay attention to the moments and places where you 
are fully present, where you take off your masks and let others see you, and where you stop and 
realize that you have really seen the beauty and the fullness of the person standing before you.  
May you discover one or two ways that you kneel and kiss the ground. 
 
 

																																																								
1 Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in the World: A Geography of Faith (Harper Collins, 2010), 3. 


