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 “Daniel’s Gift: A Thanksgiving Sermon” 

 

This sermon begins last Sunday when 

As part of a church auction item I offered I led a group of you on a tour 

Of Walden Pond, that site that is part Thoreau, part Transcendentalist beacon, 

Part Unitarian pilgrimage (because Henry David was one of ours), 

And part haven for the ‘spiritual-but-not-religious’ crowd. 

On a hill where Henry’s cabin originally stood I read to the group 

These words Henry used to describe the first dawn he witnessed there  

On the pond in 1845: 

 “And as the sun rose [over the pond,]  

I saw it throwing off its nightly clothing of mist, 

And here and there, by degrees, its soft ripples were revealed. 

The winds which passed over my cabin were like those that  

sweep over the ridges of mountains, 

Breaking the broken strains of what seemed like celestial music. 

The morning wind forever blows, the poem of creation is uninterrupted; 

But few are the ears that hear it. 

Only that day dawns to which we are awake.” 

 

So this sermon begins there on that hill – breathing in the fresh air, 

The blue sky, the golden leaves, the light on the water. 
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Can you see it?  Can you feel it?  Close your eyes if you need to 

And imagine the freedom, and the openness, and the aliveness of that place. 

 

And now go with me, you come off that hill, you get in the car 

With me, we go into the week together you and I, 

Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday.  Walden is a memory. 

Henry, we think to ourselves later in the week, is a dreamer;    

Henry didn’t have to navigate Rt.128 or Rt.9. 

And now it’s Thursday, dawn has arrived, 

We’re awake, but not so much in the sense that Henry meant, 

Awake as in caffeine, not awake as in present to the gifts. 

A big day is in store for us. 

Today I am going with Brian, a member here, to visit Daniel. 

 

Who is Daniel? 

Daniel is an inmate at the medium security prison in Norfolk, Ma –  

Exactly 13.2 miles from the church here and exactly 34 miles from that hill in 

Walden -   

Daniel, who is working to get his Bachelor’s degree through Boston University’s 

College Behind Bars program. 

Along with Eileen, Bob, Diane and Jon (all from this church),  

Brian and I are Daniel’s newly assigned mentors as of 6 weeks ago.  
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And it’s our work, ‘ministry’ is a better word for it, 

to accompany Daniel through this process of getting his degree. 

 

Brian and I get in the car, and though you didn’t know it,  

Each of you got in the car with us, because in this work of ministry we are all 

partners, 

And in this work of ministry together we represent this church and this UU faith. 

And as we drive down Rt.27 Brian says he’s a little nervous;  

And, relieved I’m not the only one, I say I’m a lot nervous, 

Because even though each of us have sent letters to Daniel 

(Remember letters and stamps?), 

Brian and I are the last of the team to visit 

And neither of us have been to a prison before. 

 

It is a dark morning.  We are 13.1 miles from our beautiful sanctuary 

And 33.9 miles from that hill in Walden, but we might as well be in  

A different world, a different universe even, 

As the high walls and razor wire appear above the trees, 

As we pull in and park in the gravel lot, 

As we get out and walk with the other visitors  

And uniformed guards, all there together in time for the shift change 

And the long wait that is the visitor screening process. 
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Identification is shown; car registration is copied; 

Watches, wallets, bracelets, quarters all locked up. 

A number is given; 

I go to the restroom and it is there I see the first piece 

Of what turns out to be a theme in the artwork around the place –  

A painting of a bird perched on a branch. 

Remember that book by Maya Angelou, the one with the title 

“I know Why the Caged Bird Sings”? 

I think of that title as I see that first painting in the rest room, 

And I think of that title again as the large, heavy steel door slide open 

And Brian and I are escorted into a corridor where we were searched, 

Tongue out, mouth open, arms up, belt off, shoes off, pockets pulled out of pants,  

And I see on the wall behind us a three foot painting of, yes, 

Another bird, a beautiful bird, a peacock in full plume, 

The only color in that whole hallway of grey stone. 

 

Another door opens and now we are outside again,  

This time behind the walls.  The wind is blowing,  

And Thoreau’s words are ringing in my ears, faintly, faintly: 

The morning wind forever blows, the poem of creation is uninterrupted; 

But few are the ears that hear it. 
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Only that day dawns to which we are awake.” 

Well, I am awake!  I am very, very awake! 

We walk up the sidewalk to the visitor’s building,  

A building Daniel told us he had never been inside before 

Because until he met our team he had never had a visitor, 

His adopted mother having died in 2005,  

and there is, really, no one else, no one else, 

Not even the family members you and I might have that are hard to love, 

Not even the family we may not be looking forward to seeing come Thanksgiving, 

But the family you may feel differently about now as you hear this. 

 

And now I want us to imagine a large round room,  

chairs all faced toward the center side-by-side,  

and Brian and I there sitting in two of them. 

Over there is a woman greeting her husband;  

over the there is mother greeting her two sons, both of whom are inmates. 

Behind us is a son greeting his father, to our right is a father seeing his son. 

No matter where we are, I’m thinking as I watch this,  

No matter where we go we greet our loved ones the same.   

Great big hugs, kissing, holding hands, smiles.   

The truth is not lost on me that many of these men 

Have done terrible things. 
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And the truth is not lost on me that there is love in this room, too. 

Maybe, I’m thinking, this is the best definition of Universalism  

I have ever seen – love for all, not just love for some,  

but love for all. 

 

Daniel walks in.  Tall.  Thin.  Clean-shaven.  Smiling.  Warm.  Bright.   

There is no other way to say it, so I will:  

Not what I am expecting of an inmate, 

Which says much more about me and my problem with stereotypes  

and much less about Daniel and his presentation. 

Conversation is easy.  We talk sports.  We talk politics. 

We talk about the Occupy Movements.  He quotes Warren Buffet. 

Daniel has written a paper for sociology class on the death penalty and he asks us  

What we think about that issue.   

 

He is curious about our lives, and not only that, he is curious about life. 

He wants to learn.  He is making plans. He wants to go to graduate school. 

Since 2005 he has worked to get to this moment of his life – enrolled in school, 

Partnering with a team of people around him, befriending him,  

his vision focused on the future rather than on the mistakes of the past. 

Daniel is 32 and he has been in prison for 8 years, another 6-8 years to go, 

And it strikes me that in some ways Daniel is more awake  
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to life’s dawning possibilities 

Than some people I know;  

more awake, even, than I am from time to time. 

 

And as I have this thought I notice the art in the room for the first time: 

Would you believe that all around us there are paintings of more birds? 

And I’m wondering: What is going on here?  What does this mean?   

How does a caged bird sing? 

 

Before we leave I ask Daniel a question, 

Knowing it will be tempting for us to think that we are his teacher 

And he is our student and this will be a one-way relationship if we allow it: 

Daniel, I say, Daniel what do you think you have to teach me 

And the people who come to our church? 

And without a pause, without even having to think,  

Do you know what Daniel says? 

He says: “I think I can teach that redemption is possible; 

I think I can teach that people can get a second chance.” 

This morning Daniel is 13.2 miles from us,  

And he is 34 miles from the place 

And the man who taught us to wake up to our life, 

But there is a line this morning connecting all of us together –  
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We who, though free in the literal sense, probably all know 

What it means to be in prisons of one sort or another, 

We who all know what it means to need redemption for some mistake we’ve made 

Or past we’ve lived; 

We who all know what it means to need a second or third or fourth 

Or fifth chance. 

 

And I can’t help but think of that and think of us  

when I think of Daniel’s response to my last question, 

 which was: “What‟s it like here on Thanksgiving, Daniel?” 

And his answer, in a word, „bleak‟ 

Because more than other time it can feel like we have been forgotten.‟ 

But then how he goes on to tell us how thankful he is this year  

to finally have visitors,  

and how thankful he is to have his health, 

And have his classes, and have his optimism and have his hope for the future. 

From 34 miles away I can hear Thoreau telling Daniel: 

The morning wind forever blows, the poem of creation is uninterrupted; 

But few are the ears that hear it. 

Only that day dawns to which we are awake.” 

 

Is Daniel awake?  More than many. 
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Am I awake?  Not as much I could be. 

Are you?  Maybe not as much as you could be. 

Daniel’s gift to us this Thanksgiving is the gift of perspective. 

On Thursday as I gather around the table with my family, 

Around that table of 50 I am told (we will be in St. Louis) 

I will ask that we set one setting more for Daniel. 

And as I give thanks for the gifts I receive that I do not have to earn 

I will thank him for his gifts to us this season: 

 

Daniel, thank you for the gift of breaking our stereotypes of prisoners 

And reminding us of their humanity, and of yours. 

 

Daniel, thank you for helping us to appreciate the presence of family, 

Even those who are hard to love,  

and showing us how much we take each other for granted. 

 

Daniel, thank you for reminding us, 

We who may be in prisons of our own this morning, 

that redemption is possible, 

And that second chances are real. 

 

Daniel, thank you for the chance to witness these stories 
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That long to be told, of sons meeting fathers, of fathers meetings sons, 

Of children sitting on the lap of their daddy’s, of spouses stealing kisses 

When the guards turn away, of how love is in the room and in the heart 

Of even those who have hurt us and hurt our society. 

 

Daniel, thank you for telling us that more than anything else in our relationships 

It is our presence that matters.   

“You guys don‟t know how much this means, he said; 

You don‟t know how much this means just to have you come in here 

 and sit with me.” 

 

Daniel, thank you for helping us pay attention to our lives, 

For bringing Thoreau’s words to life: 

The morning wind forever blows, the poem of creation is uninterrupted; 

But few are the ears that hear it. 

Only that day dawns to which we are awake.” 

 

A happy Thanksgiving, Daniel.  This year you are not forgotten. 

To all of you - a happy, blessing Thanksgiving;  

none of you in this room are forgotten. 

And let us turn to our neighbor and tell them, too: happy thanksgiving. Amen. 


