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 “From a Closed Fist Toward an Open Heart” 

 

It is Sunday, September 18th in the year 2011 

And this is the question I bring to us, a question  

Gleaned from some of my summer reading:  

“Will we hold our hearts open and keep trying to love, 

Even as love makes us more vulnerable to the losses 

That break our hearts? 

Or will we shut down or lash out, refusing to risk love 

Again?” 

Or in other words: will we be an open heart, or will be a closed fist? 

You‟re thinking: ah, a nice, light question to start the year off… 

And I‟m thinking: just bear with me, because I bring good news. 

 

But first go back with me four Sundays ago to August 28
th

  

and the wind is blowing so hard. 

Do we remember why it was blowing so hard? 

Yes, Irene arrived in our towns. 

I have told some of you, and for those I haven‟t told, 

Would you believe I officiated at a wedding that day? 

When the lights went out, and then when the tree fell against the home 

We were performing the service in (true) 

I said to the couple: „If you can get through this together, 

You can get through anything!” 

 

When I left home early that afternoon to go to the service 

I was one of the only ones out on the roads; 

Just me and the NStar vans and the tree service trucks. 

But coming home several hours later things had changed. 

Driving into my neighborhood I saw that whole crowds of walkers 

were out and about. 

With no electricity to draw them inside, 

People I had never seen before,  

or only seen behind the glass of a windshield, 

were stopping to say hello. 

How‟s your place? They asked 

Ok, I said.  “How about you?  Your house ok?  Your family ok?” 

 

So this is how we met the British couple here on vacation, visiting friends –  

America always like this? they asked my English wife. 

And this is how we met the young guy down the street I normally give 

A scolding look to because I think he drives too fast -  

A tree fell on his car and he was distraught because he didn‟t know 

How he was going to get to work. 

And this is how we all came to talk about the house down the street –  
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Did you see the white house? We said.  Did you see? -  

The one where I had never seen anyone enter or leave, 

Whose roof was ripped open, and soffits splintered 

When the roots of a nearby 50 foot pine broke loose 

From the saturated soil  

And sent the tree cascading down against the house. 

Hours later I saw the couple outside in the front yard 

Staring up at the damage – blinking, just blinking in mute silence 

As the lingering light rain dripped into their attic and upstairs bedroom. 

And in an image I‟ve been holding onto in these last weeks, 

Some neighbors were gathered around them, 

One of them draping an arm over the shoulder of the woman, 

Wordlessly offering her comfort, 

Wordlessly holding her close. 

 

Today I‟m remembering small interactions like these. 

Today I‟m remembering these little islands of gentleness between people, 

And this is what I‟m wondering, in no particular order: 

Why does it take a hurricane to meet your neighbors? 

What is it about the storms of life that have the potential to draw us together? 

Why does that experience of being „drawn together‟ as a people seem  

And feel so rare? 

And how is it that ten years ago this month the whole world was  

Telling us from one broken-open heart to another: „we‟re all Americans ” 

While today we seem more closed off from the world, 

And more fist-shaped with each other than ever? 

 

After a summer of listening to everyone from John Boehner to the President 

To Warren Buffet to talk show hosts to radio preachers seek to answer these questions, 

And after a summer of preaching only to the television and to my family, 

Let me say it plain as I see it: We are a people divided by politics, 

We are a people, our African-American president not-with-standing,  

divided by race,  

We are a people divided by religion,  

We are a people divided by class, 

and contrary to those who say what we have is an economy problem, 

or a social problem, or a culture problem, 

I believe that what we have is a heart problem, 

For we are a people in heart-ache, 

A people who remembered last week how our collective hearts were broken  

Ten years ago, 

And a people whose hearts break all the time over issues that separate 

Us at the polls and in the pews – issues like abortion, marriage, immigration,  

Care of the earth, unemployment, or health care.   
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And the thing about broken hearts, says Parker, 

Is that we can picture them breaking in two ways: 

 

One, a common image: imagine a heart broken into a thousand pieces,  

Shards everywhere, wounded, withdrawn, 

Sometimes lashing out at others who caused the pain. 

Witness now the daily diet of news. 

Witness now the tenor of political debate over any  

Of the issues I just mentioned. 

Witness, now, all of us at one time or another, 

And I will be the first to raise my hand. 

 

Or two, says Parker: imagine that small, clenched fist of a heart „broken open‟ 

Into the largeness of life, into a greater capacity to hold  

One‟s own joy and pain and the world‟s joy and pain. 

Witness now again that that neighbor‟s arm draped over 

The shoulder of the woman in the storm. 

Witness now the compassion and grace you have seen 

In response to suffering. 

Witness now in your own life how to your great astonishment 

Some heartache has become for you the source of healing, 

Enlarging your ability to reach out, to ask for help, 

To give help, to empathize. 

 

So, it seems, here we are again at that question I asked earlier –  

that much too large of a question for any single Sunday, 

Any single sermon, a singe year, or even a single lifetime,  

but that needs asking: 

In response to personal or political or cultural heartache 

“Will we hold our hearts open and keep trying to love, 

Even as love makes us more vulnerable to the losses 

That break our hearts? 

Or will we shut down or lash out, refusing to risk love 

Again?” 

In other words: will we be an open heart, or will be a closed fist? 

 

I know I am speaking for many of you when I say that last week‟s 

Long series of memorials to 9/11 saturated us to the point 

Of not being able to listen, to the point of, in my case, 

Needing to turn off the radio, 

But I will share that after I returned home Sunday night 

From the last of the remembrance events I attended 

I went into my bedroom closet and unfolded the newspaper 

I had saved years ago, dated September 12, 2001. 

I keep it there with other front pages I have that mark  
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Significant moments in time for me –  

The Red Sox victory in 2004, the Cardinals victory in 2006, 

The day we elected an African-American president. 

“A New Day of Infamy,” it wrote in big black font, 

Echoing intentionally Pearl Harbor. 

I opened it with my 11-year-old at my side,  

So that with me and his mom he could read  

How at one point in time the rest of the world referred to us 

Not as a country at war with terror 

And, it seems sometimes, at war with itself, 

But rather, as Parker says, as they would family member 

 who had suffered a great loss. 

Witness again, if you will, that arm of a neighbor draped across 

The shoulder, but this time imagine that arm as the arm  

Of much of the world, 

And imagine that the person starting mute and blinking at the damage 

Is us. 

 “What was it like back then?” he asked. 

“Frightening,” we said.  “Scary.  Angering.  Heartbreaking. 

And also, we said, incredibly tender. 

Though brief, we told him there were moments even when we glimpsed 

Our potential for the love and compassion we are capable of, 

When we glimpsed that other image of the breaking heart 

As the source of a new and deeper empathy, 

As the source of a new and deeper compassion. 

 

So now, as promised, now onto the good news. 

Finally, you‟re thinking.  Just bear with, I asked you. 

Sometimes I think that one of our collective heartbreaks 

Over these last years is that we are heartbroken over the ways 

That this potential for deeper empathy and this potential for deeper 

Compassion has been lost. 

In other words, sometimes I think we have given up hope. 

You could describe it, even, as closing down like a fist. 

 

But the good news is that despite all that has and is happening, 

We have the potential to choose. 

And this is what choosing an open heart looks like, I believe, 

After my reading of Parker Palmer this summer: 

We choose to be an open heart instead of a closed fist 

When we choose to go to the center of what hurts 

And stay there until we have felt as fully as we can. 

In personal life, this means we cry, we carry casseroles, 

We visit the mourning, we drape arms over shoulders. 

In national life, this means we stifle our knee-jerk reaction 
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To argue, to rise up and fight back.  We listen. 

 

We choose to be an open heart instead of a closed fist 

When we choose to love things that are living 

even though we know that we risk losing them. 

In personal life this means we enter new relationships 

After old ones have ended, this means we ask for and give 

Forgiveness, this means we love someone else 

More than we love of our own safety.  

In national life this means we hold onto our righteous causes 

Even when the people behind them disappoint us, 

Even when the hoped-for outcomes seem distant, or the dream deferred. 

In other words, this means we still believe in the promised land. 

 

We choose to be an open heart instead of a closed fist 

When we choose to be curious rather condemning about the „other.‟ 

In personal life this means we are prepared to meet the stranger, 

We resist stereotypes, we put ourselves in places where there 

People who think and believe differently than we do,  

we listen first and talk second. 

In national life this means we refuse to refer to whole segments 

Of the population as „the enemy” or “those people” 

Even as we disagree. 

It will help if we also limit our watching of c-span.  

 

And finally we choose to be an open heart instead of a closed fist  

When choose to be in community with one another 

Rather than living the lie of self-sufficiency. 

In personal life this means very simply we don‟t stay at home, 

We seek each other out,  

we congregate not only online or on Facebook, 

but in real places and in real time where we can meet strangers 

not of our own choosing and learn to call them friends. 

And in national life this means we celebrate 

Every opportunity we have to call ourselves not 

Just members of this town or that party or this religion 

Or that race or this swing vote but as voting members 

Of one human family. 

 

Because here at the end, this is what I can confess: 

That the test of our Unitarian Universalist faith is not how  

Much or how hard you and I say we believe, 

But how much, and how deeply, we open our hearts 

To the joy and pain of others. 

And so for all the times, as our reading has it, 



 6 

That we witnessed love in the time of conflict, let the people say: 

Amen. 

And for all the times 

That gentleness has persisted past the hardness, 

Let the people say: 

Amen. 

And for all the times we have fallen back into belonging  

After separation from each other,  

Let the people say: 

Amen. 

And for all the times we choose, and choose again 

Open hearts over closed fists, 

Let the people say: 

Amen.  And blessed be. 


