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“I Will Lift Mine Eyes: A Sermon for Boston” 

 

First things first (go down, take robe off and put on Marathon Jacket). 

 

And now some adjectives to describe the week we’ve had: surreal, sad, 

Tender, heartbreak, heart-ache, defiant, angry, scared, bewildering, tough, 

Prayerful, dazed, inspired, gritty, unified, patient, awful, full of awe, 

Distracted, quiet, anxious, anxious, anxious, relieved (but still on edge). 

 

In the reading Carly read for us, Howard Thurman,  

Inspired by the beautiful psalm #121 that begins: 

                        I lift up my eyes to the hills— 

                      from where will my help come? 

And that might as well be an ode to the first responders and police 

And doctors and the mayor and the governor and ordinary citizens whose 

names we will never know who this week turned toward and not away 

From the explosions on Boylston Street, 

And who patiently endured lock-downs and offered prayers behind closed 

Curtains while holding their loved ones tight…. 

 

In the reading Howard Thurman asks us to “Lift our Eyes… 

…that we may not close the door of our heart to the knocking hand, 

The tender cry, the anxious reach.” 

Sounds beautiful.  It is beautiful.  Would you believe I chose 

The words weeks ago, in late March, 
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Before I knew what we would be lifting our eyes from? 

Such is the mystery. 

 

The problem, of course, is Howard Thurman didn’t live in Boston this week, 

And he didn’t have Twitter, and he didn’t have 24-7 news coverage, 

And he didn’t have an i-phone or an i-pad on the night-stand 

Next to his bed that vibrated all week with updates and instant messages, 

Our focus on the glow in the night from all the screens not unlike,  

as one of you told me, moths to flame. 

 

This was no more true than Thursday night into all day Friday, 

When you and I awoke to the headlines of the unfolding story 

That needs no re-telling, thank you very much, 

But that at the time had my vision (maybe like your vision) trained  

like two Big Dig tunnels on the screen in my hand  

or the bigger screen in the living room, 

watching Wolf Blitzer and Ted King of CNN  

reporting news, and sometimes just making up news, 

on a street corner I have stood on many times in this city 

I didn’t grow up in but I now consider my home (especially now); 

 

This city that as the comedian Steven Colbert put it this week 

Was founded by Pilgrims who were so tough they needed 

To buckle their hats onto their heads, 

And who is filled with people who run a marathon on their day off, 

Some of whom ran extra two miles to the hospital on Monday to give blood. 
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How long is the Boston Marathon now?  You’ve heard it here first –  

28 miles…and there will be nurses with needles taking blood at the end.   

Yes, our city is that tough. 

 

And so it is Friday morning - sermon writing out the window because how 

Can I prepare to preach for us when my spirit is so unsettled 

And so much is uncertain and my eyes are like those Big Dig tunnels? –  

And I cannot lie about what I am feeling inside. 

The truth is that I am tunneling down toward the news, 

Blocking everything and everyone else out,   

because I am angry, 

I am so angry, and more than anything what I want is for  

This young man, this 19-year-old  kid, to be caught. 

“What is taking them so long?” I say to Karen. 

“How come they aren’t giving us more news?” 

 “I mean…really!&*?!”  Insert curse words. 

Except I don’t say it like that.  My voice is rising. 

 

I cannot lie.  I am so angry: 

Angry that I can’t drop my children off at school, 

Or take them to a movie theater, 

And as of this week, take them to watch the Marathon 

Or into the City of Boston without having each of those 

Places associated with extreme violence in my mind. 

 

Angry that I overhear my daughter tell her friend on Facetime: 

“Don’t worry, Brianna, he is all the way in Boston; 



 4 

You’re safe.” 

 

Angry that I won’t have answers to you who look to me  

As one of your ministers to help you answer Why?  Why them? 

I was just one block away.  Why not me?  Nathan, you say you believe 

In God?  How does God allow this?  How?  Why?  

 

Angry that the bright spring days have shadowed this week, 

And that this week is supposed to be the sun’s birthday; 

It is Earth Day.  Green Day.  A cherishing Life day. 

 

Angry that angry that in places like Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria,  

what happened this week in Boston happens every day, 

And angry that I have no idea what to do with that reality. 

What kind of world are we living in? 

 

And as I name my anger, as I try to name yours, 

It is worth noting that whatever reasons these two young men 

Had for their destruction, anger and rage had a role. 

And so with all due respect to our poet,  

the question for today may not only be 

How we wage peace. 

The question we also need to ask is how we deal 

With our anger.   

Do we bottle it up?  Do we inflict it on others? 

Is there such a thing as constructive rather than destructive anger? 

What does that look like? 
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Important questions. 

 

Back to eyes cast down, listening to the news, 

Watching the twitter feed. 

“Can you believe they still haven’t got him yet? 

How is this possible?!&%”  Another curse word. 

 

‘Dad,’ says Ella, all spring-ed out in her rolled-up jean shorts 

And tank top on in the 72 degree afternoon;  

it is her spring break, after all. 

‘Dad, I’m bored.’   

A comment that usually drives me and her mom up the wall, 

Because she has approximately a thousand dolls, 

Crafts, and games to play with,  

Plus an older brother to antagonize, 

But that at that moment only provoked in me envy 

And tenderness (mostly), 

Because I’m thinking we could really use a boring day,   

A nothing to do or feel or think kind of day. 

Am I right? 

When is the last time in your life, adults,  

When you could honestly say you were bored? 

It’s a loss. 

 

“Dad, I’m bored.  Want to go out and  

Draw with chalk on the driveway?” 

And even though I have thought it sometimes annoying 
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That our WI-FI can’t reach the ten feet down our side 

Stairs into the driveway, 

On Friday it was a blessing. 

“Here,” she says, ‘give me your phone. 

Put it up there (puts it up on the counter). 

And taking my hand, she says ‘follow me.’ 

And so I do – first time outside all day, 

Air warm, wind gusting and swirling, 

Sun parting the clouds. 

 

“What are we making?” I say. 

“Petals first,” she says, 

And with large, swooping strokes  

She draws a purple flower petal 2 feet long, 

And has me draw the next one, orange, 

The next blue, the next white, 

And at the center a yellow orange circle. 

“How come petals look so spikey?” she asks, 

And though I want to reply back with sass: 

‘who made you the art therapist?’ 

I don’t and round out the edges the way she wants. 

“Looks good!” I say as I stand up and dust myself off, 

The left side of me leaning toward the house, the news, 

Wondering what has happened in the 6 minutes 

I have been away. 

Surely now they have caught him. 

Surely now… 
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“Not done yet!  Where do you think you’re going? 

Flowers need stems to stand!” she says. 

Right.  Of course.   

And so I grab the green husk of chalk  

And start to make the stem. 

“No!” she says. 

Lay down.  Trust me.  Lay down. 

Put your head here (under the first chalky leaf). 

 

My hair is going to get chalky, I protest. 

I mean, when you have long flowing locks like I do you worry 

About these things. 

 

“Yeah; just lay down; hands to your side, feet together,” she says. 

 

Why?  What are you doing? I say. 

 

“Just…lay.  I need to draw around you.  You’re the stem. 

Flowers need stems to stand…and you’re tall!  So you be the stem.” 

 

And so I lay down.  I’ve lived in that house for 6 years now, 

Shoveled that driveway in the winter, broomed it in the summer, 

Re-surfaced it in the fall, always my eyes down, 

But never have I laid down and lifted my eyes. 

“Lay still” she says. 

The driveway is warm on the back of my neck 
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And the palm of my hands. 

At first I keep my eyes closed, because the sun is strong. 

Ella drags the chalk around my head past my ears (crackly sound), 

Past my neck, tickling there, down my shoulder. 

And as she does I can feel my eyes adjust to the light, 

And so I open them….and watch as big clouds roll past, 

Clouds like giant white wheels driving above me. 

God’s Prius, I’m thinking, or better yet, God’s Tesla, 

All quiet and swift and powerful. 

Ella drags the chalk past my knee, under my bare ankles, 

‘you’re a long stem!’ she says, mostly to herself. 

 

26 miles to my east there is a city in lockdown, 

And gravely injured human bodies in the hospitals, 

And police carrying machine guns stalk through suburban hedges 

with the safety button switched off, 

And a 19-year-old boy is hiding bloodied in a the base of a boat 

With gun in hand, 

And meanwhile with mine eyes lifted the clouds continue 

To speed by, and the sun heats the driveway that warms my skin, 

And my little 9 year-old girl that is stubborn and sweet 

Has just dragged the chalk up around the right half-side of my body, 

Saying  ‘the stem is done!  Get up and look!’ 

And there it is – a 6ft, 2inch stem with a rainbow flower for a head. 

 

Says Thurman: 

I hover over all my aches and pains, my worries, my fears, 
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Then out of no place comes sometimes a gentle, sometimes startling 

reminder and I lift up mine eyes…  

And for me this is enough. 

Like you, I have had so many prayers this week well up inside, 

but here is one I have been writing with you on my heart… 

 

From the wreckage of the week may we lift our eyes… 

To the blooming world of breezes and flowers and  

Fresh mowed grace and all that speaks to us of that which 

Is normal, and peaceful and refreshing. 

 

From the dis-couragement and de-moralization of the week, 

May we lift our eyes and find our courage in the teams 

Of first responders and police who worked to keep us safe. 

Said one person who watched as Watertown crowds applauded 

The police cruisers as they rolled by. 

“I know what this reminds me of; it reminds of me of the marathon.” 

 

From the violence and explosions and destructions of the week, 

May we lift our eyes and spread whatever little or large, 

Small or significant acts of compassion, understanding, acceptance, 

And peace.   

As Peter Morales, our UUA President has written this week: 

“These acts are literally a matter of life and death.” 

 

From Heartbreak Hill to the heartbreak of an unbroken city, 
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May we lift our eyes and as Mr. Rogers once said, 

And LOOK FOR THE HELPERS.   

They and we are everywhere. 

 

And from the Why of unanswerable questions, as in why this, 

Why them, how do we explain? 

May we lift our eyes and answer different questions, 

As in: What next?  How will we let this event change or not change us? 

Who do we need to hold close?  Where will we wage our peace? 

When will we begin? 

 

And because no prayer this week can pass our lips 

Without bringing to mind the lost and least and the wounded, 

Can we lift our eyes and say amen for the 170 injured on Monday… 

Amen. 

 

And can we lift our eyes for Martin, from Dorchester, Lingzi from BU by 

way of China, 

Krystal from Medford, Sean from Sommerville, 

Who died this week. 

Amen. 

 

And can we somehow expand our hearts enough to pray 

For the family of the two brothers who committed these terrible acts, 

And for the souls of the brothers themselves. 

 

And can we lift our eyes for this strong city that feels right 
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Now almost like a family; may it last. 

Amen. 

 

And for little girls and boys in our lives who drag us away from 

Ourselves and teach us that flowers needs stems to stand, 

As we need spirits to live, may we lift our eyes and say 

‘Amen.’ 
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Reading 

“Wage Peace”  

By Judyth Hill 

1) Wage peace with your breath. 

 

2) Breathe in firemen and rubble, 

           breathe out whole buildings and flocks of red wing blackbirds. 

 

3) Breathe in terrorist 

           and breathe out sleeping children and freshly mown fields. 

 

4) Breathe in confusion and breathe out maple trees. 

           Breathe in the fallen and breathe out lifelong friendships intact. 

 

5) Wage peace with your listening: hearing sirens, pray loud. 

 

6) Remember your tools: flower seeds, clothes pins, clean rivers. 

 

7) Make soup. 

  

8) Play music, memorize the words for thank you in three languages. 

 

9) Learn to knit, and make a hat. 

 

10 Think of chaos as dancing raspberries, imagine grief 

           as the outbreath of beauty or the gesture of fish. 

 

11Swim for the other side. 

Wage peace. 

 

      12  Never has the world seemed so fresh and precious: 

 

      13) Have a cup of tea and rejoice. 

 

      14) Act as if armistice has already arrived. 

 

      15) Celebrate today. 
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Reading 

Our reading is from Howard Thurman – pastor, poet, civil rights leader, 

First African American Dean of Boston University’s Marsh Chapel. 

It will be read by Carly Baker. 

I will lift up mine eyes.  

Scarcely knowing it, I hover over all my little aches and pains, my petty 

annoyances, my little frustrations…  

Then out of no place comes sometimes a gentle, sometimes startling reminder 

and I lift up mine eyes…  

I will lift up mine eyes to life, that I may read the guideposts along my way and 

not miss the important turning in the road.  

I will lift up mine eyes to love, that I may not close the door of my heart to the 

knocking hand, the tender cry, the anxious reach.  

I will lift up mine eyes to God, that I may meet the divine spirit not only in the 

high place, the great moment, the penetrating call, but also in the byways, the 

little duties, the stinging irritations and the sad and bottomless renunciations.  

And for me this is enough. 
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