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“Me and Big Papi” 

 

“Have compassion for everyone you meet even if they don’t want it.   

What seems conceit, bad manners or cynicism is always a sign 

Of things no ears have heard, no eyes have seen. 

You do not know what wars are going on down 

Where the spirit meets the bone. 

Forget your perfect offering. 

There is a crack in everything. 

That is how the light gets in.” 

 

The weather outside wasn’t cooperating, but never mind, 

Because April was at the doorstep and perhaps, I was thinking, 

Perhaps the way to encourage it across the threshold  

Was to embark on the annual post-winter purge of hats and gloves 

And boots and scarves and heavy coats, 

Shunning them to the dark corners of the upstairs closets, 

Because while we may be a welcoming congregation, 

There is a not a person here who hasn’t been ready to say good-bye 

This winter of our discontent, which has been not just 

About weather, but is also sometimes about our spiritual disposition, 

We who, depending on the moment or the person, are all given to feeling 

The soul-equivalent of a wintry-mix of blahs, tears, up, downs, boredom, 

Cabin-fever. 

Do I speak of something you know? 

Which is why spring cleaning is for the house, yes,  

But it’s also for the spirit. 
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So upstairs I go, and in goes this winter hat, and in go the gloves (good 

riddance), and in go the scarf I cursed into many days this year 

….and out of the dark corner of the closet, 

Out comes the lost flip-flop, and the Evel Kneival costume Karyn 

Made for me one year when we had a costume party, 

And wait, what’s this?   

Oh yes, the baseball glove, and the Sox cap I keep inside and that I wear 

Instead of my Cardinals cap when I don’t want to be booed by my  

Congregation (put on hat) 

And what’s this inside?  

 

A ball, of course!  But not any ball. 

It’s the ball Emerson and I got one September game years ago 

At Fenway as a giveaway, 

The team during the 7th inning stretch handing out balls to the fans 

To say thank you for - let’s be honest - being willing to spend the most 

On tickets and concessions of any team in the major leagues. 

 

But that’s not why I keep the ball.  I keep the ball because  

Emerson, then not even 10 and now nearly in adolescent full-flight,  

signed it for me, writing: 

Sox: 0, Texas 10 (eesh!) 

Thank you Dad!! Go Sox! 

 

He appreciative, I remember now, even though his then  
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Favorite player, David Ortiz, who we also know as…let’s say it…Big 

Papi…. 

Had whiffed it at the plate four consecutive times, 0-4, 

Depriving us of excitement or runs or the feeling that the $85 per ticket 

Was justified, yes, 

But also providing an important life-lesson for kids in the stands, 

And adults who forget, 

That our heroes will disappoint us, of that we can be sure. 

Which, by the way, means that parents will too, 

Because who among us hasn’t had an 0-4 day, week, year as a parent, 

Or as a child? 

 

We may love to claim here the Universalism that all are worthy and all are 

welcome, 

But it doesn’t take a game at Fenway to remind us that more often 

We’re living as though we’ve got an umpire in our ear keeping score, 

shouting: 

‘Strike!  Out! Guilt!  Blame! 

That sometimes we deserve the calls made against us is not really my point. 

My point is that we, like Red Sox fans and Billy Buckner, have a hard time 

Forgiving the error (Buckner, who in 1986 lost the World Series for the Sox 

after watching the ball go between his legs and has never been forgiven 

since). 

 

But Big Papi is no Buckner in our house, 

Not least because as a born-mid-westerner I’m more of an observer, 

You tell me, than a true participant, a true fan, 
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Which is why I guess you’ll never sing the Rumi song ‘Come, Come, 

Whoever You Are” to me at Fenway. 

But Big Papi, B.P. (let’s call him), is something of a holy name 

In our house, 

Holy coming from same root that means whole and heal, 

Because even though it was him who crushed my Cardinals first in 2004 

And again in 2013,  

It was him who helped heal this city of its 86 year Bambino curse, 

And it was him who at the first home game after the Marathon bombings in 

2013 expressed in pure, visceral honesty what all of Boston was feeling: 

“This is our _____ing city, and no one is going to dictate our freedom.   

Stay strong” he said. 

To which I remember saying to the TV screen: “Amen, David. Amen.” 

 

You’re thinking: is this really a sermon about declaring sainthood for David 

Ortiz? 

And my answer is this, after years of preaching with you: you will hear 

The sermon you need to hear.   

But what fascinates me about baseball, and this I say especially for the non-

baseball fans in our midst (yes, there is room in the pew for you too!), 

Is how the game reflects us, for good and for bad –  

This a game that until Jackie Robinson broke the color line 

When the Brooklyn Dodgers started him at first base in 1947, 

Had relegated black players to the Negro Leagues for six decades. 

 

But this the game that just this past summer, 

Against the backdrop of events in Ferguson, Mo where an unarmed 



 5 

Black teenager was shot six times by a white police officer, 

Also saw a nation of fans of all races go crazy over Jackie Robinson West, 

A team of 11- and 12- year-old African-American from the far  

South Side of Chicago who won the Little League Championship, 

They competing against the other darling of that series – remember? –  

Mo’ne Davis, a 13-year-old African-American  hurler from Philadelphia 

who flung curveballs that buckled at the knees and fastballs 

That zipped the 46ft. from the mound to home plate at 70mph. 

Davis  - the first girl to throw a shutout in the Little League World Series, 

And the youngest athlete ever to appear on the cover of Sports Illustrated. 

Cool, huh? 

 

All of them – Jackie R. and JR West and Mo’ne playing the only game  

Without a clock (never mind the batter’s box), 

A game that requires concentrated attention (no phones!) 

And teaches us to ‘live slow and notice,’ 

Notice enough, in fact, that every time I walk the ramp up to any stadium 

I am catapulted back in time to the days my dad would hold my hand 

In the sea of people, he pointing through them and all that claustrophobia 

To the glimpse – there, there, there! – of the green, green field  

and true blue dream of a sky (thank you Cummins!)  

that was the baseball diamond back at Busch Stadium in St. Louis, 

the green fields often the first glimpse of grass one would see 

after winter. 

These memories from the game recalling memories from a life 

Of a parent teaching their child to love something larger than themselves. 

Not for nothing do some call baseball a religion. 
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“Dad,” says Emerson,  

“how come Big Papi points the sky every time he hits a homerun 

Against your Cardinals?  I mean, you’re a minister.   

You must sort of like that he points to God…, right?” 

He asking me this at Game 1 of the 2013 World Series  

Were we blessed enough to attend, 

Blessed that is until my team played like I did in the 5th grade 

And the whole crowd around me began to laugh and point 

At me in my Cardinals hat, including my own son. 

“Hope you’re enjoying that $12 coke,” I tell him, 

“because I’m using your college to buy our snacks.” 

 

Later on, post-loss, I tell him how it’s not God he’s pointing to 

But his mother, Angela Rosa Arias, who died in a car crash in 

January, 2002 at the age of 46, 

Right before he was released (released!) from the Minnesota Twins 

After a series of injuries and poor play. 

That she never got to see him sign his free-agent contract with the Sox 

The next year,  

Or see him celebrate World Series victory with his adopted city in 2004, 

Or become a U.S. citizen at the John F. Kennedy library in 2008, 

Or see his three children grow is why he points to her in the sky, 

A reference to heaven I’m not quite sure I can wrap my head around, 

But then, how do any of us know, in the end? 

We who sometimes treat theology and religion and questions of life and 

death as if it were a question of scientific proofs 

When it’s probably more like poetry. 
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Ralph Waldo Emerson, my son’s namesake and quiet on the question 

Of baseball, 

Once said, to great fame, that we ought to refuse all good models and go it 

alone. 

To which I’ve always wanted to say: oh stuff in a ball in it, Ralph! 

 

Because even though these folks like Big Papi whom we project our greatest 

Aspirations fail us (performance enhancing drugs, Papi – say it ain’t so!), 

What’s even worse is feeling like your whole life is up to you, 

That you’re got no one to look up to,  

No teachers, no method, no guru, no pinch hitters, no designated at-bats 

And when you, frankly, are 0-4 and in need of some of simply company. 

Big Papi does this for me, oddly – I say oddly because I’m an interloper, a 

spy, 

A Cardinals immigrant in a Sox homeland. 

 

But when he connects with the ball, and when Emerson is next me, 

And we cheer and high-five, 

And the baserunners go in circles, running counter-clockwise, 

Sending me back in time, sending my son back in time, 

To connect us to other years, other games, other shared memories 

That will, in the end, be the holiest thing of all, 

I am full of gratitude for this man and this game 

That make me feel more alive than I otherwise would. 
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We need more baseball diamonds in our lives, I said to us in a sermon years 

ago, the words still true, still resonating. 

Which is to say, we need more holy places we can be drawn out of ourselves 

And towards one another, towards hope and faith, 

Towards the big things that matter most. 

This is no longer the langue of David Ortiz and the game, 

And this is no longer another in a line of baseball sermons. 

This is call back to life and mentors and heroes and time with loved ones and 

life. 

Get on the field.  Enter the box.  Keep on eye on the ball. 

Swing only at the best pitches. 

Accept coaching from the sidelines. 

Swing with grace, not force, but show purpose.  Connect. 

Run the bases.  Stay within the lines.  Watch it fly. 

Don’t show off.  Point to the sky.   

Come home. 

Amen.  

 

 

 

 


