
“Let the Light In” 

 

“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.” 

 

On Friday there was apparently a miracle of stars and sky, 

A wonder to behold, on what was the first day of spring. 

I say apparently because all of us here in the Boston area  

Could only look up and see clouds and snow, 

But behind that curtain of winter there was what? 

That’s right, a solar eclipse, 

A sight so breathtaking and also so predictable that no less 

That Christopher Columbus, in 1504 while marooned off Jamaica 

And knowing that an eclipse would soon occur, 

Threatened the island’s inhabitants by telling them the sun would soon 

Disappear. 

Sure enough, it did.   

So he told them that it would return if they gave him what he wanted. 

And sure enough, it did. 

So it pays to know when the light will return. 

 



In fact, I could have made an extra fistful of dollars this winter 

If I accepted the requests, some from some of you here, 

To use my title to influence the weather. 

“Hey, can you put in a good word for us!’ goes the cliché, mid-storm, 

“I didn’t think you had that kind of theology.  Sorry, but I’m in sales, not 

management,” goes my cliche answer, 

One of the only jokes we were told memorize in seminary, unfortunately. 

But it’s not just the weather I am asked to influence, or explain. 

Just as often I find myself in situations that ache for explanation: 

Why do bad things happen? 

What’s the meaning in that… 

What’s the point of that… 

Nathan, didn’t they teach you about that in seminary? 

 

These the kind of questions that get asked usually after some big or small 

tragedy, the kind that threaten whatever view we had of the world 

As a just and righteous and fair and predictable place, 

A view that is more common in us than we like to admit, 

Which is why our belief in a God of the Gaps, which is to say  

Our belief in a God that exists to fill in the gaps  

of what our human knowledge can’t, 

is at once so pervasive and so fragile. 

Because if your sense of the sacred only exists to provide answers 

To what you don’t understand, imagine how small that sacred becomes 

As you learn more, grow more, see more, get disappointed more, live more? 

 



All of which is perhaps one the chief reasons I was most drawn to our UU 

faith  – this the image we get from Emerson of the eyeball on legs on a 

green, spring hill, this the notion that God, the Oversoul, 

is found not in darkness shrouded in mystery,  

or in miracle breaking laws of science, 

but in daylight, in the sacredness of ordinary moments, of life itself. 

And we love this about our theology, don’t we? 

God in nature, God in sunsets, God in rainbows and four leaf clovers 

And baby smiles and melting snow and baseball spring training. 

Until, that is, we don’t. 

Because if God is nature, then what about when nature turns against us? 

I mean, cancer is nature.  Winter Nor’easters are nature.  Death is nature.  Is 

God there, too? 

It makes for a complicated, contorted conversation, doesn’t it? 

Which is, some will say, why we clergy have more job security than most, to 

shed light on the shadows you bring to us. 

And oh how I wish that is what I could do; how I wish I had that kind of 

power. 

 

But here – and now let me say it plain – I owe it to us to speak of how I have 

changed, how this role has changed what I believe, 

Because if you tell me that coming to this church is one of your main forms 

Of spiritual practice (and I hope it is!),  

Then wouldn’t it follow that my ministry with you is one of mine? 

I mean, wouldn’t it be disappointing, or the very at least boring, if your 

ministers came to you fully formed?  Yawn.  



And one of the places where I have changed the most in your midst, and 

grown the most in your midst, 

Is understanding where and how and when the light gets in –  

And by light I mean, let’s see…I mean: 

Surprise, discovery, blessing, love, redemption, renewal, hope. 

Will those words work as stand-in’s for light?  Any others? 

Ok. 

 

So as a child of the middle-class in middle-class America,  

A white child, a male child, and to pile grace upon grace, 

A Cardinals fan! 

I, maybe like some of you, grew up believing something like this: 

That I was blessed!  That everything I had was because I earned it! 

That there was a straight line of cause and affect between  

What I did and what I had. 

Didn’t like the outcome?  Work harder! 

Don’t like the answer?  Ask a different question! 

Have something bad happen?  Well, you must have done something wrong. 

 

And even though I grew up Catholic, and as an altar boy knew my bible 

pretty well, 

I still accepted it as Biblical truth (what a phrase!) that in there somewhere it 

said where life closes a door, God opens a window, 

Or God helps those who help themselves,  

Both American self-reliance aphorisms I wanted to believe appeared in  

sacred scripture, 



But were actually written by Ben Franklin, a man whose contempt for 

religion was well-known. 

But never mind.   

I am, many of you are, a product of a culture that if we could display 

It in a comic would look like this: 

A small fish saying there is no justice in the world, 

About to be eaten by a medium fish saying there is some justice in the world, 

About to be eaten by a big fish saying the world is just. 

And guess who is the big fish in the scenario?  People come from where I 

come from.  People who like look I do.  People with my kind privilege. 

 

So imagine my surprise – a surprise I maybe knew intellectually, but knew 

precious little of experientially – the ways the ministry with you has 

humbled me. 

Because even though you and I are indeed blessed beyond measure, what 

continues to surprise me is how the light comes in 

When those blessings reveal cracks. 

Wait, you’re thinking, What? 

I know, I wouldn’t believe it either. 

But then I don’t know how else to explain or describe 

What I’ve seen, which is why I’ve opened my sermons all year with those 

Words from Leonard Cohen I now watch some of your mouth with me: 

Forget your perfect offering. 

There is a crack in everything. 

That is how the light gets in. 

 

A big crack has opened in my heart, and yours, this week, 



With our loss of Pat Manley, a loss we knew was coming for weeks maybe, 

The newer of you among us who didn’t know her wondering: 

She must have been a big deal! 

And she was, except that her biggest wish for the church was that you, new 

people, would know that you’re a Big Deal, 

Because in a horizontal and not vertical church like ours, 

We grow stronger because of you and you and you and you. 

 

But back to the cracks revealing the light  – and I have to say we need to be 

careful here, because this can sound an awful lot like your 2nd cousin 

On your mother’s side who insults everyone by saying bad things happen for 

a reason – yuck, right? and not what we’re saying. 

What I’m saying that I’ve learned among you, and it is amazing, 

Is how the darkest hours and the gravest moments, while indeed dark and 

grave and sad and piercing,  

Don’t seem to show up alone. 

Also there, and this was true with Pat the last day I saw her, two days before 

she died, 

Is also often tenderness, and honesty, and a heart-ful-ness that would be 

embarrassing were it not so unselfconscious, and even sometimes, peace. 

Peace?  Really? 

Yes, really. 

How else to explain her telling Laura Randall and I, after she got done 

Outlining to the letter what she wanted in her service, 

That she was ready, and that she could help the rest of us be ready, too. 

 



And by ready, I don’t just mean ready to say goodbye to Pat and the other 

people we love. 

I also mean ready to live. 

Because if there is one immortality any of us can be certain of, 

It is the immortality of the memories we are creating.   

Not tomorrow.  Next year.  Not after we get done doing we  

We’re doing. 

I mean right now. 

 

No pressure, right? 

But this is what I’m learning, still, as your minister –  

That I’ve got and you’ve got nothing perfect to offer, thank God. 

Being human is enough. 

Being soft, and broken, and not quite measuring up, 

Being cracked, and cornered and not quite as good or as bad 

As the best and worst that is said about us –  

That’s enough for us. 

That’s enough for a theology that that says there is worth and dignity in 

every person in this room, 

Which on the one hand means loving you for who you are, 

But also loving the potential you have, 

A potential I have seen us meet and exceed even at the hour of death. 

 

This is the most extraordinary work any of us will ever do,  

this work  of leading with your vulnerability rather than your strength. 

You can, by your simple presence, call people of out of shadows into the 

light. 



You can be a grace, or unearned gift, to others.   

Let yourself shine.  Ring the bells that still can ring. 

Forget your perfect offering. 

There is a crack in everything. 

That is how the light gets in. 

Amen. 

 
 


