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What a splendid day this is, alluring, beckoning, pregnant with summer. Precisely 
the sort of day we shouldn’t permit ourselves to miss.  Yet without a bit of 
cooperation on our part, we may.  As can any of our days, it may slip by.  
“Distracted by distraction from distraction” is the way T. S. Eliot put it.  And 
when we do try to focus, all too often the distraction is borne either on the past or 
by the future, which together conspire to squeeze the present out. 
 
Over the past year or so, I’ve had ample time to reflect on this truth and take 
advantage of it.   When the experimental chemo treatment I began receiving a 
year ago February worked the magic of its poison far longer than I had any right 
or reason to expect it would, I found myself daily in the lap of the present.  Time 
stopped.   In part, this happened, I suppose, because I had prepared my soul.  It is 
well to take care of as much unfinished business as possible before the boom falls, 
time often being short when it does.  Having made peace with life, I could make 
peace with death.  This freed me from the shadow of past regret.  And I wasn’t 
tempted in the least to experience the looming last pages of my story twice.  
When the chemo stops working, which it will, I know from common sense and 
observation that I will enter a very difficult, painful patch of territory that will, 
literally, take my breath away.  I will fall under the tyranny of pain, flee from the 
present at a dead run by the expedient of pain killers, be despondent or 
disoriented to the extent that I am conscious, and even then be almost completely 
self-conscious, self-absorbed.  My final prayers, when I can muster to 
attentiveness to pray, will almost certainly be only for death.  This will be bad 
enough to experience once.  No reason, I’d say, to suffer on spec as it were, to let 
the likely, though even then not certain, future take possession of the present and 
ruin it.  After all, I may die of a heart attack in my sleep.  Or, given how little 
speed I can rev up these days, be hit by a taxi. 
 
Some two months ago the poison stopped working.  My tumors started growing 
like topsie.  Time started ticking again. On receiving this news, I didn’t abandon 
the present, but it took effort to remain planted there.  I was tempted to peek over 
my shoulder and see death gaining on me.  This, by the way, is a race we can’t 
win.  
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Then, once again beyond every expectation, the second poison took its purchase 
on my tumors.  Two weeks ago they took a CT Scan and, lo and behold, the 
tumors are shrinking to beat the band.  Go figure.  Yes, the side effects are worse.  
I’m confined to bed more of the time, but, being indolent by nature and enjoying 
nothing more than reading, writing and listening to music, bed works for me.  I 
can’t hear the clock.  I unwrap the present like the gift it is.  Unclouded by regrets, 
ambition, or fear, which invade from the past and future to preoccupy the 
present, I am as free, once again, as I’ve ever been. 
 
Consciousness and self-consciousness are opposites, by the way.  When we are 
self-conscious we are self-absorbed.  There is no room for the present, only for 
our shopping list of fears and grievances, inadequacies, wants, desires, and 
dreams.  Consciousness grows in direct proportion to the retreat of self-
consciousness.  When conscious, we become a part of everything we experience, 
not apart from it.  We are absorbed not in ourselves, but it others and our work 
and pleasures.  That insight is what underlies my mantra——Want what you 
have, Do what you can, Be who you are.  
 
The present is not only a dimension of time—it is also a gift.  This very 
moment is the only moment we are surely given to redeem, for the past is 
over and the future remains uncertain.  When we open the present, we 
enter a world that is completely ours.  We receive the gift of life. 
 
Earlier today we celebrated church school graduation.  To all the parents 
here, my heartiest congratulations.  Those who stay the course with our 
church school—and goodness knows there exist so many competing 
claims—receive something here that they will get almost nowhere else, the 
grounding for a strong, independent spiritual life and the experience of 
religious community, where each of us is valued for who we are, not what 
we have or what we do.   
 
If you are a parent, surely you’ve discovered that one way to open the 
present is to read to your children.  As with every pastime that connects 
our hearts, it will make them stronger.  Pay attention to your children’s 
favorite book (or remember your own favorites when you were a child).  It 
may be quite scary.  It may even have death or the threat of dying in it, one 
of those essential subjects we only dare talk openly about in places like this 
one.  We begin dealing with our fears when we are very young by 
experimenting with them in safe ways.  Reading a fairy tale is a perfect way 
to be scared and safe at the same time.   
 
When I was a boy, my favorite books dealt not so much with death directly 
but certainly with fear in ways that help counter the fear of death.  How?  
They made fun of it. 
 
Edward Bear, better known to generations of children as Winnie the Pooh, 
is, as you all know, the resident philosopher of Pooh Corner.  Among my 
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favorite memories as a young child is snuggling into bed with my father on 
Saturday mornings for him to read me one of A. A. Milne’s Pooh stories.  
My father sometimes laughed so hard he cried.  To a six-year-old boy, such 
parental abandon is pure bliss.  Because Pooh’s dearest friend, Piglet, is 
such a timorous soul, fear is a major theme in Winnie the Pooh and its 
sequel, The House at Pooh Corner.   
 
Worry, for example.  Pooh and Piglet’s hunt for a Woozle illustrates 
worry’s logic to a tee.  Walking around a huge tree, Pooh looks down to 
discover a pair of tracks before him, indicating perhaps the presence of a 
Woozle.  He follows these tracks only to discover, upon circling the tree 
again, that a second creature has joined the first.  The scent of growing 
danger both attracts and alarms Piglet, who—reluctant though curious—
joins Pooh in his quest.  When he does, the beasts they are following 
multiply. 
  
“Do you see, Piglet?  Look at their tracks!  Three, as it were Woozles, and 
one, as it was, Wizzle.  Another Woozle has joined them.”  This revelation, 
and the peril it represents, is too much for Piglet, who suddenly 
remembers that he has some pressing errand to run and hightails it home, 
“very glad to be Out of All Danger again.” 
 
On another occasion, Piglet and Pooh manage to trap themselves in a pit 
they have dug in which to capture a Heffalump.  Should they now lure this 
terror of their imagination into the pit, the dread beast would instead 
capture them.  “What happens when the Heffalump comes?” asks Piglet.  
Pooh may be “a bear of little brain,” but he always applies what mind he 
has to constructive problem solving.  “Do what you can” is Pooh’s mantra.  
So, to Piglet’s great encouragement, Pooh hatches a plan.  If a Heffalump 
should chance along, the two of them would say, “Ho-ho.”  Should this 
jaunty display of pluck fail to neutralize the Heffalump—should he 
respond, say, with a “Ho-ho” of his own—Pooh would then hum.  Confused 
by so nonchalant a response to his fearsomeness, the Heffalump could not 
help but doubt his power.  Pooh then would be in the position 
triumphantly to point out that, rather than the Heffalump capturing them, 
the poor beast had instead fallen into a trap built by them expressly to 
capture him.  Rather than fear mastering them, they would master it.   
 
“Pooh, you’ve saved us,” Piglet squeaks, launching into a heroic reverie in 
which, having cowed the dread Heffalump by humming, Piglet himself has 
become a profile in courage. 
 
My father’s favorite chapter in Winnie the Pooh was the story of Eeyore’s 
birthday.  Eeyore is a donkey who is subject to depression, forever 
pessimistic and forlorn.  As if to compound his misery, Pooh and Piglet 
each independently botch the presents they had intended to give him for 
his birthday. 
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Running to make sure he is not late for the party, Piglet trips, falling on 
the balloon he was bringing to Eeyore and bursting it.  Upon receiving the 
balloon’s remains (a “small piece of damp rag”), Eeyore inquires as to what 
this curious gift might be.  “A balloon,” Piglet improbably suggests.   
 
“Balloon?” says Eeyore.  “You did say ballon?  One of those big coloured 
things you blow up?  Gaiety and song and dance, here we are and there we 
are?”  Upon discovering that the balloon was red (Eeyore’s favorite color) 
and had once been about the size of Piglet (Eeyore’s favorite size), the 
woebegone donkey feels almost as miserable as Piglet himself. 
 
Then Pooh comes along with his gift, a jar of honey that, on his way to 
Eeyore’s party, in a moment of self-forgetting abandon, Pooh ate.  Wishing 
Eeyore many happy returns of the day, Pooh sheepishly presents him with 
a useful empty pot in which to put things.  
 
Animated by an unaccustomed shiver of excitement, Eeyore declares, “I 
believe that my balloon will just go into that pot.”   
  
“Oh, no Eeyore,” Pooh protests, starting to explain that a ballon is much 
too large to fit into a pot.   
  
“Not mine,” Eeyore responds proudly.  Before long he is “taking the 
balloon out and putting it back in as happy as could be.” 
  
These two truly pathetic birthday presents might easily have reinforced 
Eeyore’s fatalism.   Instead they bring him unexpected satisfaction.  
Opening the present, he finds himself wanting what he has. 
 
Certainly we all have a full plate of worries, both economic and personal, 
this particular summer, more than enough to nibble on all day if we are so-
minded, a full plate of wants, of things we don’t have, to preoccupy our 
minds, to lead us into the thralldom of self-consciousness.   
 
Since I’ve been ill, wanting what I have has been more than a useful trick 
of mind.  It has been my bridge to consciousness.  I remind myself daily of 
so many things that before I too often took for granted, my loved ones, all 
of you, and the miracle of life itself, which flows into every inner bay we 
refuse to fill with self-circulating, roiling yet stagnant waters.  
 
To want what we have may strike you as redundant.  Why shouldn’t we 
want more than we have.  What’s wrong with that?  Nothing, really, unless 
dreaming impossible dreams or even obsessing on achievable wants 
squeezes out our daily quotient of gratitude.  When it does, we lose deep 
and due appreciation for things we do have, things we would miss so 
desperately were they to be suddenly taken from us.  So much petitionary 
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prayer, for instance, we dedicate to filling a seemingly half-empty cup, at 
the expense of appreciating what is likely a much more than half-full one.    
 
If you are healthy, for instance, pray for health.  What a blessing health is 
and how rarely we think to give thanks for it while we are fortunate 
enough to possess it.  Conversely, now that I’ve lost my health, I could 
waste my time praying for a miracle to reverse what I know to be incurable 
cancer.  How much better it is, however, to bathe in the glow of having my 
fondest prayers instantly answered.  How much better to pray, for 
instance, for the gift of my children.  And the gift of my wife.   Or my 
friends.  Once a day you should stop and do this.  You might also pray for 
any among the miracles of sight, hearing, smell, touch, and taste that you 
are blessed with; millions of people aren’t, you know.  As for your 
problems, you might remember to pray for the sympathy of those who are 
concerned about your plight, whatever it may be.  To pray for the love of 
everyone who loves us—what could be finer or what prayer more 
welcomely answered?  
 
We don’t need to wait for a miracle to experience the miraculous.  Life 
itself is a miracle.  I can’t repeat this too often.  Our very being is 
predicated against almost impossible odds.  Go back to the beginning of 
human history: all our ancestors lived to puberty, chose the only mate they 
could have chosen for us to exist, made love at the only possible moment 
and united the only possible sperm and egg to keep our tenuous prospects 
alive.  Repeat this mind-experiment by interjecting all your ancestors, first 
human, then mammal, then fish.  Then go back another billion years, all 
the way to the ur-paramecium.  And billions of years before that, hedging 
the earth’s tiny bet on the perfectly orchestrated combustion of gasses and 
the pinball of stars.  A single, unbroken thread connects us to the very 
moment of creation.  The universe was pregnant with us when it was born. 
 
Do we ponder such things?  Or do we instead ask ourselves, “What did I do 
to deserve this?” and then, losing hope the minute life tempers our 
optimism, pray not to awaken to the miracle that is ours—that is us—but 
instead pray to be saved by a miracle that will rescue us from what is by 
replacing it with something that is not.   
 
“There is nothing that God hath established in a constant course of 
nature,” writes the English poet and theologian John Donne, “but would 
seem a Miracle, and exercise our admiration, if it were done but once.”  
Take something as unexceptional as summer, a miracle parceled out to us 
only a limited number of times during our brief lifetimes.  If we were to 
taste but once of summer, of sultry days and verdant trees, of ice cream 
trucks and frilly frocks, would we not be amazed by how miraculous 
summer is?  Would we not embrace both June and one another, saying, 
“Look!  Summer.  Can you believe it?  It’s a miracle.” 
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Dreams don’t need to be impossible.  To climb one mountain in a lifetime 
is a wonderful thing.  The joys of imperfection beat the burdens of 
perfectionism any day of the week.  And, whenever it pops up on the 
calendar, today has more promise than yesterday ever had or tomorrow 
ever will.   
 
So say a little prayer.  The right prayer.  The least that can happen is a 
miracle.  And the beginning of your summer of content. 
 
Amen.  I love you.  And may God bless us all. 
 


