Delightful

Rev. Heather Kirk-Davidoff



    Kittamaqundi Community Church

September 3, 2006





         Song of Solomon 2:8-13


This is a time of year when it’s pretty easy to get discouraged about the world, especially our country.  We’ve just marked the one-year anniversary of Hurricane Katrina, and it hasn’t really been a cause for celebration.  Instead, the newspapers have been filled this week with stories of the hundreds of thousands of people still displaced, the neighborhoods still abandoned, and the on-going failure of government on all levels to adequately respond to the needs of those whose lives have been devastated by that storm.  And the approaching fifth anniversary of the 9-11 terrorist attacks also leads to some pretty discouraging reflections on how much money we’ve spent as a country, and how many lives have been lost supposedly “fighting terrorism” over those five years, and how little we’ve actually succeeded in making the world any safer.  This past Wednesday, a dozen or so of us gathered to watch the movie, “Why We Fight” and afterwards we talked for an hour, and one after the other of us expressed our sense of frustration, helplessness and confusion about what we can possibly do to oppose the seemingly relentless drive to expand the United State’s power and influence in the world through military might.


So, it was with great relief that I read an article the next morning over breakfast about The Edible Schoolyard.  Have any of you ever heard of this project?  It’s a program founded by the cook Alice Waters and run out of a Middle School in Berkeley, California.  The program teaches kids to grow organic produce, prepare it, serve it and to eat it with pleasure.  This program is about much more than just learning to garden or improving the quality of school lunch.  Here’s how Alice Waters describes it: “School gardens turn pop culture upside down:  They teach redemption through a deep appreciation for the real, the authentic and the lasting—for the things that money can’t buy:  the very things that matter most of all if we are going to lead sane, healthy and sustainable lives.”


Wow—that gave me food for thought for the rest of the week.  “Redemption through a deep appreciation for the real, the authentic and the lasting.”  Let’s take a few moments and see if we can connect that idea with some experiences from our own lives.  Can you recall a moment when you experienced deep appreciation—when you saw something, heard something, experienced something that struck such a deep chord in you that you paused a moment and noticed that thing, noticed it deeply?  Think of a time when your garden or your children or a sunset or a lover took your breath away—a moment when you truly appreciated that thing for what it is, or that person for who they are.


Now consider this:  What would it mean to call those moments redemptive?  What if those moments weren’t just little bright spots that help us keep on keeping on.  What if those moments were ways in which we open ourselves up to God, and the work that God is doing in the world, renewing, refreshing, responding, resurrecting…redeeming?  What if those moments were ways for us to enter into God’s redeeming activity in the world, and participate in it?


When we start to reflect on the redeeming power of deep appreciation, we’ll find ourselves reading the Song of Solomon in a whole new way.  Are any of you familiar with the Song of Solomon?  It’s not one of the books of the Bible that’s covered much in Sunday school, and here’s why--the entire book is an erotic love poem, and God isn’t mentioned even once. 


My Introduction to the Hebrew Scriptures class in Divinity School spent about 15 minutes on the Song of Solomon, but I did learn something about how theologians have, for centuries, made sense of the fact that the book is part of our sacred scripture.  There are many centuries of interpretation of the Song of Solomon that describe the book as a love song between either God and the Jewish people or Christ and the church (depending on your religious background).  At first that gave me a really good laugh—why would Christ say to the church “Your breasts are like twin gazelles”?  But then I discovered that a number of Christian mystics throughout time have used love language, even erotic language, to describe their desire for God, and their experience of union with God.


Why is that?  Perhaps its because sensual love language is the language of deep appreciation.  Did any of you think about sex when I asked you to remember an experience of deep appreciation?  I’m not talking, of course, about sexual expression that treats the other person as an object to be used or conquered.  I’m talking about sexuality in which the other person is received and honored and admired just for who he is, for who she is.  Moments like that can release and refresh and remake us in ways that aren’t always easy to name or describe.  Perhaps the reason why this passionate, erotic poem has been included as part of the Hebrew Bible for thousands of years, is that is attempts to express this insight:  deep appreciation is redemptive, which is to say, it connects us with God’s on-going work in the world, renewing, restoring, re-creating, resurrecting.  


In this world of such bad news, it would serve us well to till the soil of deep appreciation a bit more often.  How might our lives be different if we devoted ourselves to the deep appreciation of each other—not just of our intimates, but also of strangers.  What if we spent more time, found more opportunities for the deep appreciation of children and elders, animals and trees, cities and oceans.  I think our lives would be lovelier if we did that, and I think we would feel happier, but I don’t think the affect would end there.  I think that appreciation might be away to ground our responses to the world.  When we appreciate something, we treat it like a lover, which is to say we don’t use it as a tool, or respond to it because we feel guilty, or panicked, or afraid.


This doesn’t mean, of course that we don’t respond to the pain and brokenness of the world.  It does mean that our response comes from a different place, it has a different root.  I laughed out loud at a New Yorker cartoon last week that showed two bearded men standing on a street corner with placards.  One man’s sign said “The end of the world is near (for religious reasons)” and the other’s sign said, “The end of the world is near (for environmental reasons)”.  I laughed because I’ve felt at times that I wanted to hold up that second placard.  I’ve felt, at times, on the edge of panic about the pace of climate change and the kind of climate that my children will live in as adults. 


But I’m not sure that panic is going to save the world.  Panic, or fear, or even guilt, can lead us to change our behavior, and that is certainly important.  But if we are going to change the world, I think we need to root our actions in ground that is richer and deeper.  Panic abates as soon as the temperature gets cooler, as soon as someone assures us that things aren’t really so bad after all.  But appreciation, deep appreciation, lasts.  It moves us to act differently because it helps us to see the natural world not just as a tool for our use, for our exploitation, but as a beautiful gift meant to be admired and loved and cared for.


These days, it can seem like we’re confronted with a choice between two very unpleasant options—either we pay attention to the news and get incredibly depressed and overwhelmed, or else we ignore what’s going on in the world.  There is, however, a third option.  We can pay attention to the world, not only to hear about our failings, but also to keep an ear tuned for evidence that God is at work in the world, and to begin, through our deep appreciation, to participate in that redemptive work.


Thanks be to God!  
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