
SERMON 3-23-14: Caring For One Another

Story for all ages – what we can learn from geese
As each goose flaps its 
wings it creates an uplift 
for the goose that follows.  
By flying in a “V” 
formation, the whole flock 
adds a71% greater flying 
range than if each bird 
flew alone.
LESSON: People who share 
a common direction and 
sense of community 

can get where they are going quicker and easier because they are traveling 
on the thrust of one another
can get where they are going quicker and easier because they are traveling 
on the thrust of one another

Whenever a goose falls out of 
formation it suddenly feels the drag 
and resistance of flying alone. It then 
moves quickly back into formation to 
take advantage of the lifting power of 
the bird immediately in front of it.
LESSON: If we have as much sense as 
a goose we will stay in formation with 
those headed where we want to go. 
We will be willing to accept their help 
and to give our help to others

.

When the lead goose tires, it 
rotates back into the 
formation and another goose 
flies to the point position.
LESSON: It pays to take turns 
doing the hard tasks and 
sharing leadership.  As with 
geese, people are 
interdependent on each 
other’s 

skills, capabilities and unique arrangements of gifts, talents or resourcesskills, capabilities and unique arrangements of gifts, talents or resources



The geese flying in formation honk to 
encourage those up front to keep up 
their speed.
LESSON: We need to make sure that our 
honking is encouraging. In groups where 
there is encouragement production is 
much greater. The power of 
encouragement (to stand by one’s heart 
or core values and encourage the heart 
and core of others) is the quality of 
honking we seek

When a goose is sick, wounded or 
shot down two geese drop out of 
formation and follow it down to help 
or protect it. They stay with it until it 
dies or is able to fly again.   Then 
they launch out on their own, to 
connect with another formation or 
catch up with the original flock.
LESSON: If we have as much sense 
as geese, we will stand by each 
other in difficult times as well as 
when we are strong.

Reflections
From Sally: 
When I arrive at the hospital office each day, before visiting any patients or their 
families, I read these words.  They ground me in my purpose and my mission: 

Help me to remember:
That there is little I need to say and a lot I need to hear.
That I have little to teach and a lot to learn.
That sometimes the most important thing I can give is simply my presence. 
And sometimes nothing more is even wanted.
That all my education, all my training, and all my experience must always be 



secondary to my simple presence.
That I must accept and re-accept and re-accept and re-accept the uniqueness 
of the individual before me.
That I am not here for me; I am here for another. - Doug Smith

From Dennis
The reality of the human condition is that we all experience famine, not 
necessarily of the body but rather of the spirit.  We all have times when our 
spirit longs for rain, for cleansing, for release.  

The shadow is always present.   Buddhists recognize this reality as the first 
noble truth, that life is Dukkha. That Sanskrit work dukkha is often 
translated as suffering, suggesting that Life is suffering. Yet, the word also 
can mean anxiety, stress, unsatisfactory, the inevitable yucky stuff of life.   
Life is all those things. Life is often a difficult journey.   
  
So, in sorrow and in pain, we turn to the small voice within and sometimes 
listening to that voice is just what we need. Sometime that voice is not 
enough. We need companions on our journey, especially in difficult times.

The wise geese know that they need not face difficult times alone.  Yet we 
humans, especially in our individualistic culture, erroneously believe that to 
fly solo is a sign of strength.  Even the geese know better than that. Yet our 
constructed, rational culture of staunch individualism and independence 
gives us the false message that to ask for or to accept help is a sign of 
weakness.   On the contrary, the wisdom to open our hearts to another's 
love and care is the deepest wisdom. 

We Unitarian Universalist are sometimes particularly  prone to foolish 
independence.   When I was in training as a hospital chaplain, I was 
assigned to daily rounds in the cardiac and the rehabilitation wards at Good 
Samaritan Hospital in Puyallup.  One morning I went into the room of a new 
patient and introduced myself to him and his wife. He was to begin therapy 
after his recent cardiac surgery.  

“Hi, my name is Dennis, I am a staff chaplain and I work on this ward and 
just wanted to let you know I am around and am available if there is 



anything that you might want to process or any way at all I might help.”

Their reply: “Oh thank you, but we won't be needing your services.   You 
see we're Unitarian Universalists”         

“Great” I replied “So am I”

They smiled in surprise.

We talked. I asked about their church and we discovered UU 
acquaintances in common.  They invited me to visit again. In the difficult 
days of therapy that followed I spent time with each of them, mostly just 
listening to their stories. 

While her husband was in the midst of his daily therapy sessions, the 
women, let’s call her Liz, shared how his cardiac episode had frightened 
her and filled her with anxiety about his possible death.  Paramount was 
her worry that after 40 plus years of marriage, could she make it on her 
own? 

After sitting with that for a time she said, “Well it will be hard, but I suppose 
I can do it.”

In our time of shared silence she reconnected with her needs and her 
capacity to care for herself. 

The patient, we’ll call him Tim, shared how the fear of his own mortality had 
hit him even more deeply than  the physical pain of his heart attack.  He 
nearly wept over his frustration with the slow process of recovery. In time, 
he spoke of his resignation to the difficult reality that he would never be as 
physically active as he had been before his heart attack. 

The three of us sat together in the evening as they spoke of how much they 
appreciated and loved each other and about how they would cope with 
their changed life.

 I did not do anything or fix anything. Yet, sharing their journey- their fear 
and apprehension, their mutual affection, and their uncertainty- made it all 
just a wee bit easier.

Tim and LIz experienced what has historically been called pastoral care.  
Chaplain, Pastor and pastoral care are loaded words for some.  “We won't 



be needing any of 'that'; we are Unitarian Universalists.”  

Such reactions come from a misunderstanding of what a pastoralist, more 
commonly called a shepherd, did, and in some parts of the world still does.  
Many have the misconception that shepherds lead sheep and “no way” is 
anybody going to lead me in any direction I don't want to go in.    

Well, let me make one thing perfectly clear, shepherds do not lead sheep.  
Shepherds follow their sheep. They watch them and watch out for them. 
Through practice and simple wisdom shepherds learn to recognize 
potential problems. They remain close at hand to intervene when a sheep 
needs some help, be it an old ram stuck in the mud or a ewe caught in the 
brambles or a wayward lamb. Most of the time, though, a shepherd's work 
is to simply be present and pay attention.

That is what good chaplaincy, good pastoral ministry, is all about. It is a way 
to deeply care for one another.

Sometimes, we do a pretty fair job of it here in this community. Suzanne 
and I received some good support from this community during her sister's 
long illness and death. We shared, we acknowledged our pain, and you 
responded with love.  

Some of the beloved elders who no longer make it to church get regular 
visits. Sometimes I or others from this congregation show up at a hospital 
bedside or in a skilled nursing facility.

Sometimes, we do not do so well. Some elders simply drift away and if they 
are not part of the more connected circles within the community we find 
ourselves scratching our heads and wondering “where did what's her name 
go?”  Sometimes people share deep hurt during joys and sorrows.   They 
get a hug and then they go home to face their trial alone. 

We can do better. All we have to do is be a wise a geese. 

In the weeks to come we are going to try to a new approach to pastoral 
care.  Instead of hoping that “someone” will respond to needs that become 
known or that “someone” will seek out those who have drifted away, we are 
inviting a circle of people to be those someone’s.

Sally and Suzanne and I, who all have professional training and experience 



as chaplains and Nydia, a ministerial student, will join with another half 
dozen invited individuals to create what we are calling a Pastoral 
Associates Team.  The half dozen folks were recommended by the 
Committee on Ministry because they were observed as some of those most 
likely to be good at such work. The group is intentionally diverse with folks, 
representing assorted ages and a variety of geographic areas to better 
serve the whole island.  They include both long time members and some 
folks who are newer to the community. 

We have a list of candidates already in place, so we are not seeking 
volunteers just yet. Some are still in discernment and there some we have 
yet asked.  Later in the spring we will share the list. 

Today, I want to talk about what this team will do.  We will watch and listen. 
Listen for those who share a sorrow that they may wish to process further. 
We'll watch for those we haven't seen for a while.   We’ll offer take church 
to those who either temporarily or on a continuing basis cannot be present 
in the sanctuary on Sunday mornings. Mostly we will, like good shepherds, 
just be present.

This team is not focused on meeting pragmatic needs like casseroles and 
rides to the doctor, but rather being attentive to the needs of heart and mind 
and that psycho-spiritual essence some call soul.   We will share 
information and support each other in our reaching out, understanding that, 
like geese, we can be more effective when we work together. Our hope is 
that our efforts will provide a bit of up lift for others in our community and 
thus make their journey a little easier.

We ask you to support us and to be like those geese who are taking their 
turn near the back of the formation and honk at us when you know if 
someone is facing difficulties.  

We hope too that you, like those geese, remember that flying alone is far 
more difficult.  Perhaps you will allow us to companion you. 

We are connected beings. Connected in a great web of all life and 
connected with greater depth here in this covenanted community.   A vital 
part of keeping that web whole is to admit our own needs, our own times of 
disconnection and acknowledge times when the threads of the web are 
tattered and unraveling. Trust in the love of this community. Trust love to 
guide us. 



Admit that, like Tim and Liz discovered, that all of us gain something of 
value when we bare the pain - B A R E - it is easier to bear, B E A R.  For in 
doing so we share the burden and we fly with greater ease, even though 
we are Unitarian Universalists.

May it be so.  

May we, together, make it so.                   

Closing words: Mary Oliver’s Wild Geese

You do not have to be good
You do not have to walk on your knees for a hundred miles
 through the desert, repenting.
You only have to let the soft animal of your body
Love what it loves.

Tell me about despair, yours
And I will tell you mine.
Meanwhile, the world goes on.
Meanwhile, the sun and the soft pebbles of rain move across the landscape
 over the meadows and the deep forest.
Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clear blue air
Are headed home again.

Whoever you are
no matter how lonely,

the world offers itself to your imagination,
announcing like the wild geese, harsh and exciting
 over and over again
your place in the family of things


