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From Jack Layton’s last Letter to Canadians: 

“My friends, love is better than anger.  Hope is better than fear.  Optimism is better than despair.  So let us be loving, hopeful and optimistic.  And we’ll change the world.”

SERMON

When I was a young adult, in the 60s and 70s era of self-exploration, self-discovery, and generally “self” – we used to ask each other – “Who are you?” or ask ourselves “Who am I?”  One of the exercises was to keep asking your partner “who are you?” over and over,  and to come up with a whole list of nouns, or labels.  It helped us to define ourselves and to name the different elements of our personalities – helped bring them to consciousness.

If I were conducting a memorial service for Jack Layton, I might introduce the service by saying something like: We are here to honour and celebrate the life of Jack Layton – Jack was a politician, leader, activist, husband, father, son, and great Canadian.

My own list would be a little less illustrious. I am a woman, a mother, a minister, a singer, an oldest child, a sister, a person, a Unitarian.  Then I might add,  I am over-educated, under-employed, white, heterosexual, middle-class, a home-owner, a tinkerer, a musician, a cyclist, an environmentalist, a voter, and so on.

The more we can name the different aspects of ourselves, the better equipped we are to behave responsibly in relating to other people.  For example, we know where we are more privileged (white, educated, home-owner, heterosexual), and can act conscientiously from privilege, and not abuse it.  We know where we are less privileged (woman, of a certain age), and might have to work harder to achieve what we want.

Who are you?  What would be on your list?  

[share with your neighbour for 1 minute each – gong]

It’s kind of fun to compile all those labels.  It can be revealing, too, to look at how you identify yourself – and to think about what isn’t on that list, or how someone else would name you.

But there is more to us than our labels.  

Who was Jack Layton?  He was all those things I named –  plus he was musician, athlete, linguist, environmentalist, cancer patient, friend, and Leader of Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition.  But that list doesn’t give you the entire picture of the man.  You wouldn’t know him from that list; if you’ve never met him, all you know is that this was a person who had many accomplishments.  The list leaves things out.  Maybe he wasn’t very nice in person.  Maybe he was ruthless in his business dealings.  Maybe he was a schmuck!

(I don’t believe that he was … )

Three years ago, I came across that other question, Whose are you?  I immediately loved the question – because it puts a whole new spin on seeking meaning, exploring self, defining life.

It is deeper and wider than “Who are you?”  It is relational, instead of individualistic.  We have enough individualism in our lives – in our society – and it isn’t very satisfying personally, nor is it good for humanity and other living things.

“Whose are you?” is FULL of possibilities.  It may not be easy to answer; it may have just as long a list of answers as the other question.  But it engages us – it is about where our hearts are.

Whose are you?  Who or what claims your heart?  Where do you give your loyalty, your best energy, your love?  What is it that engages your whole being?  To what or to whom do you give your highest allegiance?

 “The power for authentic leadership, Vaclav Havel* tells us, is found not in external arrangements but in the human heart.  Authentic leaders in every setting – from families to nation-states – aim at liberating the heart, their own and others’, so that its powers can liberate the world.
 [* playwright, dissident, prisoner, and former president of the Czech Republic] 

I believe that people in our UU congregations are and can be – and should be –  leaders in society, in a hurting world, leading the way to better relationships among human beings.  For that, we must know whose we are, who or what lays claim to our hearts.

Some of my or your answers to “whose are you?” are probably related to the “Who” that we are.  I am a mother, so one “whose” answer would be that I belong to my children.  I am my children’s, and that is part of a bigger answer, which is that I am Love’s.  In this example, my “whose” answer is a value.  It is Love that possesses me.

I might say “I am the Earth’s” – because I am of the earth, I belong to the earth, my life is bound up with it’s life, and I feel connected to Earth.  I want to take care of her.  This is related to, but isn’t the same as, “I am an environmentalist.”  To say “I belong to Earth” comes from a deeper part of me, one that is moved by connection, relationship, belonging.  Those are powerful motivators. 

It matters whose we are.

First Nations people sometimes introduce themselves according to their lineage.  Recently I met a man who spoke in a UU service of his connection to seven generations of his fathers.  (It was Fathers’ Day.)  I had the image of his opening himself back and back in time, deeper and deeper, and all of those generations offering their genetic and experiential gifts to this man.   I, too, am part of my ancestral lineage.  Though I might not name it very often, I know that it claims some of my loyalty.

One of your answers – maybe even your ultimate answer – is that you are “God’s”. When I have done this exercise, exchanging answers to the question “Whose are you?”, eventually I found myself responding, “I am God’s.”  For me, that was a form of surrender, in the sense of giving myself to God. 

This is my own interpretation – not prescriptive for you.  My “God word” is shorthand for “the wisest and most omniscient way to run the universe for the best outcomes for all beings and the Earth.”  It is a prayer, that says “Here I am, God, let me be aware of how to be your hands and feet in my life’s sphere of influence.”  It is a sort of pledge or reminder that I don’t know everything, even when I think I do, and that there is a greater good to be considered. What that means at any particular point in time is changing.  On some level, I decide to trust that if I pay attention, wisdom from somewhere will help guide my feet.

In that sense, I am God’s.

Even if you choose to use God-language, though, there is no single definition or picture of what “being God’s” would look like translated into the daily parts of your life.  Each of us has to define that for ourselves – if at all.  How does your God lay claim to your life?

Whose are you?

Who or what beyond yourself is it to which you would give your life, or of which / of whom you are a part?  One of our strongest human longings is to feel connected to others.  In our most satisfying times, we relate to something beyond ourselves, something larger than ourselves.   Our own little stories are too small on their own.  We are drawn to be part of something that transcends our own needs. 

A woman speaks of a flood, and of gathering her family and a few photos and personal items as her living  room fills with water.  In that moment, she knows whose she is.  Fear reminds her that her love for family is paramount.

A man is hit while riding his motorcycle – a car crashes into him.  The rider is thrown off his bike and caught under the car.  At the same time, the motor bike catches on fire.  He is stuck under the car.  

In a second, several bystanders come together and lift the car off the motorcyclist, seemingly heedless of the potential of the car’s also exploding into fire.  In that moment, they know whose they are. They don’t ask themselves who this person is – they just see a need.  For an instant, they are a community, taking care of another human being in dire circumstances.  

We need one another.

Jack Layton’s last “Letter to Canadians” has become an icon of someone whose belonging went well beyond his New Democratic Party ideals.  Certainly the letter contained a political message.  But it was more than that: it also expressed gratitude, and encouragement, and inspiration, and hope. That letter was the act of a person who was very clear about his place in people’s hearts and lives and as a leader.  There was no false humility about it – he knew that people would want to hear from him.  He knew his life was bound up with the people of Canada whom he wanted to serve.  And he knew that his life was bound up with other cancer patients, to whom he offered courage and hope.  Those people had claimed his heart.

The values of Love, Hope and Optimism seem to name what Jack Layton’s life was about.  They point to “whose” he was.  Perhaps many of us would like to claim to be part of that “whose”. 

BUT

“Whose would you rather not be?”  

It happens that sometimes our best time and attention are claimed by false Gods, even though part of us knows better.  In our moments of distraction, we are sometimes unable to be present with the person in front of us.   In our moments of hubris, we are captivated by the importance of our e-mail accounts, or our to-do lists.  We have moments of despair or hopelessness, and can’t seem to shake them off, or move forward.  We are sometimes held in the grip of addictions, to television violence or Facebook pages or busyness or alcohol or gambling or work. 

We may not want to be giving our allegiance to these, but though our intentions be golden, each of us is flawed and imperfect.  My own fallback position when I forget whos I am is to watch bad television.  I do not want to be owned by the life perspective that Hollywood presents, for example – celebrating competition, violence, unrealistic physical beauty, a devaluing of human diversity, and with no alternative vision presented.

But sometimes I do go there.  I watch those programs, sometimes, even when I know that it isn’t doing me any good.  It claims my attention, and it blots out my own bright light, leaves my inner being in the shadows.

Nobody’s perfect.  Hope may be better than fear, but it is all part of the spectrum of human experience.  We can’t pretend those less positive emotions don’t exist.  We can only choose which ones we will feed.  And that requires us to be conscious.  

Victoria Safford’s words again:

“…To ask “Whose am I?” is to extend the question far beyond the little self-absorbed self, and wonder: Who needs you? Who loves you? To whom are you accountable? To whom do you answer? Whose life is altered by your choices? With whose life, whose lives, is your own all bound up, inextricably, in obvious or invisible ways?”

Whose are we when the chips are down? When the bank is out of money, or we wonder how our meager amount should be spent: which bills should be paid first, is there enough to give away, to whom or what should it be given?

Whose are we when we are on easy street, wanting to share what we have, wondering how to live a useful life?

Knowing that in any close friendship or relationship there will be pain and difficulty as well as joy and ease,  and knowing that our imperfections will trip us up – whose are we?  Whose do we choose to be, when we decide to take the risk to love?

When a family changes in composition – when someone leaves, or is taken away, or dies, or when someone comes into the family – whose are we, as we rearrange ourselves into this new configuration? 

Whose are we when our health seems to be impossibly difficult, or we’re waiting for test results, or our bodies are letting us down?  … or when our children need direction, or are seeming to stray? 

Whose are we when we are contemplating the big questions of life, the questions that affect us all – what am I here for, where am I going, when and how will I die?

Whose are we – whose lives are altered by our choices, to whom are we accountable, who needs us, whose lives our bound up with our own – when we have to choose which path to take  - and how do we make the choices – Do we act as agent or as victim?  do we base our choices on love or anger? Generosity or anxiety?  Hope or fear? Optimism or despair? 

However imperfectly, let us set our intentions not to be claimed by despair, or anger or fear, but to be claimed by love, hope and optimism.  Because values like those are what allow us to live with more joy, more connection, more inspiration.  

 “My friends, love is better than anger.  Hope is better than fear.  Optimism is better than despair.  So let us be loving, hopeful and optimistic.  And we’ll change the world.”  RIP Jack Layton, 1951 - 2011.

Amen.

� Parker Palmer in Let Your Life Speak, p. 76 (quoted p.21 Whose Are We? facilitator program)


� Reprinted as Opening Words in UU World, Fall 2008.  Excerpted from "Remind Us Again, Brave Friends," Victoria Safford's sermon at the 2008 General Assembly Service of the Living Tradition; 













