MOUNT MANSFIELD UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST FELLOWSHIP

REflections June 2010

From UU World magazine, Summer 2007:
Love the Contradictions by Robert Hardies:

We grow souls on Sunday mornings 
when the sermon challenges and expands our thinking, 
or when music makes our spirits soar.
We grow souls in RE classes, 
as we learn to discover the movement of the Spirit in our lives.
We grow souls in our covenant groups, 
learning together and caring for one another, 
recognizing in others' stories our own experience. 
We grow souls when we engage with one another
 in congregational self-governance, 
feeling the power of a shared vision come into reality.
  For the past 11 years as a member of MMUUF, I've been given the opportunity of growing my soul. What started as the receptive act of attending services on Sundays quickly grew into something more interactive when I joined the Worship Committee and helped to shape those services. Then came the creative layer of becoming a part of the choir and literally making the services sing. And then somewhere along the line, I found myself wanting to explore my own spirituality and participated in several adult religious exploration programs - one on the feminine divine called Cakes for the Queen of Heaven, others on Spirituality in Everyday Life and Building Your Own Theology. We even formed a Voluntary Simplicity Circle one year, helping each other to live more lightly and simply on the earth and at the same time improve the quality of our lives. And because we are lay- led, I got the chance to present a service every year, covering subjects near and dear to my heart like exploring our spiritual roots, community gardens, the blessings of animals in our lives, the joy of volunteering, honoring our gay brothers and sisters, living simply, recognizing and honing our spiritual tools, and spiritual direction.

  But by far, my most formative experience has been serving as 
MMUUF’s senior religious educator for the last 10 years. I was honored to be accepted in that role solely on the strength of my life experience, having had no formal training. I was strengthened by the faith and trust of the Fellowship and the freedom you gave me to follow my instincts, and we've been able to grow from one small multi-age group of 15 children to four separate groups that serve about 60 children and youth. My soul got stretched in every direction as I learned how to be a teacher, how to honor the vital connection between spirituality and creativity, how to respond to the changing needs of our community, and how to rely on and be a part of the RE Committee. By participating in the work of building the Fellowship, I was also building deep and lasting friendships and learning what it means to be part of a community. We come together week after week and gradually become woven into each other's lives, becoming familiar with each other's stories, celebrating our joys and sharing our sorrows, supporting each other in times of need, and all the while growing our souls.

   For that is the wonderful mystery that has unfolded in my own life. The spiritual yearnings that drew me here, and the good work that I found here, somehow blended together to deepen and widen my inner life. Seeds were planted, which grew me into a teacher and writer, a Buddhist, and finally, a spiritual director. Through the curious alchemy of the Beloved Community, I was able to grow ever more fully into whom I was meant to be.

  So I thank you all, for so much - your friendship, kindness, and love, for sharing your lives with me and making me feel safe enough to share mine with you, for giving me roots to anchor me and wings to fly. May we continue to grow together for a long long time.
                                             Your Friend, 

                                                     Tess Starecheski,

                                                               SRE of MMUUF

From The Seven of Pentacles by Marge Piercy:

Connections are made slowly, sometimes they grow underground. You cannot tell always by looking what is happening.                        More than half the tree is spread out into soil under your feet. Penetrate quietly as the earthworm that blows no trumpet.                Fight persistently as the creeper that brings down the tree.           Spread like the squash plant that overruns the garden.                       Gnaw in the dark and use the sun to make sugar.

Weave real connections, create real nodes, build real houses.             Live a life you can endure: make love that is loving.                               Keep tangling and interweaving and taking more in,                                    a thicket and bramble wilderness to the outside but to us interconnected with rabbit runs and boroughs and lairs.

Live as if you liked yourself, and it may happen:                                    reach out, keep reaching out, keep bringing in.                                          This is how we are going to live for a long time: not always,                     for every gardener knows that after the digging, after the planting, after the long season of tending and growth, the harvest comes.
HAPPIEST OF BIRTHDAYS!
Svieta and my dear daughter Laura  June 5

**********************************************************************************
WORDS TO GROW ON
From Kathy Rude:
Till We Have Faces: A Myth Retold by C.S. Lewis

This book is a wonderful, fresh, disturbing, and enigmatic version of the Psyche myth.  There are many tellings of Psyche’s story in mythology books, books on inner growth, and also online, and if you would like to quickly review the story, a Wikipedia link is included at the end of this review.  I have always enjoyed the myth of Psyche (whose name in Greek means Soul and butterfly) as an instructive story on how we all make that journey through a belief system, a questioning in that belief system, and a finding of our way through.  In the myth, Psyche follows her sister’s demand to take an oil lamp at night so that she can “see” her new husband who made her promise never to do so. When she disobeys, she is exiled and given seemingly impossible tasks in order to make her way back.  These tasks can symbolize aspects of spiritual growth such as gathering all the disparate parts of the self, letting down defenses in order to accept help, and learning to prioritize and stay focused.  In the end, with the aid of surprising helpers, Psyche makes it back and joins her husband Eros in the realm of the gods.

When I first read Till We Have Faces a couple of years ago, I had borrowed a copy from the library, and soon into the story, just stopped reading it, and ordered my own copy.  It was too rich and layered, and I realized I wanted to underline, highlight, write in the margins and just keep it to read again.  In fact, it is a book that you will want to read at least twice.  I felt emotional, spiritual and visceral reactions to both the story and to this little kingdom of Glome as I read the C.S. Lewis’s version.  I even felt a shudder and trickle of fear when imagining the dark, smoky, blood-spattered temple of Ungit, and the deep and unsettling foreboding in the castle as distant plagues, rebellions, and famine encroached, livestock began to die, and the growling voice of a fearsome supernatural brute was rumored to have entered their land.  I felt the dread and desperate search for reasons and solutions to this crisis as Lewis conjured up an aura of ancient Babylonian or Sumerian cosmology and primitive gods and cunning priests, demanding sacrifice.  There is much that is veiled, dark, hidden and unsettling in this story that gives it added punch when exploring issues such as faith and belief.

The tale is told in first person by Psyche’s sister Orual, (later virgin warrior-queen of the land), and through her eyes, (always behind veils until she too has a face) the story of Psyche opens, but with disturbing changes.  In the commonly told version of the myth, the sisters, when visiting Psyche in her palace after she is “sacrificed” to the unknown god, see the palace, her beautiful clothes, and are jealous of all the splendor. In this version, there is an amazing alteration that brings issues like belief, trust, faith, love, betrayal and loss right up to the forefront.  The idea of seeing in order to believe is central, as is shown in the following conversation between Orual and her Greek tutor back at the Palace in Glome after meeting with Psyche:

     

     “If I’d had my eyes shut, I would have believed her palace was as real as this.”

     “But, your eyes being open, you saw no such thing.”

     “You don’t think—not possibly—not a a mere hundredth chance—there might be things that are real though we can’t see them?”

     “Certainly I do.  Such things as Justice, Equality, the Soul, or musical notes.”

     “Oh Grandfather, I don’t mean things like that...Are there no things—I mean things—but what we see?”

     “Plenty.  Things behind our backs.  Things too far away.  And all things, if it’s dark enough.”

Psyche’s sister, Queen Orual, actually did get a glimpse of Psyche’s palace, just as a morning mist parted, and in her disbelief, it faded once again before her eyes.  She struggled with doubt and belief, but acted on her doubt then, and consequently became angry, disillusioned, and disappointed for the rest of her life in losing Psyche due to that choice. In writing the account of the story, she built a case against the gods for concealing themselves, and not providing proof of their existence...for keeping hidden, and forcing humans to have to take a leap of faith, and overcome the reality perceived by the five senses.

As Orual writes her version of the story, in her anger at the gods, she is sorting her own seeds, and begins to see and learn past her own veil of self-deception and distorted self-image. She remembers things long forgotten in retelling her memories, and realizes her own rationalizations and self-delusions.  As the story unfolds, the parallels, subtle shifts, substitutions, and twists throughout the events and characters make it all feel shimmery and mirage-like. She begins to see other possibilities, and what she has done to others in her life, finally realizing her role in her disappointing relationships with her sisters and loyal friends.  In reading the novel, I found myself examining what faith and belief are, and what are the various stages between the two. It made me think of relationships we have to the divine, and what is our purpose of, and our relationship to others.  Finally, the story also helped me to explore the spectrum of the kinds of love, from selfless agape love to devouring blind love, as the character comes to know herself, and at her death, finally make things right with her god.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cupid_and_Psyche
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