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Responsive Reading 556       These Roses  adapted from Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

These roses under my window make no reference to former roses or to better 

ones; they are for what they are; they exist with God today. 

There is no time to them. There is simply the rose; it is perfect in every 

moment of its existence.  

Before a leaf-bud has burst, its whole life acts; in the full-blown flower there is no 

more, in the leafless root there is no less. 

Its nature is satisfied and it satisfies nature in all moments alike. 

But we postpone or remember. We do not live in the present, but with reverted 

eye lament the past, or, heedless of the riches that surround us, stand on tiptoe to 

foresee the future. 

We cannot be happy or strong until we too live with nature in the present, 

above time.  

 

Reading          The Layers               Stanley Kunitz 

 

I have walked through many lives,  

some of them my own, 

and I am not who I was, 

though some principle of being 

abides, from which I struggle 

not to stray. 

When I look behind, 

as I am compelled to look 

before I can gather strength 

to proceed on my journey, 

I see the milestones dwindling 

toward the horizon 

and the slow fires trailing 

from the abandoned camp-sites, 

over which scavenger angels 

wheel on heavy wings. 

Oh, I have made myself a tribe 

out of my true affections, 

and my tribe is scattered! 

How shall the heart be reconciled 

to its feast of losses? 

 

 

In a rising wind 

the manic dust of my friends, 

those who fell along the way, 

bitterly stings my face. 

Yet I turn, I turn, 

exulting somewhat, 

with my will intact to go 

wherever I need to go, 

and every stone on the road 

precious to me. 

In my darkest night, 

when the moon was covered 

and I roamed through wreckage, 

a nimbus-clouded voice 

directed me: 

“Live in the layers, 

not on the litter.” 

Though I lack the art 

to decipher it, 

no doubt the next chapter 

in my book of transformations 

is already written. 

I am not done with my changes. 

http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/242450
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Prayer                  after a prayer by Robert Raible 
 

 Spirit of Life and Love, God of many names, Mystery beyond all our naming; 

 O You in whom our human generations are bound together, 

May your blessings fall on the young, on those now marching up 

 through the green springtime of life’s journey.  

May they not be lacking in good friends and in wise counselors; 

 nor lose the opportunity of doing and discovering for themselves. 

May they never throw away the hero from their souls. 

And if the world with its lures and perils seems to be a nettle to them, 

 may they grasp it firmly and keep hearts unstung by cynicism or despair. 

And may Your blessing fall also on those who are in the middle of their years, 

 with much of mortal life behind them but also much still ahead. 

If they have ceased to look forward as eagerly as once they did, 

 may they at least have a broader vision. 

If they can no longer mount up with wings as eagles, 

 may they have the greater power to run and not be weary. 

And may . . . life’s experiences not confound for long the courage of their hopes.  

May their capacity for love not become dusty and dull with travel on the road. 

Then be with those also who are near the last bend in the hill we are climbing, 

 those to whose eyes a wide land of memory, 

 memory with both sunshine and with shadow, is now outspread. 

If no longer quick to make new friends, may they keep the old friendly heart. 

If the pace of their lives is now slowed,  

 may they be glad to see the young leaping on ahead. 

And may the same sense of wonder go with them, sweet and strong, 

 to the end of their days; with all of us, 

  bound together in this troubled, striving, glorious continuity of life. 

May we all be helpers of one another’s joys and bearers of one another’s burdens. 

And this we ask in the names of all those, known and unknown, remembered and 

forgotten, present and absent, in the names of all the true helpers of humankind.  
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Looking Both Ways 
A Sermon Delivered for the 

First Unitarian Universalist Church of San Francisco 

Sunday, August 16, 2015 

The Rev. John A. Buehrens, Senior Minister 

 

We all “walk through many lives, some of them our own.” Some of you may have walked in 

here this morning expecting to b hearing from my good wife, the Rev. Gwen Langdoc Buehrens. 

But a not-so-funny thing happened to her on the way to this pulpit -- shortly after we returned 

from our family vacation. (Which was wonderful, by the way, especially the part spent on Cape 

Cod, playing in the sand with our grandson Simon, now three and a half.)  

 

Gwen was in a store. She was looking one way, while still reaching for something the other way, 

when she lost her balance. And fell. And cracked her holy bone, the sacrum. But don’t worry! 

No surgery necessary. Just physical therapy. And she’s recovering well. And will come to this 

pulpit some time later in the year. But since it was she who selected today’s sermon theme and 

title, the irony, like her injury, is just a little too real.  

 

When we’re very young, our parents and teachers try to train us carefully to look both ways – 

when crossing the street for example.  But sometimes it’s not all that smart, nor even prudent. 

When I was in first grade, for example, I remember stopping at crosswalk on the way home from 

school, which was at the very top of a street, with our house below and the local bay beyond that. 

I looked this way, and that way, but when I was looking right a bike ridden by one of the big kids 

swooped close on my left and my bag of marbles – all my winnings from that day at recess– 

broke loose and went rolling down the hill into the bay. My mother, may she now rest in peace 

and be forgiven, as I tearfully told her my tale of woe at home, couldn’t suppress her giggles 

about me losing all my marbles so early in life!   

 

But years of psychotherapy took care of that! So that I can now risk telling all of you about it! 

Freud, as W.H. Auden once put it in verse,   

 

 . . . wasn’t clever at all: he merely told 

 the unhappy Present to recite the Past 

http://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/memory-sigmund-freud
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     like a poetry lesson till sooner 

   or later it faltered at the line where 

 

long ago the accusations had begun, 

and suddenly knew by whom it had been judged, 

     how rich life had been and how silly, 

   and was life-forgiven and more humble, 

 

able to approach the Future as a friend 

without a wardrobe of excuses, without 

     a set mask of rectitude or an  

   embarrassing over-familiar gesture. 

  

Talk therapy, as honest practitioners will tell you, is most profitable, both for them and clients, 

when undertaken by relatively young, verbal, well-paid young professionals. I’m grateful for 

having been one of them. It was then I learned about “looking both ways” in still another way. 

To slightly sanitize the verses of another poet, Phillip Larkin, 

They [mess] you up, your mum and dad. 

They may not mean to, but they do. 

They fill you with the faults they had 

And add some extra, just for you.  

But they were [messed] up in their turn 

By fools in old-style hats and coats, 

Who half the time were soppy-stern 

And half at one another’s throats. 

Man hands on misery to man. 

It deepens like a coastal shelf. 

Get out as early as you can, 

And don’t have any kids yourself. 
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As a critic once put it, Larkin “so well captures our self-indulgent despair as to render it absurd.” 

And if you have heard this from me before, my apologies. Today I’m just the substitute preacher.  

 

Then there’s that part of life, often called “maturity,” when we’re instructed to look carefully at 

both sides of every argument and controversy. On the one hand, one the other. Harry Truman 

once said that what he most needed, as President, was a one-handed economic advisor. And a 

mentor of mine warned me about preaching with such ambivalence. Which soon founders on a 

greater wisdom that often, at least one side of the argument, if not both, simply are absurd, with 

no solid basis either in facts about the past nor a clear vision for a coherent common future. And 

if you don’t believe me about that, have you listened  to any of the recent presidential debates?   

 

But what Gwen most wanted to talk about today was the spirituality of growing somewhat older. 

When looking backward presents an amazingly long view; looking forward, well, not so much. 

We’ve both known elders who, as basic spirituality teaches, have been blessedly able to accept 

with serenity what could not be changed, to change in themselves things what could be changed, 

and to find the wisdom to know the difference.  

 

So now let me now honor for a moment the memory of a dear friend and mentor to both of us.  

Ruth Martin, who died this summer, well into her 90s, we met when we moved to Knoxville, TN 

some 42 years ago. The Unitarian Universalists there had proven they were a community of faith 

not only by being the first racially integrated congregation of any denomination in that city, but 

also by calling me as their spiritual leader when I was but 25 years old. Ruth’s husband Bill was 

on the search committee. I still recall his key question: “Is God (if any), within us or beyond us?” 

But if you want to hear my answer, you’ll have to come back two weeks from now, for my 

sermon about “The Unitarian Vision.”  

 

Ruth was a social worker by training; the first Executive Director of Planned Parenthood in East 

Tennessee. We became close through a tragedy, and her support even of my fallibilities. On a 

horrible Friday in 1976, Ruth’s son, then a law student, and roughly my age, in the midst of an 

LSD flashback, lit himself on fire and then burned to death. In Vietnam War Buddhist monks 
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had been doing such things. Ruth grieved. Gwen and I tried to help, but only learned how each 

person must grieve in their own way. Ruth did so by becoming more of a community activist – 

heading up the local Office on Aging, sponsoring refugees. And serving as the Chair of my 

Committee on Ministry, when I was thinking of leaving ministry altogether for academia. Ruth 

said, “John, you’re a good minister. You care about people. You need a sabbatical. But if we 

want one thing from you, it’s this: Our church is full of professors. We don’t need essays from 

the pulpit. Talk to us. Learn to preach!”  

 

So without Ruth, I wouldn’t still be standing in this pulpit this morning. I thought of her recently 

when I conducted in our chapel a memorial service here for a woman also unknown to most of 

you, but equally resilient. I speak of Charlene, “Chuckie,” Gleazer, who died this spring at 95. 

Her beloved husband, Ed, now 99, is among us this morning. (Raise your hand, Ed!) 

 

Ed was the President of the American of Association of Community Colleges during a long, 

critical period when giving working class young people a chance at higher education was one of 

the most important, if unsung, revolutions going on in America. And Charlene was not just his 

wife, helpmeet, and mother to their four children, she also worked and wrote for the related 

American Council on Education. Through a group called Peace Links, which helped to found 

with a US Senator’s spouse, she built personal relationships with Russian women in the face of 

the Cold War. She marched in Buenos Aires with the Madres de los Desparacidos, the Mothers 

of the Disappeared. Her grandson remembered at the memorial the time she took on Dr. Seuss. 

She’d read him the Seuss’s Butter Battle Book – a clear parable about nuclear deterrence. But 

she didn’t like its unresolved ending. So she wrote a better one, in Seussian rhyme, which the 

good Dr. wrote back praising. And when Ed turned 80, Charlene, a tennis player from her youth, 

wrote lyrics to end a family musical about his life, with these great verses:  

 

We are your parents, feeble and old 

Some of our story is yet to be told. 

We have our hair and most of our teeth 

Two healthy hips and both of our knees. 
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You may see wrinkles, blotches and flab. 

You may be thinking we need a rehab. 

We look in the mirror, that’s not what we feel. 

Eyes may be dim, but memory’s real.   

. . .  

So here’s some advice, a word to wise 

Forget about ice cream, burgers and fries; 

East all your veggies, take time for some fun. 

So you too can play tennis at a hundred and one. 

 

So here’s the take-away to this sermon: When I asked Ed Gleazer, still grieving his wife’s death 

– she had died just a month after they celebrated their 75th anniversary of  married life together – 

when I asked him to suggest an appropriate reading or readings for her memorial service – I 

rather expected him to suggest something biblical, since had trained for the ministry, as well as 

educational leadership, in a reorganized form of the Mormon faith that now calls itself simply 

“The Community of Christ.” But he both astonished, and inspired me when he immediately 

recited, from memory, and the depths of his heart, words with which I began today’s service – 

attributed to the Hindu sage Kalidasa and found in our hymnal:  

Look to this day!  

For it is life, the very life of life.  

In its brief course lie all the verities 

and realities of your existence. 

 The bliss of growth, 

 The glory of action, 

 The splendor of beauty; 

For yesterday is but a dream, 

And tomorrow is only a vision;  

But today, well lived, makes every yesterday 

A dream of happiness  

And every tomorrow a vision of hope. 

Look well, therefore, to this day.  
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That’s the key to the problem of looking both ways at any stage of life. Poet John Greenleaf 

Whittier wrote some verses that are also in our hymnal and put the message into rhyme:  

 

No longer forward not behind I look in hope or fear; 

But grateful, take the good I find, the best of now and here. 

I break my pilgrim staff, I lay aside the toiling oar; 

The angel sought so far away I welcome at my door. 

 

For all the jarring notes of life seem blending in a psalm, 

And all the angles of its strife slow rounding into calm. 

And so the shadows fall apart, and so the west winds play; 

And all the windows of my heart I open to the day. 

 

I realize that today I’ve used almost more words from the poets than from myself. Sometimes it’s 

they who know best who to express what lies in the heart, and at the heart of a human problem. 

So please forgive me. And remember – I’m just the substitute preacher! Amen.  

 

OFFERTORY SENTENCE 

 

Say to yourself, “If there is any good thing I can do, any kindness I can show to another human 

being, let me not defer it nor neglect it; for I may not pass this way again.”  

 

The offering to support the good works and ministries of this congregation may now be both 

given and received.  

 

OFFERTORY    Les Chemins de l’Amour         Poulenc  

 

*HYMN 331     Life Is the Greatest Gift   Brother James’ Air 

 



BOTH SIDES, NOW AND AGAIN 

 

by Milo F. Hanke, Worship Associate 

Delivered to First Unitarian Universalist Church of San Francisco, 

August 16, 2015 

  

 

It’s midnight in Boston, a sultry summer night, like so many others I remember 

from my early 20s.  Fresh from the Midwest, just out of college then, I moved to a blasé 

Boston as a stalwart youth brimming with overdue talent and truth. 

  

Truth was, I started my emancipated life there with the same certainty that 

Columbus’ men possessed as they sailed towards the edge of the Earth.   

  

Tonight this 60-year-old walks for hours through redbrick canyons, surveying my 

private Boston, the life I knew four decades ago.  Within this Victorian slice of heaven on 

earth, I meander through thickets of memories, a reverie of labors glorious and futile, of 

Disco-era vices and affairs.  Each turn along this nostalgic path tells me I am not 21 

years old.  Plainly, there are fewer years ahead than behind. 

  

The feet are tired, so I claim a park bench in Coplay Square, across the way from 

Boston Public Library.  Engraved upon its monumental, façade are names of generic 

greats such as Galileo, Aristotle, Darwin, Beethoven and a whole lot of dead white men.   

  

Staring at the Library, this majestic storehouse of human achievement, I wonder 

how my life will factor into the scheme of things, the lives of others, perhaps even 

earning permanence somewhere other than a tombstone.  Rather than confess vanity 

here, I hunger to profess a vision.  Is it too late? 

  



Now with an AARP membership card in my wallet, I ask: where do visions go to 

die?  Boston, San Francisco, or in middle age under the ether of comfort and 

acquiescence?   

  

With fewer years ahead than behind, I am certain of fewer things.  I have house 

plants older than Justin Bieber; of that I am certain.   I am sure there are no “do overs” 

for my 20s, 30s, 40s, and 50s.   

  

The disjointed midnight accounting continues. A taboo thought pops up, a real 

dark doozy: "What does it matter, you're going to die anyway…”   

  

So long as that first sentence ends with a question mark instead of a period – 

What does it matter, question mark ? {GESTURE}  -- I remain curious -- the surest sign 

that I am alive.  For me, the surest sign of hope is the abiding belief that what matters 

most spans beyond my years. 

  

Perhaps renewal will continue to come, in ways small and large, visions that 

cultivate love, beauty, truth, justice. To teach a child to tie shoes, to plant an oak tree for 

seven generations hence, this I can do.  

 

At my age – no, at any age - I should be so fortunate, if I would remain still and 

ready to risk anew.  From this public square, I pray my dreams and visions would – if you 

will - mount up on wings of redbrick and fly towards those “ice cream castles in the air.” 

  

The humidity is now too much, and my mind is flush with one-hundred-and-one 

galloping trifles.  The next raft of daily doings will arrive soon, in the light and promise 

of a new day.  I want to be present then, and so begin to lift myself from this magical 



Boston park bench, a Janus-like promontory, looking over lives past and future, comings 

and goings, and transitions.   

  

While Janus and the other gods get to do everything, humans must choose, and 

this mortal chooses to go to bed.  … Hey, around the corner, down on Dartmouth Street, 

there’s an all-night convenience store, and maybe this time the Slurpee machine works.    

 

There’s so much to live for, so much to do, tomorrow and tomorrow.   
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