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Reading:    “Otherwise”          by Jane Kenyon 

 

I got out of bed 

on two strong legs. 

It might have been 

otherwise. I ate 

cereal, sweet 

milk, ripe, flawless 

peach. It might 

have been otherwise. 

I took the dog uphill 

to the birch wood. 

All morning I did 

the work I love. 

At noon I lay down 

with my mate. It might 

have been otherwise. 

We ate dinner together 

at a table with silver 

candlesticks. It might 

have been otherwise. 

I slept in a bed 

in a room with paintings 

on the walls, and 

planned another day 

just like this day. 

But one day, I know, 

it will be otherwise.  



Anthem    The 23rd Psalm         Bobby McFerrin 

       (dedicated to my mother) 

  

The Lord is my Shepherd, I have all I need,  

She makes me lie down in green meadows,  

Beside the still waters, She will lead. 

 

She restores my soul, She rights my wrongs,  

She leads me in a path of good things,  

And fills my heart with songs. 

 

Even though I walk, through a dark & dreary land,  

There is nothing that can shake me,  

She has said She won't forsake me,  

I'm in her hand. 

 

She sets a table before me, in the presence of my foes,  

 

She anoints my head with oil,  

And my cup overflows. 

 

Surely, surely goodness and kindness will follow me,  

All the days of my life,  

And I will live in her house,  

Forever, forever and ever. 

 

Glory be to our Mother, and Daughter,  

And to the Holy of Holies,  

As it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be,  

World, without end. Amen 

 

http://www.lyricsmode.com/lyrics/b/bobby_mcferrin/the_23rd_psalm.html
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My mother grew up during the Depression. In an immigrant family and neighborhood. 

When she and her friends had a nickel between them, they’d stop at the corner store to 

buy an ice cream to share. “What flavors do you have?” they’d ask the storekeeper. He’d 

rattle back what sounded like a long list, but in an accent none of them could understand. 

Until he ended, “pwus, we have stwabelly, chawklet, and wanilla.” So they’d settle for 

one of those. Half-wondering what else might exist, half-suspecting that’s all he ever had.  

 

I twice heard her tell this story to my daughters, and it reminded me that, for a long time, 

especially when I was growing up, religion in America seemed rather like that. About 20 

years ago now I was in Washington, DC, lining up with other religious leaders to stand 

on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, summoned by African American activist Marian 

Wright Edelman to “Stand for Children.” A young aide with a clipboard asked, 

“Protestant? Catholic? Jewish? Or otherwise.” Struck by how that word seemed both apt 

and ironic, I replied, “Oh, seat me with the ‘otherwise.’ They sound like good company!”  

 

“To really understanding religion in a pluralistic world,” says my friend Bill Vendley, 

“requires a high I.Q. Which has nothing to do with your intelligence. That stands for your 

Irony Quotient.” Bill is Secretary General of the World Conference on Religion & Peace. 

He once challenged me to guess who’d written the following words.  “Liberals have been 

correct throughout history on issues of social justice while we have been neglectful or 

derelict in applying the principles of our faith to establishing justice in a fallen world.” 

That was Ralph Reed, founder and leader of the mostly right-wing Christian Coalition.  

 

“What’s irony, Daddy?” my daughter Mary once asked me. “Irony, sweetheart? Well, 

mm, it’s when what you expected turns out to be, well, otherwise, with you wiser, too.” 

When people you don’t like turn out to have some wisdom after all. When someone you 

considered ‘other’ teaches you something -- about yourself. Say when in public affairs it 



takes an adamant anti-Communist like Nixon to open relations with Communist China. 

Or when it’s the political party that under Bush said “deficits don’t matter” that wants to 

balance the budget, above all else. That’s irony! It’s when left and right, bad and good, 

weak and strong, seem deeper and more complex than you’d ever thought they were. 

 

Ironically, for me it took actually travelling to China twenty years ago, with Bill Vendley, 

to see how, with all the religious freedom and pluralism you and I enjoy, our mission, 

yours and mine, may consist in this: in truly being “otherwise” -- in every possible sense.  

 

Remember: during the so-called ‘Cultural Revolution,’ China tried to stamp out religion. 

And nearly succeeded.  Every shrine, temple, mosque, church, monastery and seminary 

was closed. Every religious leader Bill and I met –Buddhist, Protestant, Catholic, Muslim 

or Taoist – were either over 80 or barely 30. All in between had been killed or exiled. 

Only 15% of Chinese, in 1995, retained any religious identity or practice.  

 

Yet here’s the irony. Consumer spending that year rose by a larger percentage. So did the 

crime rate. With the only thing remaining of Chinese Marxism being its materialism, the 

gap between rich and poor was growing faster than even here in the States. Opening such 

a moral, spiritual vacuum that the nation’s leaders that year asked the religious survivors 

to help promote the newest Communist Party slogan: “Renounce Scientific Materialism; 

Embrace Spiritual Civilization!” Now: how’s that for irony? 

 

At a banquet given for us in Beijing’s Great Hall of the People, by China’s top official in 

charge of controlling religion, Confucian style, top-down, I presented symbolic gifts: 

simple pewter cups and a wooden pen-trays, designed by Thomas Jefferson, author of the 

world’s first bottom-up statute for religious freedom. We spoke of religion’s proper role, 

in every culture, in preserving the deepest memories and greatest spiritual wisdom of the 

people. The Communist official replied: “I must confess; grave misunderstandings of 

religion took place here. Deep apologies are still needed.” Yet the Chinese state still 

allows only those forms of religion that it is sure will not threaten its top-down control.  

 



Going on to a meeting in Korea of the International Association for Religious Freedom, 

what I kept thinking was how you and I take for granted the spiritual freedom we enjoy. 

With the result, ironically, that we don’t always know how powerful it could be, if only 

we would invest it more wisely in, well, being ‘otherwise’ – in being truly wise toward 

others, amid all the growing religious and cultural diversity around us.  

 

For in recent generations, the US has experienced its own form of ‘cultural revolution.’ 

We’ve become not only the most religiously active, but also the most religiously diverse 

culture on Earth. There aren’t just three or four flavors of American religion any longer. 

There are more Muslims in the U.S. now than Jews; more Hindus than Methodists; more 

Buddhists here in the Bay Area than there are Unitarian Universalists all across the US! 

Which fact alone should keep us humble, even as we rejoice in our capacity to continue 

to attract people of all backgrounds and conditions.  

 

For a generation ago we seemed to come only in three flavors as well. We called them 

humanist, theist, and liberal Christian. But in the ‘90s, as I visited more than 600 of our 

congregations across the US , it was easy for me to see that our ways of deepening our 

own and one another’s lives now draw on wisdom from many sources – humanist, 

Jewish, Buddhist, Muslim, Hindu, Native American, plus pagan forms of natural religion.  

 

Over seven hundred thousand Americans, surveys tell us, now identify themselves as 

Unitarian Universalists. And if only a third that many are on the rolls of our one thousand 

congregations, that only proves to me that what we need are more congregations, more 

willing to reach out to young skeptics, and truly be ‘otherwise’ -- reaching more of those 

millions yearning for something spiritually deeper than consumerism and conventional 

conformity, and wiser than the fear-mongering on the Religious Right. 

 

For our way in religion, with its commitment to democracy and the rights of conscience, 

has, and could have even more, catalytic power in pluralistic society far beyond our own 

circles. Witnessing, in interfaith dialogue, to the possibility of putting aside differences in 

abstract doctrine in favor of a practical, centered religion with a civic circumference. 



After all, the memory we seek to embody is of forebears wise enough to put aside the 

creedal question others use, “What do we all believe in common?” for a more profound, 

covenantal set of questions: “How shall we treat and help one another here? What hopes 

do we share that we might realize together? What promises shall we make and try to keep 

to help build authentic community around us, and deepen one another’s spiritual lives in 

the finite time that is ours?” 

 

In Jane Kenyon’s poem, “Otherwise,” wisdom comes in seeing what we take for granted, 

then remembering, in dealing with one another, that what we also share is our mortality, 

for “one day. . . it will be otherwise.”  Kenyon first wrote that poem when her husband, 

Donald Hall, was diagnosed with cancer. Within a year, ironically, it was she who had 

died of leukemia. Donald survived to make it the title poem of Jane’s collected works. 

  

Morally, our lives are mortared together by our shared mortality. The words human and 

humane come from the same root as humus, the good earth, which bears us all, to which 

we return. Which we are asked to walk together, in the time that is ours, in humility, 

remembering, as Jefferson put it, that “It is in our lives, and not from our words, that our 

religion is truly read.” Read from how fully, wisely we use the finite freedom that’s ours. 

 

Take my mother again. For years before her death five years ago, she did not say, “I got 

out of bed on two strong legs.” She had multiple sclerosis. She had to use a wheelchair. 

And I watched her try to practice being ‘otherwise.’ Using the phone. Serving as a state 

coordinator for Common Cause. Calling every day to check on a few elders more ill and 

isolated than she, herself, to see if they were all right. Listening. Raising funds for a 

single mom injured in a car wreck, with two children to raise and no Obamacare then.  

 

Ironically, that year she was in an accident herself. My Dad, who was driving, just 

cracked a few ribs. But Mom, with her MS, lost the very last of her ability to stand. So 

that, in a nursing home for months of rehab with a chronic irreversible illness, she 

understandably became quite depressed – for the first time, saying, like Victor Frankl’s 



companions at Auschwitz, “I’ve nothing to expect from life anymore,” or, “I’m a useless 

burden now!”  

 

I’d been, as I was just last Monday, with my younger brother’s wife, Ann, who is Jewish. 

And we’d been talking about what Frankl called our human, ‘finite freedom.’ When Ann 

told a story she’d heard from her rabbi, and which I then repeated to my mother, saying 

to her that she still had work to do: the work of being, to me, to my brothers, to our 

wives, our children, to Dad, her friends, her neighbors, even to the nurses and others in 

the home trying to help her, what she has always been -- an example of someone using 

finite freedom wisely and well, with all the best within her. Responding to the Otherness 

which Life often seems to be an ironic wisdom, by being, well, ‘otherwise.’ Embodying 

the ancient admonition: Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. Which 

leads me to the story the rabbi told, and with which I’ll close this morning. 

 

It was Spring, in Munich, in Nazi Germany. A young woman was riding a bus home from 

work when the traffic stopped. Most passengers were just a bit annoyed. But she saw the 

soldiers in the side street, loading people into trucks, and became terrified. SS men were 

boarding the bus at the front to check papers. And she began to tremble in the back, tears 

running down her cheeks. The man next to her whispered kindly, “What’s the matter?”  

 

“I don’t have the papers you have,” she answered. “I’m a Jew; they’re going to take me.” 

The man paused a moment, stepped back, looked her in the eye, and then, to her horror, 

began to scream, cursing at her: “Damn! You stupid bitch! I can’t stand to be near you!” 

 “Hey! What’s going on back there?” the soldiers shouted. “Oh, hell!” the man replied, 

“My wife here just forgot her papers again! She always does this. I’m completely fed up!” 

The soldiers laughed and moved on. She never saw that man again. She never even knew 

his name. Or what is was that, in that moment, had prompted him to be -- so “otherwise.”  

 

My friends, Frankl put it this way: Too often we are likely to ask of Life, “What’s the 

purpose? What’s the meaning?” life” When in fact, the real question is what Life is now 

asking of us, every day, every hour, every moment. Then one day it will be otherwise. 

We may never fully understand the Otherness that poses such existential questions to us.  



But that may not matter. What does matter is that while we have breath, we respond well. 

With the capacity to sustain love. With gratitude for the unmerited beauty of being itself.  

With other wisdom. Saying “No” in the face of death and threats of dehumanization, 

“Yes” to all that serves and enhances life. So that, at the very end, our final word may be 

one of thanks. And others may be thankful for how we have lived. So may it be. Amen.  

 

OFFERTORY SENTENCES      “Yes”  ßcompiled from word of Dag 

Hammarskjold 

          

Sue:   I don’t know who or what put the question. 

  I don’t know when it was put. 

  I don’t even remember answering. 

 

John:  BUT AT SOME MOMENT I DID ANSWER “YES” 

  TO SOMEONE, OR SOMETHING. 

 

Sue:   You dare your Yes, and experience a meaning. 

  You repeat your Yes, and all things acquire a meaning. 

  Beyond fear – Openness to Life.  

  And beyond that – Love. 

 

John:   THOU, WHOM I DO NOT KNOW 

  BUT WHOSE I AM  

  THOU WHO ART OVER US, 

  THOU WHO ARE ALSO WITHIN US. 

 

Sue:  May all see you –  

  In me also 

  May I prepare the way. 

 

John:   MAY I THANK YOU FOR ALL THAT MAY FALL TO MY LOT; 

  MAY I ALSO NOT FORGET THE NEEDS OF OTHERS: 

  KEEP US IN YOUR LOVE.  

 

Both:   GIVE US A PURE HEART -- THAT WE MAY SEE THEE, 

   A HUMBLE HEART -- THAT WE MAY HEAR THEE, 

   A HEART OF LOVE -- THAT WE MAY SERVE THEE, 

   A HEART OF FAITH -- THAT WE MAY LIVE THEE. 

 

Offertory  

 

*Hymn 6   “Just As Long As I Have Breadth”        Alicia Carpenter 

 

Benediction 



 

 

 

 


