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A number of years ago, I was leading a group of high school students in a worship time centered on the scripture about the gifts of the spirit that Niki read earlier.  These teenagers were in small groups of maybe eight persons, and their assignment was to go around the circle and tell the person who was “it” which spiritual gifts they each saw in that person, and why. I can still remember the energy and buzz that was present in the room. But what I also remember is when I said “10 more minutes to finish up” to the group, Gina stood up and said “Can’t we have more time than that? We love getting to do this.” 
First of all, Gina rarely said the words “we love getting to do this” about anything, but second, I was blown away by the fact that these teenagers were loving telling which gifts of the spirit that they saw in each other, and they were loving hearing from others the gifts that people saw in them.
This gathering was not a time in which the message was “here’s what you need to work on.” It was, rather, a time in which the message was “look at each person in your circle and tell them the gifts they have.” And the message was “Listen to what your friends are telling you.  You have lots of amazing gifts, instilled by the Spirit of God.” Gifts like love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  Thirty years later, I can still remember the joy I felt watching all of this beautiful energy unfold as these teenagers were reminded of the spiritual qualities that they each possessed.
In Michael Oatley’s wonderful book “Candy’s Colorful World,” Candy says “I’ve yet to feel a life that’s vibrant, true and real. Does anyone know the way to someplace other than this dreary gray? I want to leave this place of woe, but my feet won’t move. They just won’t go, and my stomach trembles when I try to leave.”
 The dragonfly, filled with empathy for Candy’s plight, says “I’ll help you find your colors. Let’s go!”  And one by one Candy meets others and discovers the vibrant colors that she possessed.
It might be too simplistic, but I wonder if the ministry of Jesus was not about saving souls from hell, whatever that is, but was, instead, about helping people to discover the goodness that existed in them. Helping people to discover the original blessing – the image of God – into which they were born. Helping them to discover their beautiful colors.
And maybe it’s too simplistic, but I wonder if our greatest calling as human beings and as followers of the way of Jesus – is a call to claim our own colors, the fruits of the spirit, that we hold within ourselves.  And even more, to help others to see the vibrant colors that they possess. 
What we’re also talking about, I think, is ultimately about living with authenticity, about no longer refusing or unable to see the goodness and possibilities that we each hold.  In Parker Palmer’s book “Let Your Life Speak,” he writes “The people who plant the seeds of important movements often make a critical decision: they decide to no longer live divided lives. They decide to no longer act on the outside in a way that contradicts some truth about themselves that they hold deeply on the inside. They decide to claim authentic selfhood and act it out—and their decisions ripple out to transform the society in which they live.
I call this, he writes, the “Rosa Parks decision” because Rosa Parks is an example of what the undivided life can mean.  On December 1st, 1955, in Montgomery, Alabama, she did something she was not supposed to do—she sat down at the front of a bus in one of the seats reserved for white folk. It was a dangerous and provocative act in a racist society.
Legend has it that years later Rosa Parks was asked ‘Why did you sit down at the front of the bus that day?’ Rosa Parks did not say that she sat down to launch a movement.  She said ‘I sat down because I was tired.’ But she did not mean that her feet were tired. She meant that her soul was tired, her heart was tired, her whole being was tired of playing by racist rules, and her heart was tired of denying her soul’s claim to selfhood. Rosa Parks sat down because she had reached a point where it was essential to embrace her true self—not as someone who would reshape our society but simply as someone who would live out her full self in the world. She decided that she would no longer act on the outside in a way that contradicts the truth of her full existence as a child of God, equal to everyone else.”
A number of people in this room have gone through similar moments of deciding to live with authenticity. For those who are part of the LGBTQ family, the decision to come out, to hide no longer, has been, and in many cases continues to be a courageous act. And it’s important to say that the presence of allies, the presence of friends and family who are supportive, and the presence of churches like this are lifelines to helping LGBTQ persons live with truth, and with undivided lives. 
But the truth is that we all, or at least some of us, are in a closet of some sort, whether it’s about our sexual orientation, or our depression or other mental health issues, or our childhood traumas, or the internal shame that we just can’t get rid of because we believe deep down that we’re not good enough. And the closet is a lonely place to be. But no matter what you or I are hiding, no matter what we feel shame about, no matter what we’re afraid to share, we are God’s beloved, loved just as we are.  
Living with all our colors is also about getting on with life.  It’s about letting go of what is holding us back. It’s about working through the fear that is keeping us stuck.
The author Sue Monk Kidd tells this story: “I was on a trip to Greece with my daughter, and we visited a historic convent. Behind the church, we found what the nuns called ‘The Tree of Life.’ It was an immense myrtle, purportedly a thousand years old. Ribbons, cards, jewelry, even wedding rings, and most importantly, a black Madonna, dangled from the limbs. As the group I was with gathered around the tree, no one spoke. 
And then one of the nuns explained to us: “The tradition is that you stand under the true and ask for the thing that lies at the bottom of your heart.” And so, with the others present, we each decided to ask for what lay discarded at the bottom of our heart. When I stepped under the limbs, I was unsure what I would pray for. To my surprise, I blurted: ‘I want to become a novelist.”  It was what I was longing for, but what I had been afraid to step into.  Sue Monk Kidd’s next book, by the way, was indeed a novel titled “The Secret Life of Bees,” and it sold six million copies.
If you were standing under that tree at the convent in Greece, what would you say lies at the bottom of your heart?  Whether we’re 18 or 80, it’s a good question to ponder.  It might be a small step or maybe a big step.  What new way of living do you want to take on?  What colors, like Candy, do you want to come forth? What closet do you want to come out of? 
Our friend John Pavlovitz reminds us:   we all have an expiration date. The question in front of us, he says, is this: “What do you want to do with the time you have left here? How much of those fleeting, irretrievable-once-their-gone seconds do you want to spend postponing a dream you’ve been carrying around, holding a grudge against someone you can’t seem to forgive, waiting for someone else’s consent to be happy, being a bystander to justice, looking for someone else’s approval on social media, being less than the most authentic version of yourself, compromising your convictions to keep the peace, beating yourself up for the stupid stuff your younger self did?
It isn’t easy to get out of the well-worn ruts our minds make for us. The ordinary days have a way of lulling us into believing that somewhere off in the distance we’ll actually begin doing the important stuff we need to do. Our days are numbered, and since we don’t know what that number is, we should live the heck out of every day.” So John encourages us to give ourselves a break, show mercy, tell someone you love them while they can still hear you, do what you’ve been putting off, take a risk, do what you’ve always dreamed of doing. 
Changes in our lives seem to happen when we are tired of living in whatever cell or closet we’ve created, and when we decide that we can take the next right step.  Change also happens when we realize that our days are indeed numbered.  Barry Michaels, a therapist and author in Los Angeles, knows that his days are numbered, because he was diagnosed two years ago with Lewy Body Dementia. He is dealing with aspects of this disease now, and doctors have told him he has perhaps five years left before the disease completely takes over his life.  Barry has written a beautiful book titled “Ahead of All Parting,” and in this book Barry shares this poem that he wrote:
“Take it from someone who’s dying.  God doesn’t really care what you choose to do with your life. What God cares about is not what you choose to do—but how you do it! God wants to see you pursuing life with your blood, your guts, your heart and your soul—with the all-consuming divine fire you have inside you. So when people ask me, ‘What did you do when you found out you were living under a death sentence?’ My answer is I gave it all away. All of it. Every last drop. And I danced with the divine.”
Friends, let’s get on with doing what lies at the bottom of our hearts and living with all our colors shining bright.  That’s what Candy did. That’s what I want to do. How about you?
Let’s give it all away, all of it, every last drop, and let’s dance with the divine.  Amen.

 

