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Living on The Edges of our Hearts
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I have the best news to share today.  In a world where it feels like all we get is bad news, or scary news, I have Best News for today. Here is it is: 
Swearing is GOOD FOR YOU!   
DID YOU KNOW THIS?  
Swearing, it turns out, is an incredibly useful part of our linguistic repertoire. Not only has some form of swearing existed since the earliest humans began to communicate, but it has been shown to reduce physical pain, help stroke victims recover their language, and encourage people to work together as a team.
In her book, Swearing Is Good For You, Dr. Emma Byrne explores the science behind swearing—how it affects us physically and emotionally, and how it is more natural and beneficial than we are led to believe. 

There is proof! 

The most famous experiment exploring the benefits of cursing involved researchers inviting people into a lab and asking them to place their hand into a bucket of ice water. Not just cold water. Ice water. The kind that makes your bones reconsider all your life choices.
Some participants were instructed to repeat a neutral word while their hand was in the water. Something boring like “table” or “chair.”
Others were told to repeat a swear word.
And this is what happened~~the people repeating the swear word kept their hands in the ice water significantly longer.
Swearing, it turns out, is a very good source of pain management. 
When we use emotionally charged language, the brain triggers a small burst of adrenaline. The body shifts into fight-or-flight mode. Pain tolerance increases.
Which means scientists have now confirmed something humanity has suspected for centuries:
Sometimes the most effective pain management strategy is
a well-timed swear word.  But before you start slinging your f-bombs and other favorite curses, I need to tell you that researchers discovered something else.
If a person swears all the time, the effect disappears. The words lose their power. Maybe I *should* have given up swearing for Lent. 
Here is the thing~~while the experiment might be useful news for some of us, it also says something deeper about all of us. And it is this: 
Pain is a strange companion in life.  We can’t really eliminate it, but we do learn to live with it. 
Sometimes with medicine.
Sometimes with humor.
Sometimes with a “special” word or two.
And if we are honest, many of us feel as though the volume of pain has been turned up lately.
Not just physical pain—but emotional pain.  Cultural and political pain.  
You know, the ache of watching the world strain under fear and division.
The grief of loss because we can’t speak honestly with friends or family who vehemently disagree about the state of things in our country.
And then there is the quiet loneliness that can slip into otherwise ordinary days.  It sneaks up on us from out of no where. 
Many people feel as though we are living closer to the edge of our hearts than never before.
I know I do~~I feel more raw, more vulnerable, more emotionally connected to not only pain, but even comfort.   For example, every time I start talking about my experience in Minneapolis with other clergy to protest ICE, I begin to tear up and my voice breaks.  And I have shared about this experience a lot.  
I mean I am a weepy person, but by now, I would think I would have it more together.  Clearly I don’t.  I think it’s because everything that happened that week struck me at multiple edges of my heart, ruffling my emotions and thoughts. 
What do we make of the meeting of edges of our hearts and lives that stop us in our tracks? 
Science can help us here. 
In ecology there is something called the edge effect.
Let me explain as best I can understand it.  When when two ecosystems meet—such as the  boundary between forest and meadow, river and land, shade and sunlight, that boundary is called an ecotone.  At first glance the edges look fragile. The wind might hit harder at these edges, or the light is different than it is at the center of the system; the temperature fluctuates.  
However, something else and very unexpected happens—edges often hold more biodiversity than either ecosystem alone. Plants that thrive in sunlight grow beside plants that prefer shade. Animals from both habitats pass through. Nutrients circulate in unusual ways.
So, while the edge is exposed and unpredictable, it is also astonishingly alive.  In fact, life multiplies where environments meet.  And this is the edge effect! 
I have come to wonder if the human heart works in a similar way.
Because pain often appears at the edges of our lives.
Where love meets loss.
Where hope meets disappointment.
Where belonging meets rejection.
Where the self we thought we were meets the self we are becoming.
Pain shows up there because the edge is where contact happens.
It is where our inner life meets the world. 
Religion scholar and priest Sarah Coakley writes about something very much like this in her work on contemplative prayer.
She says that when people enter deep prayer, something unsettling often happens. The illusion that we are in control begins to dissolve. Our desires surface. Old wounds sometimes rise. The tidy image we have of ourselves begins to loosen.
She calls this a kind of “dispossession of the ego.”
Which sounds uncomfortable.
Because it is.
But Coakley insists that something holy is happening in that space.
When we no longer know how to manage our own interior life, when words fail and we do not know how to pray, she points to a line from Romans:
“The Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.”
In other words, the place where our control ends may be the place where the work of the Sacred Divine begins.   Living on the edges of our hearts is not a failure of courage or nerve or spirit.  Rather, the edges of the heart is a signal that something deeper is unfolding. 
Centuries before Professor Coakley, the medieval mystic Julian of Norwich discovered something similar.
Julian wrote during plague, illness, and social upheaval. Her words are spoken into a world full of uncertainty.  She watched suffering spread through her society and asked a question that still haunts people today:
Why does pain exist in a world created by love?
She pressed that question again and again.
And instead of receiving an explanation, she received a message to contemplate.
“All shall be well.
And all shall be well.
And all manner of thing shall be well.”
These words do not indicate that the world suddenly made sense to Julian.   Rather, they became a kind of mantra as she dwelled in the ecotone of where mystery and confusion met.   
When the phrase “all shall be well and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well” came to her, it never was mean to solve the conundrum of suffering, nor was it saying that everything was fine, because it wasn’t.
To sing “all shall be well” then, is not explanation, but rather, trust spoken in the dark. A prayer from the edge. 
Which is why I love the song we will sing together today by Melanie DeMore:
“I am sending you light
to heal you, to hold you.
I am sending you light
to hold you in love.”
Listen closely and you can hear Julian’s echo there.
There is no solution or answer, but rather, a promise carried through community.  
Remember that something beautiful about edges?
In case you forgot, it is this:  When ecosystems meet, life multiplies.
And when human hearts meet honestly at their edges, something similar happens.
Compassion grows.
Wisdom grows.
Solidarity grows.
We begin to recognize our shared humanity.
That is exactly what happens in the ministry of Thistle Farms, founded by Becca Stevens.   It was birthed out of Stevens’ encounters with women whose lives had been pushed to the very margins by trafficking, addiction, and violence.
And instead of building an organization around rescue or control, she built something simpler and more demanding:
Community.
Thistle Farms is rooted in the fierce conviction that Love is the most powerful force for healing, rooted in community.
At Thistle Farms, women live together. Work together. Cook meals. They make candles and oils and paper products. Slowly, patiently, they rebuild their lives inside a community that refuses to abandon them.
And here is the truth of Thistle Farms that Stevens discovered:  Healing rarely begins in the protected center of life.
It begins at the edges.
At the places where pain and compassion meet.
Where brokenness meets belonging.
Where someone finally hears the words, You are safe here.
And in the space, where these edges meet, the richness of life multiplies—a biodiverse gathering of pain and joy, of holding it together in the mystery of Love. 
In a very real sense, Thistle Farms has become a circles of women, overlapping in time, ecotones sending light to one another and holding one another in love.
Many of us know something about living at the edge of the heart right now.
Some of us are carrying grief.
Some are worried about people we love.
Some are exhausted by the noise and fear of the world.
Some are simply trying to keep hope alive in complicated days.
We know what it is to feel tender and stretched and bit more exposed than we would ever like. 

And maybe that is why communities like our church matter so much.
Because here, no one has to stand at that edge alone.
Here, we pray when someone else cannot find the words.
Here, we keep watch with one another.
Here, we hold hope for each other when hope feels thin.
Here, in our own quiet way, we become people who
carry light for one another.
Which brings us back to the simple words Julian repeated again and again:
All shall be well.
Not because everything is solved.
But because love continues to work in places we cannot yet see.
And perhaps that is the deepest wisdom of the edge:
The edges of the heart are not signs that love has failed.
But rather, they may be the very places where love begins to grow.
And if that is true, then perhaps the edges of our lives are a little like the horizon.
Dawn never begins in the center of the sky, but begins at the edge, a thin line of light that you can barely see. 
But it gathers and thickens and spreads with light, until the whole world is bathed in morning light. 
So perhaps our calling is simply this:
To keep showing up for one another.
To keep tending the fragile places with compassion.
To keep singing light into the darkness.
And to trust, like Julian, that even here, even now,
love is still at work, and all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well. 
Amen.



