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About a month and a half ago I went home for the weekend to visit my parents. I had to get an early morning train back from New York on Sunday, and for once I was determined to make use of my train time for something other than sleeping. So, with a decided sense of resignation, I took out the copy of Claude Levi-Strauss’ The Savage Mind that I had borrowed from my parents and which I had to read for my religious theory course. With the warm sun rising out my train window, I opened the book up, but as I did I realized that there was something stuck between the pages. When I turned to figure out what it was, I found a postcard. On the front was a faded image of a map of the London Underground and when I flipped it over my examination of the postmark quickly revealed that it was from 1976. Four years after my parents were married, during the time my grandfather and grandmother were living in London. A glance at the handwriting confirmed that it was definitely sent by my grandpa. In his cramped almost-cursive script, it reads (and I won’t do my impersonation of my grandfather for you, sorry): “Dear Sue and Lou, It seems nearly forever since we have had a proper letter from you. I had a letter from David saying that he was expecting you at the farm for Memorial Day weekend. Have you heard that your mother is leaving London on June 15 for New Orleans. She will work her way north and probably see you early in July. I will come to America for one week during July and will probably see you at the farm. Love, Dad.” As you might be able to guess, my grandfather was not known for his verbosity or his effusive emotion. It’s a largely informative note, and does not explicitly detail anything about his thoughts or feelings. And yet, listening to the hum of the train with Levi-Strauss sitting forgotten on the seat next to me, reading this short postcard from my grandfather brought tears to my eyes. 

It has been nearly seventeen years since he passed away and I still miss my taciturn, nightcap wearing grandpa. But as I gazed out the window, I realized that there was more playing in my mind than simply missing someone I loved. At the beginning of the postcard, my grandfather gently reminds my parents that it has been some time since he has received a proper letter from them. A proper letter. Something, it occurred to me, I have neither sent, nor received in probably nigh on ten years. When I started college, email and cell phones were already the order of the day, so any time I had something to convey to my family or friends whom I no longer saw on a daily basis, those were the means I used. This continues to be the case. I can’t even tell you how many emails I send and receive in a day, let alone text messages. It’s as though I have constant running conversations taking place on a level different from my in person interactions. And I don’t think that my current experience is unique to me. Most people I know are texting, emailing, or calling all the time and while there is instant gratification in these modes of communication and while they can be incredibly efficient, I think we lose something. In the hurried communication of our world I think we lose an opportunity to communicate with intentionality, to cultivate faith and patience, to, in essence, live our lives more fully and deeply. 

But just what is “a proper letter”? I think there are three different kinds, actually, and they can appear singularly or in combination. My grandfather’s note hints at the first, which I would call the narrative or informative letter. It lets another person know what has been going on in your life or what you plan on doing. It is factual and, we might say, useful. For thinking about the second, which we might call discursive or intellectual, one might consider the correspondence between John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, two giants of our American past. The two wrote prolifically to each other on all sorts of philosophical, social, and religious subjects— in fact they even corresponded on the subject of Joseph Priestley, debating his Unitarian notions. Priestley many of you may know helped to found this very congregation. The last type is exemplified by the mother’s letter in the story we heard during the time for all ages, or by a love letter. It is confessional, emotional, a declaration of feelings that, for whatever reason, can not be said in person. No matter which sort of letter one writes, whatever combination of these three types are present, I would argue that the same kind of intentionality must go into them. When one writes a letter, one takes care to get the language just right— writing in a letter that one is arriving in March rather than May, forgetting to write the word “not” in a philosophical debate, phrasing disappointment in a way that sounds like an attack are all mistakes that can’t be taken back immediately, or corrected instantly, as they can with email. I would guess many of you know what it feels like to write a letter. Perhaps you draft it in your head, perhaps you actually write out drafts. You compose with the knowledge that your interlocutor can not ask clarifying questions and can not respond right away. There is, then, a deep care that goes into putting words together clearly and into speaking fully. I am reminded of Thich Nhat Hanh’s deep listening and loving speech, about which Reverend Nate speaks to us so often: “Knowing that words can create happiness or suffering, I vow to learn to speak truthfully.” The written words of a letter have power just as do the words we speak. Letters, like the one sent by the mother in our story, have the capacity to bring to light what is hidden, to repair what is broken. They are a chance to practice giving honest and full accounts of our lives, our thoughts and our feelings. And embedded too in this chance to practice authentic, intentional expression is the opportunity to cultivate faith and patience. 


When we send a letter, we trust in our postal system. It sounds a small thing, but we have no guarantee, no matter how important the contents are, that our letter will arrive unharmed at its destination. Where email and text and cell phone are instant, the mail is a multi-step process that depends on human action, the weather, any number of factors. Email saves a copy instantly of anything you have written, a phone retains a sent text, and both can be resent the minute we receive an error message. A letter, in contrast, might be dropped by the postal worker, lost in the shuffle of the postal sorting floor, or it may fall through the cracks of the truck or plane speeding it on its way. The sending of a letter, then, requires a certain amount of faith: we begin with faith that it will arrive, then we have faith that it will be read with the care with which we wrote it and we end with faith, or at least hope, that it will be responded to in kind. And under all of this is the faith that we have chosen the right moment to stop writing, that we have rewritten enough, that we have said all we can as best we can: faith in our own ability to express ourselves carefully and clearly. I would bet that most of us know, even if it has been many years, the tingle of excitement, the satisfaction, or the fear that goes along with sending a letter. It is so different from the sensation of the ongoing, guaranteed conversation of emailing and texting.  


I would guess, too, that most of us can remember the joy of receiving an unexpected letter or the exquisite agony of awaiting a response to one we have sent in good faith. I remember as a child, writing letters home from camp, or to my camp friends during the year, and expectantly checking the mail each day; hoping against hope to get that confirmation that my letter had found its way to its intended recipient, and that that person had taken the time to write me back. I remember waiting. Lots and lots of waiting. Ah ha, you might say, she was impatient, not patient! And you’d be right… I don’t think that patience comes naturally and as a child (and still a bit now) patience was not my strong suit. But the waiting, exactly because it was difficult but could not be helped, taught me patience. You can’t hurry the mail, it will take however long it is going to take, and you have to go on with your life in the meantime. And mail is not the only thing that can not be hurried, and this is the important point. Even in our world of instant communicative satisfaction, some things can never be rushed: home-baked bread still takes hours to rise and no matter how good a store-bought loaf is nothing compares with a kitchen filled with the smell of fresh baked bread. A year still means 365 days at 24 hours a pop and I wouldn’t sacrifice a one of them. Feelings of love and connection between people still require time to grow, time during which you learn about each other and during which you as an individual change. Patience has long been held a virtue, but I would call it a skill as well, a skill that needs to be cultivated and practiced. If letter writing helps us to practice intentional and careful speech, letter sending can help us cultivate faith and patience. 

In our call to worship this morning, worship is described as a pause, a stop, a listening to the silence. But it is also described as “the mystery within us reaching out to the mystery beyond.” It is a pause that helps us recall our connection to something larger. In a 1908 letter to the artist Rodin, the German poet Ranier Maria Rilke wrote: “I am able more and more to make use of that long patience which you have taught me by your tenacious example, that patience which, disproportionate to ordinary life which seems to bid us haste, puts us in touch with all that surpasses us.” Patience, like worship, teaches us to take much-needed time-outs from anxiety and worry. I would argue that faith and intentionality do the same thing. They all are ways to remember the mystery beyond. When we take the time to speak intentionally and carefully, to narrate our lives fully, when we have faith that others will do the same, when we have patience for the process rather than expectations for the end result, we are moving more deeply into ourselves. We are uncovering and fostering the mystery within us, and only when we attend to that mystery can it connect to the mystery beyond. When we text or email we operate, I would argue, on a very surface level— these communications are quick, often thoughtless, and they are, invariably, mediated by machinery. Any individuality of my hand is effaced by the machine I type on. And I know when I send a modern communiqué that it will arrive immediately; there is no sense of time passing. There is something unreflective— both in the creation and the end-product —with these speedy communications: I don’t reflect as much as maybe I ought when I create them and they don’t reflect me as much as I might desire. Writing a letter requires reflection, a drawing out of the moment— it is not a quick endeavor. It is slow and considered. This does not mean that it is passive, or inactive, and I certainly don’t want to suggest that in waiting patiently we are expected to do nothing but wait. I want to suggest, rather, that cultivating these skills—intentionality, faith and patience—allows us to live, actively and fully, with a better knowledge that every moment absolutely matters. 


Louis MacNeice’s poem encapsulates, for me, this notion of living in the moment. He writes of counting stars and of realizing that in counting them, he may well be counting stars that have long-since burned out. He presents time in its eternity, its mystery, its fullness. He knows he may well be looking at traces of things that no longer exist. He knows light will travel in his lifetime that he will never see. He knows a time may come when people stop riding trains, running from side to side trying to catch starlight. But he also knows the delight, the excitement, of those “almost intolerably bright holes” and of attempting the impossible feat of counting them all. Living actively in the moment with deep understanding allows MacNeice to recognize the mystery beyond himself, beyond just his own counting. He can reflect on his activity, even its potential futility, he can look backward and forward aware of the passage of time in which he is but a blip, but he doesn’t stop running, he doesn’t stop trying because whatever the outcome, it is the process, the moment that matters.

As I held that postcard, sitting on a near-empty train with the warm morning sun lighting my cheek, decades after MacNeice wrote of trying to count the bright holes of the night sky on his empty train, I knew that I was holding something my grandfather had touched 32 years ago. I knew he had sent it off, trusting in the British and American postal systems, not knowing just how long it would take to arrive, or if it ever would. He had faith that it would make it there. I knew my parents had then held that note, receiving it unexpectedly perhaps one day in the mail, or perhaps having waited patiently for news from my grandparents. And whether or not anyone remembered that they had stuck this note inside the pages of Levi-Strauss, whether or not it was simply used as a bookmark and then forgotten, my finding it meant that it came alive again. Like MacNeice’s stars which may well have died years before but which were present for him to count, I could see my grandfather in the handwriting. I could read my parents’ lives in the address. I could feel in my hand traces of people I love and with me as a new reader the words mattered again. 

Lest you think I am anti-technology, I refer you to my family and friends who can attest to the fact that I am always making use of modern technology. And I don’t want to suggest that there are not other ways to practice intentional speech or to cultivate patience and faith. I am just sometimes saddened by the disappearance of an activity, once so common for so many people, that has vital spiritual practices built into it and which leaves such a present physical trace of other human beings. And so, while I hate to be the type of preacher that sends you off with an assignment… I will. Or, let’s say I’ll make a request. Whether it be an informative letter, a thought-provoking discourse on religious matters, or a confessional letter, try going home and writing one. Be intentional and careful with your words. And send it. If there’s no one far away in your life to whom you can send this letter, slip it under your neighbor’s door or in the pages of your partner’s book. Trust that it will make its way into their hands, and that they will give it care. And then be patient waiting for a response. Try and feel the way each of these steps pushes you more fully into your life, more fully into the moments of your daily existence. Try and let the process of writing and sending a letter connect you to the larger web we affirm with such conviction in our principles. Without worrying if their light died years ago, let yourself count the stars in the night sky. Let living fully in the knowledge that the process matters connect you to the mystery beyond. So may it be. 
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