
 

Touchstones 
Wisdom Story 

The Gold Coin 
A retelling of an old story, 

author unknown 

     A wise old man had 

one precious possession: a 

gold coin. For years, he 

looked at the coin every day, turning it over 

and over in his fingers. One day he realized 

that others might need the coin more than 

him. Looking out of his window, he saw a 

girl in a tattered dress passing by. He went 

outside and gave her the coin. 

     The child was speechless. She knew that 

her mother could use the coin, and gave it 

to her when she arrived home. Her mother 

was overjoyed. The coin was an answer to 

so many problems. She wondered what she 

should buy first. Her thoughts were inter-

rupted by a knock at the door. It was a beg-

gar, in ragged clothes, and obviously starv-

ing. While she was struggling to get by, the 

beggar was far worse off. She took the coin 

out of her apron pocket and gave it to him. 

     The beggar could not believe his good 

luck. This coin meant decent clothes and 

food for many months. He was almost in 

tears as he thanked the woman. He headed 

back to the place where he lived. It was 

under a bridge where other homeless peo-

ple slept. Walking along the path, he came 

to a woman who was blind and disabled. 

She was sitting on the ground with her 

crutches beside her. Her head was bowed, 

as she held out her hand in silence. The 

beggar realized that she was far worse off 

than him. At least he could walk through 

the town and beg at one house after anoth-

er. Looking down, he knew that she needed 

the coin far more than he did. Without say-

ing a word, he placed the coin in the old 

(Continued on page 2) 

Introduction to the Theme 
     Frederick Buechner, a Presbyterian 

minister and author, captures the es-

sence of grace. He writes, “After centu-

ries of handling and mishandling, most 

religious words have become so shop-

worn nobody's much interested any 

more. Not so with grace, for some rea-

son. Mysteriously, even derivatives like 

gracious and graceful still have some of 

the bloom left. Grace is something you 

can never get, but only be given. There’s 

no way to earn it or deserve it or bring it 

about any more than you can deserve 

the taste of raspberries and cream or 

earn good looks or bring about your 

own birth. A good sleep is grace and so 

are good dreams. Most tears are grace. 

The smell of rain is grace. Somebody 

loving you is grace. Loving somebody is 

grace.” 

     The German poet Rainer Maria Rilke 

wrote two monographs about the 

French sculptor, Auguste Rodin, in 1902 

and 1907 respectively. In these pieces, 

one incredibly gifted artist created 

amazing portraits of another incredibly 

gifted artist. Rilke worked in words and 

Rodin in stone, “both masters of giving 

visible life to the invisible.” Rilke said 

that the passion that drove Rodin was 

his life-long search for “the grace of 

great things.” 

     Grace is relational. It involves a con-

nection to someone or something. Twen-

tieth century Unitarian theologian James 

Luther Adams, who called himself a 

“theologian of grace,” spoke of an ecolo-

gy of grace by which he meant that 

grace is a form of relatedness that mutu-

ally nourishes people. 

     The grace that touches us, the gifts 

that we receive are resources that are 

(Continued on page 6) 
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Grace & Letting Your Life Speak 
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will be given to us by grace. Often they will be persons who will upset our settled 
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sympathy for different ways of being human. Often among such diversity, we dis-
cover abiding similarities. All of this reflects the movement of grace in our lives. 
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 The Rest of  the Story 

Moments of Grace 
     Grace is not a common term in Unitar-

ian Universalist religious language given 

its traditional relationship to the divine, 

as a gift from God. We might better un-

derstand it as a gift from Being itself, as 

an experience in which we are moved in 

unexpected and profound ways. And 

thus, we may experience grace in the 

beauty of nature, or the transcending 

magnificence of music. It can be the 

physical exhilaration of the athlete as he 

or she suddenly finds the zone where 

effort becomes effortless. Basketball leg-

end Patsy Neal found it and witnessed it 

in basketball. She wrote about this in her 

1972 book, Sport and Identify. 

     “There are moments of glory that go 

beyond the human expectation, beyond 

the physical and emotional ability of an 

individual. Something unexplainable 

takes over and breathes life into the 

known life. One stands on the threshold 

of miracles that one cannot create volun-

tarily…. Call it a state of grace, or an act 

of faith … or an act of God. It is there, 

and the impossible becomes possible…. 

The athlete goes beyond herself; she 

transcends the natural. She touches a 

piece of heaven and becomes the recipi-

ent of power from an unknown source.  

     “The  

power goes 

beyond that 

which can be 

defined as 

physical or 

mental. The 

performance 

almost be-

comes a holy 

place, where 

a spiritual 

awakening 

seems to take 

place. The 

individual becomes swept up in the  

action around her—she almost floats 

through the performance, drawing on 

forces she has never previously been 

aware of.” 

     There are many ways to explain grace, 

and Neal’s is especially compelling.  

Paying It Forward 

woman’s hand. She held the coin tightly, 

but had no idea of its value. 

     Toward evening, the wise old man 

walked down the path to take a stroll 

along the river. He saw the blind woman 

and said, “I know that you must be in 

great need, but I have nothing to give you 

but my friendship.”  

     Tears began to roll down the woman’s 

cheeks. No one ever spoke to her. She 

reached into her coat pocket, took out the 

coin, and said, “I don’t have much, but 

please take this coin for your incredible 

kindness.” 

(Continued from page 1)  The Gold Coin 

In the Zone 

Head Bowed in Grace 
     The response most typical for mo-

ments of grace is gratitude. The photo 

below has hung in my home for many 

years, a gift from my mother. An old 

newspaper clipping from 1961 tells, as 

radio broadcaster Paul Harvey so often 

said, “the rest of the story.” 

     In 1918, Charles Wilden arrived in 

the mining town of Bovey, which is 

located in Minnesota’s Iron Range. He 

was selling foot scrapers. One of the 

places that he called on was a  

photography studio owned by Eric 

Enstrom, who was preparing a  

portfolio of photographs to take to an 

upcoming convention of the Minnesota 

Photographer’s Association. 

     Enstrom was intrigued by Wilden’s 

face later saying, “There was something 

about the old gentleman’s face that im-

mediately impressed me. I saw that he 

had a kind face, there weren’t any 

harsh lines in it.”   

     Enstrom had been working on an 

idea for a photograph. He said, “I 

wanted to take a picture that would 

show people that even though they had 

to do without many things because of 

the war they still had much to be 

thankful for. I wanted to make people 

conscious of the things they had  

instead of the things which they had to 

do without.” 

     Enstrom asked Wilden if he would 

pose for a photograph that he had been 

thinking of. Wilden agreed. Enstrom 

put a large Bible on a table with a pair 

of reading glasses on top of it. Beside it 

he placed a bowl of soup, a loaf of 

(Continued on page 8) 

Floating in Grace  
(Donald Babcock’s poem, The Little Duck, 

was published 

in The New York-

er on October 4, 

1947. The ver-

sion below was 

expanded by 

some unknown author. Babcock’s original 

words are italicized, the additions are in 

brackets in standard typeface.) 

     “Now we are ready to look at something 

pretty special./ It is a duck riding the ocean 

a hundred feet beyond the surf. [No, it isn't 

a gull. A gull always has a raucous 

touch about him. This is some sort of 

duck,]/ And he cuddles in the swells. [He 

isn't cold, and he is thinking things 

over.] /There is a big heaving in the Atlan-

tic. And he is part of it./ [He looks a bit 

like a mandarin, or the Lord Buddha 

meditating under the Bo tree. But he has 

hardly enough above the eyes to be a 

philosopher. He has poise, however, 

which is what philosophers must 

have.]/ He can rest while the Atlantic 

heaves, because he rests in the Atlantic./ 

Probably he doesn't know how large the 

ocean is./ And neither do you./ But he real-

izes it./ And what does he do, I ask you. /He 

sits down in it./ He reposes in the immediate 

as if it were infinity—which it is./ That is 

religion, and the duck has it./ [He has 

made himself a part of the boundless, 

by easing himself into it just where it 

touches him.]/ I like the little duck./ He 

doesn’t know much./ But he has religion.” 
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Day 1: “Everybody 

can be great…  

because anybody 

can serve. You don't 

have to have a col-

lege degree to serve. You don't have to 

make your subject and verb agree to serve. 

You only need a heart full of grace. A soul 

generated by love.”   Martin Luther King Jr. 
 

Day 2: “I do not understand the mystery 

of grace—only that it meets us where we 

are and does not leave us where it found 

us.”   Anne Lamott 
 

Day 3: “All is waiting and all is work; all is 

change and all is permanence. All is 

grace.”   Barbara Grizzuti Harrison 
 

Day 4: “All the natural movements of the 

soul are controlled by laws analogous to 

those of physical gravity. Grace is the only 

exception.”   Simone Weil 
 

Day 5: “You can have the other words-

chance, luck, coincidence, serendipity. I'll 

take grace. I don't know what it is exactly, 

but I'll take it. ”   Mary Oliver 
 

Day 6: “Give up to grace. The ocean takes 

care of each wave 'til it gets to shore. You 

need more help than you know.”   Rumi 
 

Day 7: “Happiness cannot be traveled to, 

owned, earned, worn or consumed.  

Happiness is the spiritual experience of 

living every minute with love, grace, and 

gratitude.”   Denis Waitley 
 

Day 8: “When life doesn't meet your  

expectations, it is important to take it with 

grace.”   Patricia Briggs 
 

Day 9: “Grace doesn't depend on suffering 

to exist, but where there is suffering you 

will find grace in many facets and colors.”   
W. Paul Young 
 

Day 10: “The winds of grace are always 

blowing; it is for us to raise our sails.”   
Ramakrishna 
 

Day 11: “If grace is so wonderful, why do 

we have such difficulty recognizing and 

accepting it? Maybe it's because grace is 

not gentle or made-to-order. It often 

comes disguised as loss, or failure, or un-

welcome change.”   Kathleen Norris 
 

Day 12: “My father was very sure about 

certain matters pertaining to the universe. 

To him all good things—trout as well as 

eternal salvation—come by grace and 

grace comes by art and art does not come 

easy.”   Norman Maclean 
 

Day 13: “Grace is the light 

or electricity or juice or 

breeze that takes you from 

that isolated place and 

puts you with others who 

are as startled and  

embarrassed and eventu-

ally grateful as you are to 

be there.”   Anne Lamott 
 

Day 14: “Life is grace. 

Sleep is forgiveness. The 

night absolves. Darkness 

wipes the slate clean, not 

spotless to be sure, but 

clean enough for another 

day's chalking.” Frederick Buechner 
 

Day 15: “I suppose that since most of our 

hurts come through relationships so will 

our healing, and I know that grace rarely 

makes sense for those looking in from the 

outside.”   W. Paul Young 
 

Day 16: “There is a power which inspires 

the heart, enlightens the mind, and  

sanctifies human character. It is the power 

of Grace.”   Paul Brunton 
 

Day 17: “Grace can never be possessed but 

can only be received afresh again and 

again.”   Rudolf Bultmann 
 

Day 18: “Grace happens when we act with 

others on behalf of our world.” Joanna Macy 
 

Day 19: “Grace is uncontrollable, arbitrary 

to our senses, apparently unmerited. It's 

utterly free, ferociously strong, about as 

mysterious a thing as you could imagine. 

First rule of grace: grace rules.” Brian Doyle 
 

Day 20: “Grace is remembering, in the 

moment, that you are alive.” Barbara Shipka 
 

Day 21: “Listen to your life. See it for the 

fathomless mystery it is. In the boredom 

and pain of it, no less than in the excite-

ment and gladness: touch, taste, smell 

your way to the holy and hidden heart of 

it, because in the last analysis all moments 

are key moments, and life itself is grace.”   
Frederick Buechner 

 

Day 22: “Grace is the kindling of the heart 

and the illuminating of the mind.”    
John Dunne 
 

Day 23: “Community is another source of 

grace. In community we are meant to 

grace one another; to be sources of grace; 

healers by way of grace.”   Matthew Fox  
 

Day 24: “Sometimes grace 

works like water wings 

when you feel you are  

sinking.”   Anne Lamott 
 

Day 25: “When we open our 

hearts to each other we  

allow grace to enter. It is as 

simple as that. And suffer-

ing—events that break open 

the heart—can become the 

refiner's fire that leaves us 

fully open to the truth about 

love and compassion.”  
Kathleen Brehony 
 

Day 26: “Grace is something 

you can never get but only be given. 

There’s no way to earn it or deserve it or 

bring it about any more than you can de-

serve the taste of raspberries and cream or 

earn good looks or bring about your own 

birth.”  Frederick Buechner 
 

Day 27: “I come into the peace of wild 

things who do not tax their lives with fore-

thought of grief…. For a time I rest in the 

grace of the world, and am free.”    
Wendell Berry 
 

Day 28: “God, give us grace to accept with 

serenity the things that cannot be changed, 

courage to change the things which should 

be changed and the wisdom to distinguish 

one from the other.”   Reinhold Niebuhr 
 

Day 29: “Everything that slows us down 

and forces patience, everything that sets 

us back into the slow circles of nature, is a 

help. Gardening is an instrument of 

grace.”   May Sarton 
 

Day 30: “Amazing grace! How sweet the 

sound/ That saved a wretch like me!/ I 

once was lost, but now am found./ Was 

blind, but now I see.”   John Newton 
 

Day 31: “That is the mystery of grace: it 

never comes too late.”   Francois Mauriac 

Readings from the Common Bowl 
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Amazing Grace 
Rev. Dr. Edward Frost 

     I watched the dancer leaping and 

turning, seemingly weightless, his  

movements apparently effortless. He 

made it look so easy that I knew anyone 

could do it. I could do it! The term that 

came to mind as I watched was, of 

course, “graceful,” the art of being at 

ease, and all parts of the whole in perfect 

accord and balance. The apparent ease is 

deceptive. Perhaps one has achieved 

grace when the struggle beneath it is not 

apparent. On reflection, the complexity, 

the discipline by which ease is achieved, 

becomes obvious. Every muscle has been 

trained, every movement practiced to the 

point of exhaustion. The artist has  

devoted life itself to coming to terms 

with the lack of ease, with the common 

state of dis-ease, with imbalance. The 

artist is in command of time, of event, of 

self, trusts both the event and the self to 

be as one. And that is grace. 

     Grace, when we see it, appears so sim-

ple, so natural, so “as it ought to be.” It 

seems that grace should be our common 

state. Yet we know that grace is rare, a 

triumph over awkwardness, a victory 

over dis-ease. Human existence, in its 

civilized state, is not normally graceful, 

harmonious, or in balance, but rather is at 

odds with itself and the universe.  

Humanness is divided against itself. 

Mind against body. Passion against re-

straint. Thought hunting down feeling to 

deny it. Spirit against material. Civil de-

mands against private virtue. Future 

hope against past experience. We live 

awkwardly, gawkily, in tension, pulled 

by opposites, struggling to be free, some-

times surrendering to one tug or another 

just to ease the tension. It was James 

Thurber who said that just as we find our 

hearts in a close embrace we discover 

that our foot is caught in the piano stool. 

     When the term “grace” came to my 

mind as I watched the ballet dancer, 

thoughts flew down the memory chan-

nels to relive my days as a theology stu-

dent: of grizzled, homeless-looking pro-

fessors mumbling into their yellowing 

notes about the “mystery of grace.” I 

thought of my young self, a then  

un-bearded Methodist student minister 

preaching against “cheap grace” in the 

wood-cutting country of northern Maine, 

a well-intended preacher of the gospel 

finally giving up on the doctrine of grace, 

deserting Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, 

clerical collar, bishop, and holy  

communion, and fleeing to the then-

presumed simplicity of Unitarianism and 

the freedom of sweet reason untinged 

with mystery. 

     Grace had been one of the tools of my 

trade long-since laid down in favor of 

modernist machinery, in favor of stream-

lined, short-cut religion with no room for 

troublesome parts like “grace” and 

“salvation,” which take too much time to 

think about, too much thought, perhaps 

too much trust and faith to handle. 

     So I fell to preaching about “how to be 

happy,” from the latest pop psych book, 

and, here and there, I made some harm-

less call to save some part of the world or 

other, which made us all feel good and 

changed nothing. But it couldn’t last. 

Religion, as Channing said, is all or  

nothing. True religion is about ultimate 

things. It is necessary for us to decide 

what things are of passing interest, what 

things are of the moment, and what 

things are, in our personal and commu-

nal existence, ultimate and inescapable. 

Grace, then, returned to the vocabulary 

of my existence through the gracefulness 

of a dancer, but it came with theological 

language—baggage that needed to be 

sorted out. 

     Grace, in the Christian tradition, has 

seemed to be such a rare thing that its 

occasional evidence in a human being 

came to be supernaturally explained. 

What the Christian doctrine-makers saw 

in humanity in general was not the ease 

and harmony of grace, but quite the op-

posite. What they saw in humankind was 

chaos, what they called “sin.” It was as-

sumed that humanity once had the possi-

bility of graceful existence, life without 

chaos, without sin, but that it had lost 

that possibility through Adam’s fall. “In 

Adam’s fall,” they stitched on the needle-

work, “we sinned all.” Humanity, 

through the disobedience of those fabled 

first parents, then must live gracelessly, 

awkwardly, in conflict and alienation 

from self, God, and nature. Which is to 

say, because of the hasty, furtive scarfing 

down of a forbidden fruit, we have forev-

er after lived gracelessly. 

     Jesus Christ, according to Christian 

doctrine, was “the new dispensation,” or 

“the new Adam.” Through him, grace—

salvation—came to human beings as an 

unearned gift from God. Human beings, 

according to this doctrine, can do nothing 

to earn or deserve God’s gift of grace. It 

was a gift of love. “For God so loved the 

world,” they said, “that He gave His only 

begotten son.” 

      Grace, in traditional Christian terms, 

is the unearned, undeserved gift of God 

by which people are lifted out of a life of 

sin, ushered into a life of faith in which 

they live and act consistently with that 

faith. They are known by their faith and 

works to be living in grace. 

      But what can grace mean to those 

who doubt this God who reaches from 

far out there and imposes his gift of sal-

vation from sin on an undeserving hu-

manity? Is there grace for the humanist, 

the agnostic, and the atheist—the theo-

logically hybrid Unitarian Universalist? 

In traditional terms, grace is the antidote 

to the state of sin. “Amazing grace…that 

saved a wretch like me.” Do we need this 

salvation from sin? 

     I’m not talking about “sins,” doing 

(Continued on page 7) 
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Teeter Totter Grace 
Rev. Kirk Loadman-Copeland 

     As I child, I loved it when my mother 

would take my sister and me to Frick Park 

in Pittsburgh. They had these “big kid” 

teeter totters or see-saws that were so long 

that you could go up really high. The only 

problem was that I weighed more than my 

sister, which meant she was up longer 

than I was. It also meant that the only way 

that I went up was to push hard with my 

legs. It didn’t seem fair that I had to do all 

the work while my sister, Linda, went up 

and down with lots of giggles and little 

effort. Of course there was something else 

at work, but I was too young to under-

stand the physics lesson. That something 

else was gravity. Without it, I would have 

kept going up and up like the child in Shel 

Silverstein’s poem, Falling Up.  

     The teeter totter was an apt metaphor 

for what I learned as a child: you have 

value based on what you do, not on who 

you are. If you want to enjoy the ride on 

the teeter totter, push harder and harder 

so that you can go up faster and higher. 

(And ignore the remarkable force of gravi-

ty that brings you back to earth again and 

again. Believe instead that you are doing 

all of the work, up and down.)  

     In the age old theological discussion of 

the role of grace, my family stressed works 

over faith, even though we were 

Protestant and should have clearly been 

on the faith part of the ledger of grace. 

This is the sleight of hand that is implicit 

in the Protestant work ethic. Based on the 

doctrine of predestination, some people 

are saved and others are not. Oh well and 

too bad for those who are not chosen. No 

amount of good works will change the 

eternal outcome. Still, said John Calvin, 

the 16th century Protestant reformer, those 

who were chosen by God had a “calling” 

to show their special status through their 

life and work. This meant that one 

“proved” his or her faith by works. 

Pushed to the extreme, this becomes all 

work and no faith. Pushed to the extreme, 

we come to believe that we are in control, 

all striving and no grace. 

     Author Ursula K. Le Guin wrote, 

“When I was young, I had to choose be-

tween the life of being and the life of do-

ing. And I leapt at the latter like a trout to 

a fly. But each deed you do, each act, binds 

you to itself and to its consequences, and 

makes you act again and yet again. Then 

very seldom do you come upon a space, a 

time…, between act and act, when you 

may stop and simply be. Or wonder who, 

after all, you are.” 

     Doing is important, but it only repre-

sents one end of the teeter totter of life. 

Unbalanced by being, there is no ride. 

While I thought it was unfair that I had to 

do so much work when my sister was on 

the other end of the teeter totter, the truth 

was that without her there would have 

been no ride. As it turned out, it was the 

combination of my doing and her being 

that made the ride even possible. More 

importantly, it was the combination of her 

being and my being that made the ride an 

absolute joy. 

     We can’t see gravity, but it keeps us 

grounded, connected to the earth. I can’t 

see grace, but it is the wind beneath my 

wings. The poet Mary Oliver writes, “You 

can have the other words—chance, luck, 

coincidence, serendipity. I'll take grace. I 

don't know what it is exactly, but I'll take 

it.” I agree with her. I’ll take grace too. I 

see in it the gifts that come into my life 

unbidden, unexpected, and undeserved, 

including my wife and my daughters. 

Grace engenders hope, calls forth courage, 

dissolves fear, and invokes love. Grace is 

the healing mechanism for our soul. And 

the response to such blessings is both 

“Yes” and “Thank You.” 

     Doing is important, but we are human 

beings, not human doings. When we de-

light in the simple reality of who we are 

and that we are alive, we are blessed by 

grace. Being and doing: make sure you 

teach your children teeter totter grace so 

that, in the end, they, too, will be open to 

life’s gifts.  

 

Family Activity: Saying Grace 
Create a ritual of saying grace before the 

evening meal. Try different graces to see 

which one suits your family best. Choose 

one that your children can lead and/or 

participate in.  

 

Family Activity:  

Table Tents of Blessings 
The concept of grace is one in which gifts 

come into our lives, gifts that are unbid-

den and unexpected. As a family, make a 

list of some of the gifts of grace that have 

come to you as individuals and as a fami-

ly. Invite your children to make table tents 

with these gifts listed on them. Simply fold 

a piece of letter-sized paper in half and 

write the list of gifts on both sides. (You 

can also use construction paper or index 

stock.) Place the table tents on the table 

where you eat dinner as a reminder of the 

gifts that have blessed your lives.  

Family Matters 
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 Alive in Paradise 

meant to be shared. We reach upward to 

God, the Spirit of Life, or some other met-

aphor for the transcendent and are per-

suaded that life is profoundly precious. 

Grace embodies this dynamic of tran-

scendence as experiences of grace lift us 

out of ourselves and connect us with the 

Life that is larger than ourselves. We 

reach downward into the depth of our 

own be-

ing, into 

Nature 

itself, and 

we find 

ourselves 

centered, 

aware of 

our own 

vitality, 

and the miracle of creation. We reach out-

ward to those around us to support and 

encourage and love, and we find these 

same gifts flowing back to us. Our lives 

are like the ocean tides that ebb and flow. 

Grace washes over us from all directions. 

And, at times, we are the source of grace 

for others without even knowing it. 

     How might we know that grace 

abounds? There is no logical proof that 

will persuade us for an awareness of 

grace is more a matter of intuition and 

attitude than pure reason. No one can 

prove that life is a gift, but seeing life in 

this way is, itself, a realization of grace. 

Awareness of grace is a “felt” knowledge 

that happens when the ears of our ears 

listen and the eyes of our eyes see. Too 

often, we miss these grace-filled moments 

because we are so preoccupied that we 

neither hear nor see the life around us. 

Too often, we miss these grace-filled mo-

ments because we are expecting fireworks 

instead of fireflies. We expect the experi-

ence of grace to be extraordinary, but 

most of the time it comes clothed in the 

ordinary.  

     I believe that we come to life in one of 

two ways. One way is to come full of life, 

full of both its pain and its joy, but aware 

that life is a great, unimaginable gift. 

Whatever the size of the cup that holds 

our life, it is a cup that overflows. This is 

to live touched by grace. The alternative is 

to come to life in a way that diminishes 

us. In place of gift, we only see a burden. 

This sense of burden undoes us by blind-

ing us to everything but the meanness 

and meaninglessness of life. The cup of 

our life may be filled to overflowing, but 

“the eyes of our eyes are closed.” Given 

these two alternatives, the choice seems 

obvious, but too many people are closed 

to the gift of life. Still, grace is not some-

thing we 

choose. It 

is only a 

possibility 

to which 

we can 

open our-

selves.  

     In his 

book, 

Small Comforts, the humorist, Tom Bodett, 

tells a story of a weekend visit to friends 

with his wife and young son. Early on the 

morning that they will depart, Bodett 

awakes and listens to the sleeping sounds 

of his wife and son. He broods about how 

little time is left of the trip and all that 

must be done when they return home. His 

brooding becomes misery. He writes, “As 

I was lying there brooding, I heard my 

child stir. He rolled over—I assumed he 

opened his eyes—and said ‘wow.’ Sud-

denly I felt like a heel. …This little boy 

who knows nothing of optimism saw he 

had a new day, and gave it his grandest 

praise.” Bodett continued, “The more we 

learn about this world, the more anxious 

we get. There is trouble afoot. There are 

heartbreaks, failures, tragedies, and an 

endless list of selfish desires that are never 

realized. Sooner or later we come to resent 

our own existence. I’m sure our innocent 

child will eventually eat this forbidden 

apple, and wake up, as most of us do, to 

say only ‘ugh.’ I wish I knew what I could 

do to never let this happen. I wish he 

could teach me the way he sees things 

now so that I could help him hold onto 

it—and so I could remember how it’s 

done. That truly would be a ‘most im-

portant thing’ – if this tiniest of guides can 

show me from his crib how to open my 

eyes in the morning, see that I am alive in 

Paradise, and say ‘wow.’” 

(Continued from page 1) Intro to Theme 

 6 

The Holy Grail 

The Fisher King 
Rev. Kirk Loadman-Copeland, adapted 

from several sources 

     The story of the Fisher King, a story of 

uselessness and value, emerged out of the 

crucible of fire.  

     As was the custom, the son of the King 

at the age of 12 had to spend one night 

alone deep in the forest east of the castle. 

This was the only way that he could 

prove that he was fit to be King. In the 

middle of the night, he awoke. Gazing 

into the fire that he had built to keep 

warm, he had a sacred vision. He saw the 

Holy Grail in the middle of the fire. He 

was overwhelmed as he gazed at this 

symbol of divine grace. Then he heard a 

voice say, “One day, you will become the 

keeper of the Grail so that it can heal the 

hearts of people.” Blinded by ambition, 

the boy reached his hand into the fire to 

seize the Grail, believing that it would 

make him all-powerful. In that brief mo-

ment, he felt invincible. But the Grail van-

ished. He screamed in anguish as his 

hand was terribly burned by the fire. 

     The boy grew older and eventually 

became the King, but he found no pleas-

ure in his position or power. The wound 

grew deeper and deeper until it even 

wounded his soul. Now, much older and 

sicker, life had lost all meaning. Without 

purpose, faith, compassion, reason, or 

love, he gave up and began to die. 

     One day a fool wandered into the cas-

tle in search of food. He found the King 

alone, but did not know that he was the 

King. Seeing the pain on the King’s face, 

he asked, “What is wrong?” The King 

said, “I am thirsty. May I have some wa-

ter?” The fool filled a cup with water and 

gave it to the King. As the King began to 

drink, he began to heal. Overwhelmed by 

feeling, he looked at the cup and saw, 

instead, the Holy Grail. He asked in 

amazement, “How did you find the Grail, 

when my knights had failed in doing so 

for so many years?” The fool said, “I 

don’t know. I only saw a man who was 

thirsty and sought to quench his thirst.” 

     Often grace comes from unexpected 

sources with amazing results. 



bad things, lying, cheating, stealing. By 

“sin,” I mean a state of being, a state in 

which we are less than what we could 

be, fallen short of our possibility, a state 

in which we are in disharmony, in which 

we are, to put it simply, dis-grace-ful. 

Living in sin is living a gawky, awk-

ward, ungraceful kind of existence 

caused by being too cheap, too greedy, 

or too cowardly to know what good is 

and to do it. 

      This state of “sin,” 

this state of being in 

the space between 

where we are and 

where we could be, 

drives us to seek ease 

in strange quarters, to 

be “free” at the cost of 

true freedom, to have 

answers, however 

easy, which will  

resolve the conflicts of 

our being. Emerson 

taught us to beware 

laying down our r 

eason (which, he said, 

is our oneness with 

God) and denying our intellect, the 

means to knowing that oneness. We lay 

down our reason and intellect for cheap 

grace, false gods, and mad prophets. The 

state of dis-ease, of un-ease, disharmony, 

propels many to cults, to gurus and the 

mind-games of the moment, to pseudo-

philosophies and psychologies, to all 

manner of single-minded dogma and 

fanaticism. 

      The Unitarian theologian, James  

Luther Adams, said that human exist-

ence “is always comprised of both the 

given fact and the responsible act.” That 

is, we are responsible for what we do 

with what we have. 

      We have the givens of our birth in 

time, in place, society, and culture. We 

have the givens of our genetic limitations 

and possibilities. And we have what 

Christian doctrine called “God’s will” 

and which I simply call “Mystery.” 

Which is to say that when we add up 

everything that goes to make us who we 

are, we find that we are more than the 

sum of the parts. 

     The dancer is more than a practiced 

technician. The dance is clearly more 

than learning how to move one’s body, 

as music is more than knowing where 

the notes are, and poetry more than mak-

ing rhymes. What we see in art and 

beauty requires a special word. That 

word is grace. The word “grace,”  

relieved of its old traditional baggage, is 

still needed to describe that state of being 

which is more than mere skillful  

techniques for living. 

    [The Russian  

dancer] Baryshnikov 

moves, acts, dances 

in confidence of his 

skill, because he has 

practiced it, and he 

has practiced it in the 

trust and acceptance 

that, whatever else 

the realities of life 

may be, what he does 

is beautiful, and 

good, and true. To 

trust the context—the 

place in which we 

must live out our 

lives—to trust in spite of the chaos and 

the tragedy, rather than living in terror 

of what we have not made and cannot 

control—this is to live gracefully. 

     To accept the givens of our personal 

existence and to act responsibly, to act 

purposefully, in trust, this is to achieve 

and to experience a state of grace, a 

graceful being. Yet I have not known 

anyone who has lived grace-fully who 

has not struggled to live in that way, 

struggled to learn from pain that has no 

meaning, and borne the cost of letting go 

and letting be. 

     But, I assure you, there is grace. I have 

felt it at times engulf me, restore me, and 

bless me with a passing vision of harmo-

ny and balance. I do not believe that 

grace is a gift imposed on us from above. 

I believe that grace is a standing invita-

tion, the universe outstretched as a hand 

we beat against until we are finally able 

to rest into it.  
   Source: http://dredwardfrost.com/sermons/

amazing-grace-2/ 

(Continued from page 4) Faith & Theology 

The Struggle to Live in Grace 

Ordinary Grace 
     We miss many moments of grace 

because we assume that grace is extraor-

dinary. Novelist Cynthia Ozick writes, 

“The Extraordinary is easy. And the 

more extraordinary the Extraordinary 

is, the easier it is: ‘easy’ in the sense that 

we can almost always recognize it…. 

The Extraordinary does not let you 

shrug your shoulders and walk away.” 

In her book, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, An-

nie Dillard chronicles her experience of 

nature. While she is attentive to the 

smallest details, she lifts up the extraor-

dinary again and again knowing that 

“beauty and grace are performed 

whether or not we …sense them. The 

least we can do is try to be there.”  

     Ozick writes, “But the Ordinary is a 

much harder case. In the first place, by 

making itself so noticeable—it is around 

us all the time—the Ordinary has got 

itself in a bad fix with us: we hardly 

ever notice it. The Ordinary, simply by 

being so ordinary, tends to make us 

ignorant or neglectful; when something 

does not insist on being noticed, when 

we aren't grabbed by the collar or struck 

on the skull by a presence or an event, 

we take for granted the very things that 

most deserve our gratitude.” 

     The truth is that there are countless 

moments of grace that are ordinary. Not 

the falling star observed in a night-time 

sky, but rising from sleep each morning 

to life. Ordinary grace. Not the mid-day 

thunderstorm followed by an incandes-

cent rainbow, but water itself. Ordinary 

grace. Not the miracle of birth of a child, 

but watching that newborn breathe as 

she rests in our arms. Ordinary Grace. 

Moment of grace. Reason for gratitude. 

     Ozick continues, “And this is the 

chief vein and deepest point concerning 

the Ordinary: that it does deserve our 

gratitude. The Ordinary lets us live out 

our humanity…. Ordinariness is some-

times the status quo, sometimes the 

slow, unseen movement of a subtle but 

ineluctable cycle, like a ride on the hour 

hand of the clock; in any case the Ordi-

nary is above all what is expected. And 

what is expected is not often 

thought of as a gift.”  7 

Unexpected Gifts 
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Theme for Discussion 

Grace 
Preparation prior to Gathering: (Read this 

issue of Explorations and Living the Questions 

in the next column.) 
 

Business: Deal with any housekeeping 

items (e.g., scheduling the next gathering). 
 

Opening Words:  “...I want first of all - in 

fact, as an end to these other desires - to be 

at peace with myself. I want a singleness of 

eye, a purity of intention, a central core to 

my life that will enable me to carry out these 

obligations and activities as well as I can. I 

want, in fact - to borrow from the language 

of the saints -to live 'in grace' as much of the 

time as possible. I am not using this term in 

a strictly theological sense. By grace I mean 

an inner harmony, essentially spiritual, 

which can be translated into outward har-

mony....”   Anne Morrow Lindbergh 
 

Chalice Lighting  (James Vila Blake) (adapted) 

(In unison) Love is the spirit of this church, and 

service is its law. This is our covenant: to dwell 

together in peace, to seek the truth in love, to 

serve human need, and to help one another. 
 

Check-In: How is it with your spirit? What 

do you need to leave behind in order to be 

fully present here and now? (2-3 sentences) 
 

Claim Time for Deeper Listening: This 

comes at the end of the gathering where you 

can be listened to uninterrupted for more 

time if needed. You are encouraged to claim 

time ranging between 3-5 minutes, and to 

honor the limit of the time that you claim. 
 

Read the Wisdom Story: Take turns reading 

aloud parts of the wisdom story on page 1.  
 

Readings from the Common Bowl: Group 

Members read selections from Readings 

from the Common Bowl (page 3). Leave a 

few moments of silence after each to invite 

reflection on the meaning of the words.  
 

Sitting In Silence: Sit in silence together, 

allowing the Readings from the Common Bowl 

to resonate. Cultivate a sense of calm and 

attention to the readings and the discussion 

that follows (Living the Questions). 
 

Reading: “When despair for the world 

grows in me / and I wake in the night at the 

least sound / in fear of what my life and 

my children's lives may be, / I go and 

lie down where the wood drake / rests in his 

beauty on the water, and the great heron 

feeds. / I come into the peace of wild things / 

who do not tax their lives with forethought / 

of grief. I come into the presence of still  

water. / And I feel above me the day-blind 

stars / waiting with their light. For a time / I 

rest in the grace of the world, and am free.”    

Wendell Berry 
 

Living the Questions 

Explore as many of theses questions as time 

allows. Fully explore one question before 

moving to the next. 

1. How do you understand grace? Is it 

part of your vocabulary or a term that 

has little or no relevance? Why? 

2. What are the ways in which you have 

been surprised by life? Which of these 

surprises were gifts? How did these 

experiences of grace impact you?  

3. Some people consider grace to be a gift 

of God, while others view it as a gift of 

Life. What is the source for you? 

4. How do you view the reality of your 

own existence? As a random event, an 

empirical fact, a mystery, and/or as a 

gift? 

5. When have you been an instrument of 

grace through random kindness, sense-

less acts of beauty, working for justice, 

or just loving others? 

6. Are you open to grace, to the gifts that 

surprise, or do you struggle? How 

might you be more receptive? 
 

The facilitator or group members are invited 

to propose additional questions that they 

would like to explore. 
 

Deeper Listening: If time was claimed by 

individuals, the group listens without inter-

ruption to each person who claimed time.  
 

Checking-Out: One sentence about where 

you are now as a result of the time spent 

together exploring the theme. 
 

Extinguishing Chalice: 

(Elizabeth Selle Jones) (In unison)  

We extinguish this flame but not the light of 

truth, the warmth of community, or the fire of 

commitment. These we carry in our hearts until 

we are together again. 
 

Closing Words: Rev. Philip R. Giles 

(In unison) May the quality of our lives be 

our benediction and a blessing to all we touch. 

Small Group Discussion Guide 
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bread, and a knife. He had Wilden pose as 

if he was praying before partaking of a 

meager meal. Enstrom later recalled that 

prayer seemed to be characteristic of 

Wilden who struck the pose naturally. 

When Enstrom developed the negative, 

he knew he had something special. The 

photograph seemed to say said Enstrom, 

“This man doesn’t have much in the way 

of earthly goods, but he has more than 

most people because he has a thankful 

heart.”  

     Enstrom’s photograph came to be 

called “Grace.” The elderly peddler with 

head bowed in a prayer of thanksgiving is 

known and loved throughout the country. 

In the spring of 2002, it was made the offi-

cial state photograph of Minnesota. 
   Source: http://www.gracebyenstrom.com/

index.html 

(Continued from page 2) Head bowed in grace 

A Thankful Heart 
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