Sources of Meaning: People
1 Samuel 18:1-4

Near the end of the musical Wicked, the two main characters—Glinda and Elphaba—reflect on the often complicated relationship they’ve shared over the years. In the song “For Good,” Glinda contemplates:

I’ve heard it said 
That people come into our lives for a reason 
Bringing something we must learn 
And we are led 
To those who help us most to grow 
If we let them 
And we help them in return 
Well, I don’t know if I believe that’s true 
But I know I’m who I am today 
Because I knew you... 

Like a comet pulled from orbit 
As it passes a sun 
Like a stream that meets a boulder 
Halfway through the wood 
Who can say if I’ve been changed for the better? 
But because I knew you 
I have been changed for good


This past week people within the CBC family reflected on how people in their lives have helped them learn, grow, and change. And they shared stories about the meaning they received as a result.


For several people, parents have served as sources of meaning. One person recalls how her mom and dad spent special time with her, telling her what they’d learned and showing her what they knew how to do. She specifically recalls her dad’s reminding her, “You can do it,” and her mom’s encouraging her, “Don’t be afraid.”

Another person shares: “My mother has inspired me through out my life as she was a single parent raising four children. She has always put us first, no matter what, and has instilled in each of us a deep sense of self. We can strive to achieve anything in life by simply trying and having faith in God that what was meant to be will be. I think back on how tough things must have been for her, and yet she seemed to make it look so easy. Only now as a parent can I truly understand the sacrifices she made for us.”

Recognizing a person’s impact sometimes does come as we look back. And sometimes we continue to learn from people even after they’re no longer with us. That’s the case with another person who shared about her paternal grandmother:

She was the middle of five sisters and growing up in Quaker Germantown always felt like the ugly duckling. Yet when she was a grandmother—Nana—to twenty-seven grandchildren from the blended family she made in mid-life, she was the spiritual beauty of them all.

She was mystical in her devotion to family—and to racial justice. She was the granddaughter of a man who established schools throughout the South for freed slaves, an honorary member of the NAACP in the 1920s, and founder of the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting Council on Race Relations.

 . . . I learn from her still—thirty-five years after her death. Just today I found this Louis Untermeyer prayer she used as a Christmas card during her years as a young widow with three small children. 
God, tho this life is but a wraith,

Although we know not what we use,

Although we grope with little faith,

Give one the heart to fight—and lose.

Ever insurgent let me be,

Make me more daring than devout;

From sleek contentment keep me free,

And fill me with a buoyant doubt.

Open my eyes to visions girt

With beauty and with wonder lit—
But let me always see the dirt,

And all that spawn and die in it.

Open my ears to music; let

Me thrill with Spring’s first flutes and drums—
But never let me dare forget

The bitter ballads of the slums.

From compromise and things half-done,

Keep me, with stern and stubborn pride,

And when at last the fight is won,

God, keep me still unsatisfied. 


Henri Nouwen, the author of more than forty books on the spiritual life, called friendship “one of the greatest gifts a human being can receive. It is a bond beyond common goals, common interests, or common histories. It is a bond stronger than sexual union can create, deeper than a shared fate can solidify, and it can be even more intimate than the bonds of marriage or community. Friendship is being with the other in joy and sorrow, even when we cannot increase the joy or decrease the sorrow. It is a unity of souls that gives nobility and sincerity to love. Friendship makes all of life shine brightly.”


Nouwen’s description fits the friendship that existed between David and Jonathan and about which we heard in today’s scripture reading. The bond that developed between them wasn’t something they planned or probably even expected. But that bond became like a covenant—one that would link them for life through good times and bad. A bond forged because each loved the other as deeply as he loved his own soul.


A similar bond developed between a member of our congregation and a friend who’s become a source of meaning in her life. She shares:
My best friend has impacted my life since moving here to Jamestown. We both come from other states and are both twins. We formed a bond early on in our first pregnancies and helped each other out when we felt like strangers in a new place. She has always had a smile for me and has an amazing ability to trust in the good of people. She has taught me to be more open and trusting and to enjoy life and the people who are a part of it. She has recently moved to California, but we still keep in touch and our children are still important in each other lives. I still turn to her when I need a cheerful voice.


Family members and friends may provide sources of meaning for us. Teachers, mentors, supervisors, colleagues, classmates, and neighbors also may impact our lives.


And then there are those times when a stranger enters our life and changes it. That’s the experience a person with ties to our congregation recalls as he writes: 

. . . years ago I was given my first major international job with the company that I was with and put in charge of divisions that had overseas operations. We were expanding the business rapidly and opening new factories all over the world, including India. I was on my way to the opening of a plant in Calcutta.


I flew from New York to Bombay. I was waiting for my plane to go on to Calcutta, standing in line to get my connecting ticket when someone mentioned that Mother Teresa was in the airport. I hadn’t seen her. I didn’t even know what Mother Teresa looked like. I didn’t really think any more of it than that. I waited in the lounge, was called to our flight and boarded the plane. It was a small, crowded, hot plane, waiting out on the tarmac.


The plane gradually filled up. Every seat on the plane filled except the one next to me. We’re waiting and waiting and waiting. And who gets on the plane?
. . . Mother Teresa. . . . She comes down and sits next to me. . . . The plane, of course, is abuzz as Mother Teresa gets on. . . .


She sat next to me and introduced herself. I was quite impressed, so I introduced myself to her. She seemed slightly less impressed, I would say, but we had a very nice chat. We were probably a minute or two into the preliminaries of the conversation, the sort of top layer that one has. She asked me—or at least I thought she asked me—”What do you do?” I was about to launch into my “I’m a captain of industry” story. I was very proud of this new role I had, very excited about opening this factory in Calcutta, and feeling good about myself with my new promotion.


I began to launch into this story, and she said, “No, what do you do that really matters?”

I thought, “Now that is a tough old question.” This little voice whispered in my ear, “You can’t lie to Mother Teresa.” I thought, “Dear me.”

We had a wonderful hour long conversation about the roles that leaders have in tackling issues of social import in the world. It was interesting. Never once did she ask me to do anything for her. She didn’t ask for any money. She didn’t even chastise me for my rather weak answers. We had a relatively probing conversation about what my role was in the world as a business leader. What did I think of both my faith and my view of society and of humanity? How did those things all come together? I have to confess I didn’t have at the time, and I’m not sure I have now, particularly good answers to those questions. It surely gave me an awful lot to think about.


It was probably five months later; I was at Washington National Airport waiting for a taxi out in front, having just arrived from someplace or another. Who walks out of a car to go into the terminal but Mother Teresa again? This time she had a whole bevy of other nuns with her. . . . I don’t know whether she remembered me or not—probably not—but I certainly remembered her, so I went up and talked to her. She acted like she did, and asked me something along the lines of what had come from our conversation.


I look back on that time, and it was a formative moment for me. I was just at the point where the career I thought I wanted was in ascent. I had gotten the job that I had been lusting over. It was a good job, and I enjoyed it. And I hope I did a reasonable job with it. I was proud of the factory that we were opening, but I realized from that conversation with her that my view of what the success in Calcutta would look like was probably too narrow. My sense of our role as a major employer in that impoverished land—or in Illinois, for that matter—was too narrow.


It was one of those moments that really began to make me think. As I thought back over time, and as I thought about the journey that I’ve been on as a businessperson and in the other things that I’ve done in my life, I keep harkening back to that conversion. I often ask myself, “What would I say to Mother Teresa if she asked me about this situation that I’m in, what I’m doing, what my priorities are, or how I’ve changed?”

How have we changed because of the people who’ve come into our lives—whether those who’ve journeyed with us for years or those who come in and out of our lives quickly? As though in response to that question, Elphaba in the musical Wicked sings:

It well may be 
That we will never meet again 
In this lifetime 
So let me say before we part 
So much of me 
Is made of what I learned from you 
You’ll be with me 
Like a handprint on my heart 
And now whatever way our stories end 
I know you have re-written mine 
By being my friend... 

Like a ship blown from its mooring 
By a wind off the sea 
Like a seed dropped by a skybird 
In a distant wood 
Who can say if I’ve been changed for the better? 
But because I knew you 
I have been changed for good



A handprint on the heart. It’s a beautiful image, isn’t it? Let me share one more image for the meaning people may give to our lives. It’s one provided by Henri Nouwen, who writes:


How do we know about God’s love, God’s generosity, God’s kindness, God’s forgiveness? Through our parents, our friends, our teachers, our pastors, our spouses, our children—they all reveal God to us. But as we come to know them, we realize that each of them can reveal only a little bit of God. God’s love is greater than theirs; God’s goodness is greater than theirs; God’s beauty is greater than theirs.


At first we may be disappointed in these people. For a while we thought that they would be able to give us all the love, goodness, and beauty we needed. But gradually we discover that they were all signposts on the way to God.


May we celebrate and give thanks for each person who’s left a handprint on our heart and provided a signpost on our way to God. Amen.
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