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Chalice Lighting:   
Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, 
The world offers itself to your imagination, 
Calls to you like the wild geese,  
harsh and exciting –  
over and over announcing your place  
in the family of things 

-Mary Oliver 
 
Story for All Ages:  Moth: An Evolution Story by Isabel Thomas and Daniel Egneus   
 
Reading:  “Barton Springs” by Tony Hoagland, 2007 
 
Sermon:  “Looking Cancer in the Eye” 

 
In the reading this morning, I was struck by the poet’s phrase “when I get my allotted case of 
cancer,” which 38% of us will.  Cancer is a big presence in the human experience.  I imagine it has 
touched each of you in some way.  To attempt to reflect with you about this disease is to strike a 
nerve, and to face messy existential questions that can never feel settled.  But that is what faith 
communities are for, I think.  I’ve had some personal experience that has led me to want or need 
to clarify what I can about where cancer comes from and what spiritual context can hold it for 
me.  So come with me, if you would, and consider what meaning there is for you…  

  
Let me begin with some personal context.  As I’ve shared previously, when I was 32, some 
abdominal pain led to the discovery of an ovarian tumor – out of nowhere.  It was considered a 
less concerning type of tumor, but one that had to be taken out, along with the ovary.  I had two 
surgeries, and I’m checked every year, now 16 years out.   
  
As a part of all this, they did genetic testing to see if I was at risk for certain cancers.  The genetic 
counselor said I had some mutations, and I nodded, with no clue with what that meant.  I’ve 
come to learn that mutation is when a cell is making its routine copies of itself, and it makes a 
change in the dna sequence – a mutation - and that change can get passed on.  A mutation can 
beget further mutations over time.  It takes a certain number of mutations of certain kinds of 
cells to cause cancer.  Those of us who are born with a mutation have what they call “a head 
start” on this process that might develop into cancer, and might not.    To keep an eye on this, I 
get an hour and a half long MRI every two years at Smilow.  What they’re watching for would be 
very treatable, I’m told.   
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There’s something unsettling, though, about being anywhere on the oncology spectrum.   During 
one appointment with a doctor at Yale, I said it had been years since my surgery and all was 
well.  And he responded, with zero bedside manner, “yes, but one wonders why your body was 
making those cells and if it will make them again.”  Yup.  One wonders.  

  
I’ve learned that cancer cells aren’t their own thing, like an invading virus with its own 
properties.  Cancer cells are our own cells behaving cancerously.  I really didn’t know that.  See, 
as our normal cells start to fade, they die to be replaced by a healthy cell.  A cell that’s behaving 
cancerously is one that doesn’t die off, and reproduces without limit. They say it’s like having a 
“stuck gas pedal.”  

  
When you look at it this way, talking about someone’s “battle” with cancer is a tricky 
concept.  As a journalist going through breast cancer said, “military metaphors were familiar, but 
they stopped making sense when the war was me.  My own body…Cancer…is my own cells going 
rogue.”1   
  
With the experiences I’ve had, I know I’ve only had to dip my toe in the world of cancer, but it’s 
made me want to understand it better.  I know that many Souls here have waded deeper, or are 
wading deeper now, either as patient or care giver.  You have my company and my care as we 
reflect together.  
  
In our early days of getting to know one another, Reverend Carolyn and I were struck by the fact 
that we shared in common a chapter of our lives spent in GYN oncology.  We’d worn our share of 
hospital gowns [by the way, I can’t for the life of me figure out the buttons on those things – I 
always end up looking like a disheveled scrarecrow!]  The medical circumstances Carolyn and I 
had were different, but we have both sat in those waiting rooms, and asked ourselves the 
questions that arise.      

Carolyn shared in a sermon about her diagnosis that she never felt betrayed by her body…she 
said of her surgery, “my body healed slowly and steadily, intuitively knowing the proper 
course.”2  I guess I felt a little differently, and that probably has a lot to do with the fact that I’m 
a little too much in my head.  Remember what my tennis instructor said when I was a kid?:  “ya 
know, it’s interesting…you play as if your arms are not a part of your body.”  I was lacking in 
some mind/body integration.  

I did feel estranged from my body the year of my surgeries, wearing all those hospital gowns.  I 
remember it helped when my surgeon said, while checking my incisions, “mmmm, your body 
heals beautifully.”  Whether or not she really thought that, she was smart to say it.  “So maybe”, 

 
1 Jardin, Xeni. (July 2017) Why cancer is not a war, fight or battle.  Retrieved from www.cnn.com 

 
2 Patierno, Carolyn.  “Nevertheless, or What I Learned on My Cancer Sabbatical,” May 12, 2012. 
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I felt, “there is something here to trust…”  It could no longer be a trust in comfort, control or 
longevity per se, but it was a body I could be with.   

If you haven’t picked it up from previous sermons, I’ll tell you straight up that I’m mostly 
agnostic, and if I lean in one direction, it’s toward faith in some kind of divine hum.  If there is a 
Spirit beyond nature and its evolution, I think it’s a hum, a vibration, that moves through all that 
is.  When I’m listening for it, I tend to feel more connected to life and to others.  I have felt this 
sacred hum at key times, and I have often wanted to feel it, but did not.  It’s mysterious like 
that.  Jazz musician Abdullah Ibrahim adapts an idea of the poet Rumi when he says, 
  
There's only one sound. Everything else is echo.3 

  
My faith in this one sound is delicate.  Most of my attempts to describe the divine (like this one) 
feel like I’m clumsily trampling on new grass…  

I’ve mentioned before that Einstein said we each have to decide if the universe is friendly.  He 
didn’t really answer it himself (thanks a lot Albert!)  But here’s what I’d say:  If the question is to 
ask, is the universe dynamic and inviting, and is it home, my answer is yes, it’s friendly.  If it is to 
ask, is the universe gentle or fair, my answer would be unequivocally no, the universe is 
notfriendly that way.  It makes no promises, except that you are a part of all this, and you are 
invited to grow and change with it. 

The faith I lean into has to hold in its sight the sorrowful truth that even children suffer with 
internal biological causes like cancer.  Such experiences reverberate here in our circle as I 
speak.  We hold this tenderly together.  I am not able to reconcile childhood cancer with a God 
who has control over nature at the cellular level – a God who has a plan.  That’s not to say it’s 
impossible.  I just cannot accept it. 

  
So,   I maybe believe in a hum of a God….  But I believe that nature unfolds of its own will, with 
what you might call a neutral process of survival and transformation (mutation after 
mutation).  Like the moths in our earlier story, nature changes and pushes itself to thrive, 
sometimes with exquisite precision and sometimes with what looks like or maybe is, a mistake. 

  
For example, this colorful creature [meme of reptiles] thinks we’ve still got some kinks to work 
out in evolution. He says, “Forty million years of evolution, and I still look like this?”  And I 
agree…like, in the case of humans, when are we going to phase out the appendix?  It’s just 
troublesome clutter!  I guess evolution’s arc can’t be judged by centuries – and it is striking to 

 

3  Ibrahim, Abdullah.  (June 30, 2019)  Finding ‘the balance’: Jazz Legend Abdullah Ibrahim Looks to Past, Present And 
Future.  Retrieved from www.npr.org  
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behold this [image of stages of human evolution] kind of transformation over a few million 
years.  Incredible, really. 

  
It’s strange to say out loud, but the evolutionary process that gave us humans standing upright is 
also the one that gave us the cancer we know today.  
  
My friend, who survived childhood cancer and lost her mother to cancer when she was 7, has 
been working on a documentary about immunotherapy.  I asked her what she’s come to believe, 
and she said, “well, when it comes down to it, cancer – like evolution – is life experimenting with 
itself’ and pushing to grow.” 

  
So, is cancer basically a byproduct of the natural world in motion?  I think that’s how I’ve come 
to look at it.  I don’t believe cancer is by design, and I don’t believe that if there is a God, that 
God has any control over cancer.  It’s indiscriminate.  It’s nothing personal…   
  
…But it is so very personal, isn’t it?  So many of us have been hurt by it in some way.  And we as a 
species have been moved to counter it.  We’ve launched education campaigns for 
prevention…we’ve spent billions in research to understand it better….we walk and ride bikes for 
miles to fund that research.  And we’ve improved outcomes.  In the U.S., the rates of death from 
cancer have significantly dropped since the early 90’s.  Between 2006 and 2015, fatalities have 
decreased by 1.5% each year.4  The author of the Biography of Cancer, The Emperor of All 
Maladies, says “just as cancer evolves and pushes for its survival, so do we.”   So do we.   

  
So… if, as the poet says, this life is as harsh as it is exciting, how do we relate to that 
spiritually?  How do we abide?  One definition of the word “abide” is “to continue without fading 
or being lost.” 
  
That’s where human community comes in…because while nature may be impersonal, we are 
not.  We are moved and changed by the force that is cancer.   I’d like to take a moment to create 
space for you to honor yourself or someone you know who has been affected by this disease…In 
the next few moments, please speak into the room or type into the chat their first name. 

  
  
Blessed be each one…sacred is the circle.   
  
The choir sang earlier, “when the waters are deep, friends carry me over.  We find ways to help 
each other to abide, to “continue without fading or being lost.”  
  

 
4 Annual Report to the Nation on the Status of Cancer, National Cancer Institute, retrieved from 
https://seer.cancer.gov/report_to_nation/ 
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When I worked as a chaplain, I was called to the room of a woman who had just died of cancer. 
Her spouse and young children had left.  I felt nauseous at the thought of their broken hearts 
walking out of the building to their car.  And I soon realized I had actually been called there for 
the nurse.  I think I’ll never forget how she leaned over and kissed the woman on the head so 
tenderly, and tucked her hands under the blanket. The energy in the room felt flat and also 
humming at the same time.  I spoke a prayer – who knows what I said.  I leaned into the 
hum.  Who knows what it was saying, but I sensed it.      
  
In my memory, the room has gold lighting.  In my memory, the nurse is sad and strong.  I could 
tell she had known the woman, and had been helping her to abide – to not be lost – until her 
final exhale…into mystery.    
  
Maybe there is only one sound…and everything else is echo.  A multitude of expressions of the 
same Source.  Her life, echo...her death, echo.  My life, my death, echoes of the same one 
heartbeat or hum. 
  
The circumstances of our lives are not always what we wanted, 
and they are definitely not always fair. 
  
But it sure is beautiful 
to push and grow as long as we can, in all the ways that we can. 
 
to hear that call of the wild geese,  
harsh and exciting, 
over and over announcing our place in the family of things. 
  
All the things.   
  
Blessed be.  Amen.    
 
Let us share a moment of silence  
  
 
 
If you would rise in body or in spirit, let’s echo a hymn to the vast and complex surroundings of 
which we are a part, with “blue boat home.” 
 


