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From Gilead  by Marilynne Robinson 

 

There is a reality in blessing, which I take baptism to be primarily.  It doesn’t 

enhance sacredness, but it acknowledges it, and there is a power in that.  

I have felt it pass through me, so to speak.   The sensation is of really 

knowing a creature, I mean really feeling its mysterious life and your own 

mysterious life at the same time.   

 

I don’t wish to be urging the ministry on you, but there are some 

advantages to it you might not know to take account of if I did not point 

them out.  Not that you have to be a minister to confer blessing.   

 

 

 

 

 

After the tsunami I am watching the news and taking in the devastation. 

Mighty palm trees are uprooted and laying about like pick-up-sticks.  The 

landscape is unrecognizable.  Human beings walk the street with 

expressions that are simultaneously flat and terrified – a sure sign of shock.   

 

And then there are the interviews with survivors who speak of their good 

fortune in ways that suggest that God was on their side.  They give thanks 

to God for the blessings they’ve received.   

 

Death and destruction reigned down seemingly out of the blue and the 

survivors are standing on the shore and in the rubble.   Our compassionate 

imagination accepts that a mind could bend toward blessing.   

 

And yet I find myself twitching.   

 

No doubt, one would feel fortunate in the wake of narrow escape.  Lucky.  

We may feel blessed – we feel however we want, of course - but inserting 

God into the blessing paints a mighty odd picture that raises this 

discomforting question:  did God not care to bless those who perished?   

 

In the wake of every natural disaster suffered by humanity we hear and 

observe the same claim of God’s blessing.  There is so much that begs to 
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be unpacked that is theological, ethical, and emotional in nature.  For 

today, let’s just acknowledge that there’s much unpacking to do but 

leave those bags zipped and on the floor for now.   

 

It’s always easier to name what any given theological concept doesn’t 

mean to you.  So instead we’ll unpack a different question:  what does 

blessing mean to us?  To you?    

 

One Soul recently quipped, “You’re changing my understanding of that 

phrase, ‘Bless your heart’.  I use it a little differently.”  She concluded with a 

winking emoticon.  “Oh!  It’s flexible” I responded.   

 

Truth is when I’m being flexible with “Bless your heart” I’m speaking the 

words to help hold compassion close.  Just saying the words is a practice, 

a discipline to keep on the right side of patience.   

 

But blessing runs deeper than the “Bless his heart” I use help myself to 

keep patient.  It’s deeper than the, “Have a blessed day!” that is so easily 

tossed about.   

 

Last spring I experienced the writer, Marilynne Robinson in conversation 

with Reverend Rob Hardies, a UU minister and a close friend of mine.  Rob 

and I are huge admirers of Ms. Robinson as much for her insight into 

religious life as for her sublime writing.   

 

She said something at the start of the dialogue that knocked my socks off.  

She said that religion happens in response to our human impulse to bless 

each other.   So, she starts with the assumption that people are good.  If 

you will, that people are inherently worthy and dignified and so much so 

that they want to share that good spirit in the form of blessing.   

 

Think about it.  What do you mean when you use the language of 

blessing?   

 

“Bless his heart in this difficult time.”   Blessing as a life raft.   

 

“You are a blessing to me.”    Blessing as gratitude.   

 

“May we be worthy guardians of this young life.  May we build a 

community in which they will grow old surrounded by beauty, embraced 

by love, and cradled in the arms of peace.” 
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We all just said that together, of course, to conclude the child dedication.  

It is a blessing.  It is a blessing that we confer upon each child as they are 

welcomed into the circle of community.  It is hope extended from our 

hearts to theirs reminding us that you don’t have to be a minister to confer 

blessing. It is our human impulse.   

 

Yet it is true that clergy are often called upon for to bless others. 

It is Christmas Eve just before the first service here at All Souls. Outside a 

mysterious blanket of fog envelops the landscape.  It is nearly dark.  I’m 

about to enter the church when a man appears from around the corner.  

It is clear that he has seen better days.   He asks if All Souls is a church.   

 

“Yes!” I say.   

“Is the pastor here?”   

“Yes.  She is.  I’m the pastor.” 

 

And he begins to weep.  He is weeping from the soles of feet.   

 

It is Christmas and he has done others wrong and he is in need of prayer.   

 

“Pastor, would you bless me?” 

 

And so I stand with this man outside our front door, under the red awning, 

and enveloped by winter mist and sadness.  I take his hands in mine and I 

do what he has asked.  I bless him: his heart, his mind, his hands that he will 

find the courage to make amends, to feel God’s love, to rise up to his 

better self.  Amen.   

 

And then,  

 

“Merry Christmas, Friend.” 

 

“Thank you, Pastor.  Merry Christmas to you, too.” 

 

And with that, he disappeared into the silent night.   

 

There is a reality in blessing …  It doesn’t enhance sacredness, but it 

acknowledges it, and there is a power in that.  I have felt it pass through 

me, so to speak.   The sensation is of really knowing a creature, I mean 

really feeling its mysterious life and your own mysterious life at the same 

time.   
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I know that you have felt that reality pass through you, too.  In those times 

when you have conferred blessing on others, you have had that sense of 

really feeling the mystery of another person’s life as well as your own.   

 

I am reminded of the chalice lighting we sometimes speak together:  

“May this light we now kindle inspire us to use our power to bless and not 

to curse.” 

 

We want to be for others a blessing.  Carriers of hope, commitment, 

gratitude.  A life raft, at times.  We have the choice to use our power to 

bless and not to curse.  It’s about our intentions … how mindfully we 

approach our lives.  How mindfully we approach others’ lives.   

 

For there are too many people in the world, many who claim to be 

religious, in fact, who are using their power to curse.  It is challenging to 

steer clear of the cynicism and anger and destruction that they leave in 

their wake.  But that is what religion is for:  to satisfy our impulse to bless 

and not to curse. 

 

May the children blessed today by the good people of this faith 

community, grow into the blessing they received.   

 

And may every one of you who spoke these words, feel the reality of your 

blessing.  That by your blessing the sacred was not enhanced but that it 

was acknowledged.   

 

And may you too be “surrounded by beauty, embraced by love, and 

cradled in the arms of peace.” 

 

Amen.   
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