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Reading:  
This morning we are going to be hearing about the philosophy of Joanna Macy. Joanna 

is an environmentalist and activist from Berkley, California. She has authored many books and 
lectured around world. She is a scholar of Buddhism, deep ecology and systems theory. Her 
work is termed; The Work That Reconnects.  I will share with you now the core assumptions of 
The Work. 

1. Our Earth is alive.  It is not our supply house and sewer; it is our larger body. 
2. Our true nature is far more ancient and encompassing than the separate self as 

defined by habit and society.  We are as intrinsic to our living world as the rivers and 
trees, woven of the same flows of matter/energy and mind.   

3. Our experience of moral pain for our world springs from our interconnectedness 
with all beings.   

4. When we deny or repress our pain for the world, or view it as a private pathology, 
our power to take part in the healing of our world is diminished.   

5. Our capacity to respond to our own and others’ suffering can be unblocked. 
6. Unblocking occurs when our pain for the world is not only intellectually validated, 

but also experienced.  Cognitive information about the crises we face is generally 
insufficient to mobilize us. Direct experience of our own deep emotional response 
can reveal our mutual belonging in the web of life, and free us to act. 

7. When we reconnect with life, by willingly enduring our pain for it, the mind retrieves 
its natural clarity.  This experience of reconnection with the Earth community 
arouses desire to act on its behalf.  

8. The steps we take can be modest ones, but they should involve some risk to our 
mental comfort, lest we remain caught in old, “safe” limits.   

and finally:  
9. Courage is a great teacher and bringer of joy. 
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Sermon  
 

“I can’t. It’s too much. There’s nothing that I can do about it anyway….I stopped 
watching television, or the news….it was too depressing.” familiar refrains right?  

 
“I used to march, to join groups, to care…I got burnt out. I just don’t have it in me 

anymore. All we do is talk about the problem. I want to focus instead on the solution.” Also 
familiar refrains.  

 
All of those things went through my mind when Joanna Macy had us sit in pairs and ask 

each other questions. I was at a minister’s conference this winter. I had signed up for Joanna’s 
course on environmentalism, having now idea who she was. This was our opening exercise.  

 
I sat across from a female UU minister, probably in her 60 years. Decades of experience 

as a parish minister. We were to listen to each other without responding. Just witnessing.  
 
Joan’s first question; “What concerns me most about the world today is…” “I can’t do 

this,” I thought to myself... It’s too much.” But I spoke anyway and my heart began to hurt.  
 
“When I think of the world that we will leave our children, it looks like…” Joanna next 

asked us. “Too depressing. I stopped focusing on that long ago…” I thought to myself. And then 
I thought of my unborn grandchildren. Though my children are young themselves, someday 
they may choose to have their own children… what will the world be like for those children; 
twenty years from now? 

 
And Joanna’s final question to us; “I am sometimes reluctant to share my pain for the 

world with others….” By this time, the tears had started rolling down my cheeks. My partner 
looked on compassionately. Little did I know that this was just the beginning of a week long 
experience of opening my heart.  

 
Let me first validate every statement that I just shared.  
 
The world has a lot of problems. They are bigger than any of us. There is no way that we 

can solve, or shall I say no guarantee that we can solve them. The news is depressing. The 
stations seem more and more to be skewed, leaning toward the worst crisis that they can find.  

 
There are competing demands for our money, time, care…fix this, focus here, stop war, 

start healing, do something for God’s sake.  
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This week the death of 25 year old Freddie Gray, another black man’s life victim to 
police misconduct. Do I focus there?  

 
Lake Mead, the largest reservoir in the United States in terms of maximum water 

capacity, is at its all-time lowest. At the rate things are going, the reservoir is predicted to be 
dried up in 5 – 10 years. Do I focus instead on environmental justice?  

 
There is war… 
I could go on and on.  
 
The pace of change, predominantly destructive change, is horrifying. 
  
We are - to use Joanna’s term - at a turning point. We have done, and continue to do 

things to our planet that are not only changing, but destroying our Earth.  As we saw in our 
exercise in the Time for All Ages, we will not even begin to experience the full ramifications of 
some of our actions for decades. One thing we do know however, the ramifications are real and 
they are not good. We are at a turning point. 

 
The Work that Reconnects (Joanna Macy’s work) identifies three ways in which people 

respond to our current crisis of the Earth. There are those, many companies for example; who 
operate as though all of this is not really real. “Business as usual.” mode. On the other extreme 
is catastrophizing. These people scream that it is too late. We cannot save the Earth. The third 
option which is the one that leads to change, is the view that we are a turning point. Damage is 
real, change is inevitable. Justice however, as Joanna told us time and again, justice is not 
inevitable.   

 
The thing that poses the greatest risk according to The Work is that we have lost our 

emotional connection to it all. “Physic numbing” is a term used to describe this phenomenon. 
Joanna Macy calls it the “crisis of disconnection”. The worst crisis of our time.  

 
Throughout our time together, Joanna didn’t do much lecturing or “teaching”. She 

assumed that we knew that we live at a critical time in the life of our Earth. Terms like fracking, 
and climate destruction were used rarely. Mostly, she talked the personal, emotional and 
spiritual solutions that are required to live in the times that we do. This is where she believes 
the hope lies. 

 
The answer to this crisis of disconnection is illustrated by a spiral. (its shown on the 

cover of your order of service.) There are four aspects of this spiral. It starts, interestingly 
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enough with gratitude. From there we are able to open our hearts and connect to our pain for 
all living things. The fear is that feeling all of this will take us down. Leave us so depressed and 
fearful that we cannot take action. In reality, the opposite occurs. By reestablishing our 
connection to our gratitude, our despair, and all of our feelings, we are able to see with a fresh 
perspective. It is a phenomenon that black preachers have taught for centuries. “You have to 
see your way to the other side of through. For there is always sunlight on the other side.” 

 
Completing the spiral, when we see our way through and we see with new eyes, we 

take action once again. This is a way of life that is sustaining.  
 
This phenomenon of psychic numbing is recognized by many others. United Church of 

Christ preacher, Barbara Brown Taylor writes, “We know how to relieve suffering, and we know 
to evade it. What is hard for us to do is to confront it…” Relieving suffering through external 
means – medicine, drugs, is at times necessary. In cases of chronic pain, terminal illness, mental 
illness. But this is not the kind of relief that Taylor is referring to. She’s writing about that 
numbing, state of robotic, almost automated living that so many people experience. The crisis 
of disconnection.  

 
There is no other way to explain how we live as we do, treat people and the Earth as we 

do, says Joanna Macy, than to acknowledge that we have become cut off. Cut off from the 
living organism called the Earth, from other people - that we see on television, on the streets, in 
our families. Cut off ultimately from ourselves.  
  

This is the emotional state in which hours become days become weeks become months. 
One day blurs into the next. We learn of the hate crimes, racial crimes, environmental crimes, 
and we nod in agreement about how awful it is, but our heart, well it’s protected.  
  

The question becomes then, how do we reconnect?  
 
In short, we move from our heads to our hearts. We learn to feel. Both our pain and our 

gratitude.  
 
Practicing gratitude, Joanna Macy said, is like “putting ground under your feet.’ It’s what 

gives us hope and renewal. Joanna describes gratitude as a subversive act in late stage 
capitalism. It is hard to be grateful when we are not satisfied.  As long as we believe that we 
need more, or something different, we will never be satisfied. Creating dissatisfaction is one of 
the driving factors in consumerism. I also had to realize that being grateful is not the same as 
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living in denial of the pain around you.  On the contrary, it is one of the most courageous ways 
to live.  

 
If we have been numb though, we cannot just decide to be grateful. Again, it is not an 

intellectual act. If we are to be genuinely grateful, we are also going to be genuinely sad, and 
mad, and scared. It was actually my first UU minister, Rev. Jon Luopa who taught me that.  

 
I was in my twenties, a single mother, struggling mightily. One day in the receiving line 

after church, I was commenting on his sermon (the exact content of which I cannot remember) 
and he said to me, “Well now, you see…we don’t get to choose which emotions we feel, 
Rebecca. We either feel them all or we don’t feel any of them. Or we feel all of them 
somewhat. But you can’t pick and choose which ones you get to feel.” It took me many years 
and many tears to learn the truth of what he said. 

 
When I stopped drinking for example; I cried every day for at least six months. I cried in 

AA meetings, during yoga, at stop lights, while cooking dinner, after dinner… it was hard, and I 
never believed that it was going to end. Never. I decided to trust those who told me that it 
would. But it sure didn’t feel like it.  

 
And one day, I realized that I was happy. Not for the whole day. Actually just for a 

minute. I was standing outside of my car in a parking lot, and the aroma of fresh pine trees hit 
me. I stopped, stood in the sunlight and breathed in that aroma of pine. A moment later, I 
realized, I was happy. Genuinely happy. And then it passed. A friend told me that once I had 
experienced that kind of happiness, I could rest assured that it would come again. If I kept doing 
what I was doing. Feeling. Connecting to myself and others. Seeing my way to the other side of 
through.  

 
How we live every moment and day of our lives matters. Our actions and thoughts take 

hold; they become imprinted on our souls. 10,000 miles from home; the song that Bil so 
beautifully played for us this morning, comes from the movie Fly Away Home. It is a wonderful 
story of a girl whose mother is killed, and how she learns to deal with this. To get to the other 
side of through and find joy once again.  

 
Despite what the messages around us say; connection is where we need to start, and 

where we need to stay if we are to truly be powers of good in this time of transition.  
 
Start with where you are.  
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Don’t watch people, see them. Feel your pain for the world, stay knee deep in gratitude. 
Return again and again to the things that keep you connected.  

 
Go with your passion and your interests. Whether you are called to work for 

environmental justice or racial, reproductive, educational, or economic justice – they are all 
interconnected and are all portals toward the same goal…justice.  It matters. For as Joanna 
says, we live at a time where transition is inevitable and justice is not.  

 
Amen and Blessed Be  
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