Huddle, Muddle, Fly!
John 20:19-23

So, this past Monday morning, ridiculously early, I found myself on a Southwest airplane, headed home from Pennsylvania.  Incidentally, thanks to Southwest’s open seating method of boarding the plane, I was also in the very last row of the aircraft.  I was seated in the aisle seat, and a woman came down the aisle, asked if she could sit in the center seat of the row, and without waiting for me to stand up to allow her to easily get to her seat, proceeded to crawl over me into the seat.  Once seated, she reached over onto my seat and took part of my seat belt, attempting to buckle it in the same end of her own.  I said, “Oh, I’m sorry…I actually think that’s my seatbelt,” and she got extremely panicked, crying, “well, where’s mine?!  Don’t I have a seat belt?!”  And I said, “Yes, you do.”  And she said, still frantic, “Well, where is it?!”  and I replied, “Um, I think you’re sitting on it.”


Well, she was indeed sitting on it, and once she was safely buckled in, she revealed that she had never flown before and was extremely nervous.  Her nervousness showed, as she fidgeted in her seat, flipping absent-mindedly through all the magazines in the seat pocket in front of her – even the Sky Mall one – and leaned over into my seat and then leaned the other direction, over t he person seated in the window seat, trying to get comfortable.  Those of us who had flown before, although a little annoyed at her lack of flying etiquette, also, I think, shared a common sympathy and understanding for this woman.  I mentioned to her that flying really isn’t as bad as it might seem, that the flight from Philadelphia to Manchester, NH, is a short one.  Our window seat companion concurred, saying, “Yes, you chose an easy flight for this first one.  This one’s nothing!”  I’m not certain we convinced her…but she sat on that plane through the take-off, as it roared down the runway and lifted, safely and easily, into the sky.  She sat calmly on that plane as it climbed steadily through the atmosphere, finally leveling off as it reached its cruising altitude.  She wasn’t certain about it at all, but in the end, in so many ways, the way we made it through that flight is the way we make it through the uncertain journeys of our lives.  We don’t always feel comfortable with the way life is going; we don’t even always feel like we’re walking into familiar territory.  We certainly don’t feel like we’ve got it all figured out all the time.  Life is a journey; faith is a journey…we don’t know where every twist and turn of that journey is going, we don’t even always feel safe, don’t always know if we’re ready for take-off, but we have these other people around us, caring about us, supporting us.  And we huddle together, we muddle through together, we place our trust in God, and we fly.


Living in this part of the country, it’s a common sight to see Canadian geese flying overhead in the shape of a perfect v.  This formation for their flight isn’t just about ascetics or about being a good way to keep the group together.  It serves a practical purpose; flying in the shape of a v helps the geese to work together, breaking the wind resistance in an aero-dynamic shape.  They glide easily on the air currents of the goose ahead of them, allowing them to fly further without tiring as easily.  Of course, the lead goose has the hardest job; it is she who fights the resistance of the air first, who feels the wind’s resistance the most strongly.  The other geese, following behind, honk noisily, all as a means of encouraging the leader, urging her to keep up her pace, urging her on, supporting her.  And when the lead goose finally tires, she drops back in the formation, and another goose moves forward to take his place in the lead…and the former leader will add her encouraging honk with the rest of the flock, urging the next leader on.  

The reason that I happened to be returning from Pennsylvania this past Monday morning, the reason that I was not able to be here with all of you last Sunday, was that I had gone to officiate (co-officiate, really, with a rabbi from the area, which is a whole other set of stories!) at the wedding of my closest college friend, Michelle, and her fiancée, Seth.  The wedding was held at the groom’s family’s home in New Jersey, and it was beautiful.  The groom was walked in and down the aisle by his parents, as was the bride.  There was a flower girl, but no other wedding party to speak of.  Just a bride and a groom, standing under a beautiful tent (and a huppah, which is a Jewish wedding canopy) before their friends and family, their friend who is a minister, a rabbi, and God, proclaiming before all the world their love and commitment for one another.  There are a lot of things that go on at a wedding, of course, but as I stood there, under that huppah, watching my best college friend walk down the aisle with her mother on her left and her father on her right, with the groom already waiting for her at the end of the aisle, I was struck deeply by the simple but profound beauty of the moment.  Michelle’s wedding reminded me of those geese, flying together in formation, encouraging, urging the leader on.  We were there, huddled together, so to speak, to show our love and support for the bride and groom; to push them, encourage them as we muddled through another part of our journey together; to make room for God in that space and that place; and to encourage and love them as they begin to fly.  

Rev. Kate Braestrup is an ordained Unitarian minister and one of the first chaplains ever appointed to the Maine Warden Service.  In her book Here if You Need Me, Kate records her own story, but also the story of the game wardens with whom she works, those who run and coordinate search and rescue missions in the wilderness of the state.  The stories she tells, though, are really all of our stories; they are the stories of faith, the stories of our God at work in the world.  The truth is, Kate Braestrup would very probably not be Rev. Braestrup if her husband Drew, a Maine State Police Officer, had not been killed in the line of duty.  Drew had been planning to go to seminary when he retired from the State Police force, and after his death, Kate felt compelled to pick up some of his dream, to carry it forward.  But in picking up Drew’s dream, she also discovered, with great and utter certainty, her own call to ministry and the love of God that is embodied in the people all around us.  

Kate remembers in her book the time right after she heard the news of Drew’s death.  Kate’s friend Monica had come over to be with Kate, and they were seated in the living room when the doorbell rang.  Monica rose to answer it, and opened the door to find a young man wearing a neat dark suit, with his hair perfectly combed, standing on the front steps.  Beaming at Monica, he held out his hand to offer her a pamphlet, asking, as he did so, “Have you heard the Good News?”  Monica shut the door promptly in his face.
  But a few minutes later, the doorbell rang again.  This time, Kate answered it herself, to find it was her elderly neighbor, a woman she recognized but with whom she had exchanged no more than a dozen words in ten years.  The woman had pot holders on her hands, which held a pan of brownies still hot from the oven, and tears rolled down her cheeks as she said to Kate, “I just heard.  I wish I could do more.”  And yet, says Kate, here was this woman, standing on the front stoop with her brownies and her tears: she, says Kate, “was the Good News.”   What more, Kate wondered, could there be to it than that, than this woman, standing there in love and kindness, huddling with her, muddling through a seemingly impossible part of the journey together, showing her the very face of God?

This is, in fact, the very model that Jesus provides for us.  I know we’re past Easter and past Pentecost now, but our scripture reading this morning backs us up a bit, to the days following Jesus’ death…to the days when the disciples were mourning and in grief, huddled together in a house with the doors locked, because they were so afraid.  Think about it – they had been following this person, this beloved friend, this wise teacher…suddenly, he’s taken, he’s brutally beaten, he’s killed.  Their journey, their faith, had to have felt uncertain in that moment; impossible, perhaps.  How were they to make sense of this sadness, of this loss, of this unexpected moment, this terrifying twist, in their time together?  And so they were huddled together there in that house, afraid and unsure, trying to sort it out, trying to muddle through it all, together.  And then, in the middle of that fear and despair, Jesus shows up.  Jesus walks right into the midst of the group and says, “Peace be with you.”  Jesus walks right into the middle of that darkness, sorrow, sadness, and fear, and says, “Peace be with you.”  Jesus comes to offer the love and peace of God in the midst of darkness and uncertainty; Jesus comes to offer them the strength and power of God’s Holy Spirit to encourage them, to push them forward, to give them strength, to help them unlock those doors and get back out there, back into the world…Jesus comes saying, “It’s been scary…it’s been dark…but I have never left you, God’s love will never leave you…you can do it, you can fly.”

Which brings me back to the geese.  Of course there are moments when a goose simply cannot fly.  When a goose in the group is sick or injured or drops out of formation in flight, two others drop down out of formation with him or her to protect the injured goose.  They stay together, down on the ground, offering comfort and protection, until the goose is better…or they provide watch and care until the goose dies.  When they are ready to depart again, they set out, either on their own or with a new formation of geese heading in the same direction, until they catch up with their own group again.  

Sometimes we’re not strong enough on our own.  Sometimes, often, in fact, we need help…we need the love and care and support of those around us…of the others in our formation, so to speak.  Rev. Braestrup speaks of difficult moments in our journeys, the dark and complicated and painful places, as the “hinges” of our lives…the moments when things sway in a different direction, when things feel less stable.  And, for her, when we are there, when we are on the hinges, when we’ve dropped down out of the formation because we are just too sick or scared or torn up or lonely to fly anymore, if we look around, we’ll see love…we’ll see the love of God, embodied in other people, standing right there on the hinges with us, holding open arms out to us.  So, “if you are wise,” she says, “whoever you are, you will let go, fall against that love, and be held.”


And that’s what it’s really all about.  It’s the model Jesus provides – it’s the model provided by our Communion table, a table that reminds us of the way that Jesus huddled together with his friends, offered them the love of God that holds us and upholds us.  It reminds us that we can look around for love in the dark and scary moments and find it in the people, in the community around us.  We don’t always know the right answers…we don’t always know what’s around the next bend or at the next hinge of our lives.  Sometimes we’re just sort of pushing through, not sure we can make it, not sure we can see it through…we’re just sort of pushing through, honking our encouragement to one another, muddling through as best we can…but we can look around for love…and we can huddle together…and make room for God, trust God…and we fly.  
Amen.
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