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“Every Precious Thing” 

A Sermon By Rev. Nathan Detering 

November 24, 2019 

 

“Here is the world; beautiful and terrible things will happen. 

Keep our hearts tender. 

Keep our eyes soft. 

Keep our words true. 

Because this is what we are about: 

We know there is no answer but to love one another. 

We bear witness against unnecessary destruction. 

We gather in community to practice being the person 

We say we want to be. 

We cannot do everything,  

But we can do something, and that something is not nothing. 

So forget your perfect offering. 

There is a crack in everything 

That is how the light gets in. 

 

The day started out this way: 

I woke up remembering my dream, and my dream 

Was that I was preaching one Sunday and the roof caved in. 

You were all fine, but you gave me looks like it was the sermon’s fault, 

Which maybe it was. 

How come it seems like we only remember the traumatic dreams 

And not the ones where we have recovered all our hair, 
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And that hair is flowing in the wind as we cruise down the coast in our 

Hydrogen-powered Porsche 911 convertible? 

Why is that? 

 

Shaken, I look forward to the coffee, that morning gift  

Of gold in cup, which I hover underneath 

The Kuerig spout because I need it NOW. 

But the thing I just have to have in my coffee –  

Full-fat organic cream which replaced nasty skim milk  

The week after 9/11 and I was reminded that life was too short and precious 

For anything SKIMMED –  

That cream, as I open the fridge, is oh so suspiciously light for the half-

gallon jug, 

Which is the fault of yesterday Nathan who drank it all and put it back 

In the fridge because yesterday Nathan sometimes doesn’t give  

today Nathan or tomorrow Nathan much regard. 

This ever happen to you?  You ever get tripped up by the moves 

And decisions of your previous self?   

And are the consequences sometimes bigger than empty cream cartons 

In the fridge?  Oh yes. 

 

So I swallow down the black cup because almond milk there in the back 

Of the fridge, you I cannot abide today.  

What is the weather outside?   

Fittingly a light drizzle, but the dog is looking at me 

With his big moon eyes that never tire of hope, those eyes, 

That never give up on expectation of that next treat, that next car ride, 
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That next walk, that next moment. 

So often I want to be like him, 

so often I think he has things to teach me and tell me and lead me toward, 

And this is true even though when he’s anxious, which is a lot, 

Because unlike me, who gets withdrawn and sullen when I’m anxious, 

He just comes up and wants to be close and taken care of, 

Meaning he just lets his needs be known rather than make everyone 

Around him guess and play the martyr when they get it wrong. 

So much to learn there, isn’t there? 

 

And what his big moon eyes are telling me now, there are literally 

Looking through me into my soul, telling me to never mind 

That light drizzle, and never mind that morning coffee that 

At the time felt more disappointing than a high school break-up, 

And just take me, please, take me, take me, take me, take me OUT. 

 

Ok my baby, I say, ok my baby. 

I talk to my dog in the most affectionate words. 

I say things to my dog that I have a harder time saying to the people 

I love.   

Why? Why?  Why do I, why do we get blocked sometimes 

Telling others how we feel about them? 

 

So we go out, in the rain, 

And before I let this become another dog-walking sermon, 

Let me just say this much, because it captures this day, 

How when it was time for the dog to do his dog business, 
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On the edge of the lawn of the woman, of course, who is now 

Peering back her curtain watching me and making sure 

I won’t be one of those people who leave their dog poop behind, 

Those people for whom universal salvation might be tenuous, 

I reach confidently to the poop bag canister attached to the leash 

That is….well, yes, of course, empty. 

Yesterday Nathan strikes again. 

 

The woman is looking at me with squinting eyes of judgment, 

Her mood I’m sure already foul because it’s the first week 

Of impeachment testimony and the script I’ve written for her 

Is that she has been watching nonstop and slowly spinning herself 

Into a rage, a script I know from experience and maybe you do, too, 

And, look, I’m on you’re side, I want to say to her…I am!  

But the only bag I have on my are the stupid snack-size plastic bags  

That I have the dog’s treats in…. 

But her eyes are having none of it, and I get it… 

So I make do, and all you need to know is that it was a bad scene  

Cleaning that up, a bad scene. 

 

The point it this: it’s not even 8:30a.m and this day has become one of 

THOSE DAYS. 

You know THOSE DAYS when your life is just annoying? 

Not traumatic, not dramatic, not catastrophic, 

But just problematic enough to make you forget your best 

Self and best intentions and all those best before Thanksgiving 

Gratitude sermons we’re all trying to preach to ourselves 
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As we get ready on Thursday to sidle up at table next to Uncle Larry  

Who you know can’t wait to tell you what he thinks really happened in 

Ukraine. 

Not for nothing, friends, do I remind us that Thanksgiving  

Became an official holiday during America’s civil war… 

Meaning gratitude seems like something we are supposed to practice 

When life is hard, when fights with Uncle Larry beckons, 

When the country feels like its at war… 

 

Back at home more annoyance is there waiting for me… 

The two decorative pumpkins on the steps that have decorated 

The steps for a whole month have decided this is day 

To collapse in on themselves, 

Spilling down the stairs in an orange pumpkin mash. 

Which – I’m not proud to say – put me over the edge. 

And what did that ‘over the edge’ look like? 

It looked like yelling at the pumpkin.  Cursing the pumpkin. 

There might have been some kicking of the pumpkin. 

And it felt so good.  It felt so good to go over that edge 

And release the tension and let out the pressure building. 

I mean, we all need that, don’t we?  As long as its safe. 

As long as we’re not hurting ourselves or anyone. 

We need release. 

 

But this is what I’m wondering – why are we so close to that edge? 

Why are so close to the edge that empty cream cartons and rotting 

Pumpkins send us over? 
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Is it because so many other things are pushing us there? 

Is it because you’ve lost someone last year and you’ll have a new empty 

place at the table? 

Is it because you haven’t grieved? 

Is it your marriage or relationship? 

Is it school and the pressure to perform? 

Is it your body getting older and not working the way you need it to? 

Is it your kid? 

Is it beyond you, too – is it politics? 

Is it deep worry about what is happening to our country, 

And what this president is doing, 

Which I invite you not to hear as not a partisan statement, but a patriotic 

one? 

Is it climate change and how you feel ill-equipped to respond, 

We privileged people, most of us, who are so used to fixing things? 

It’s all that, isn’t it?   

And more…squeezing us up against the edge, 

Just needing a push, a flick, a touch, even, of annoyance to send us over. 

 

How do we come back?  How do we get back from the other side of the 

edge? 

How do we cherish our time and recharge our power and rediscover our 

tenderness  

And recover our generosity and restore our calm and return our patience 

And renew our gratitude? 

 

That morning mine happened this way…. 
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When after cleaning up the stairs  

I saw the dog in the back yard against the fence line, 

His tail up and wagging, his head alert and looking down, 

His body poised into his posture of play and capture. 

What it is it baby?  You got your ball?  You find your ball? 

But then I get close and I see – oh – not a ball, 

But the white belly and fire orange tale of a baby, baby…squirrel. 

“Shaka, away!”  I say. 

And I lean down and I see the white belly moving up and down,  

Up and down…and the eye looking up at me through blinks. 

Years ago I had warred with squirrels like this who were hunting to get 

Into my house, 

But now, for some reason, all of that was far away, 

And so was my tantrum and my annoyance… 

 

Friends, even now I can’t quite explain it,  

But all of a sudden I just had all this…emotion, this open heart, this 

longing… 

To push back against all the things that had been pushing up against 

The edge and over the edge… 

And just take care of this single precious thing. 

I can’t explain it.  I can’t explain how with my gloved hand 

I gently stroked her and looked over trying to find injury, 

And not finding any,  

I can’t explain why, but I lifted her into the palms of my hand 

And went into the house, calling for my daughter. 
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Ella, I need you!  Squirrel!  We need to do something! 

It sounds ridiculous.   

What? She says. 

Squirrel!  Look!   

What?  What are you…what are you doing? 

Why do you have a squirrel in the house?!? 

 

I didn’t know.  I don’t know!  I say.  What should we do?    

I mean, it was alive!  It was hurt, but it was alive. 

And you might say I’m hurt, I mean we all are, 

We all injured a little or a lot by this life that, privilege or not, 

Doesn’t promise protection,  

And the thing is I just didn’t want to a bystander, you know? 

To the hurt. 

You ever feel this way? 

You ever feel stone-cold all week but then you notice your heart 

Breaking open for something or someone in need? 

 

It was like that.  

I can’t explain it.  But there Ella and I went to the trees behind the fence, 

The garden Ella called Paradise back when she was 7 and filled 

With painted rocks and shelves for tea cups and mud cakes. 

And there we bent the leaves into a bowl, a nest, 

And laid down this precious living thing, and put next to it a saucer 

Of water, and a saucer of peanuts (unsalted) and…. 

I can’t explain it, I’m over the edge, remember, but I said a prayer…. 

Later that day I returned…to find she was gone. 
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I am longing to exhale this breath of fear, says the poet, 

This man in prison for life in a poem he wrote on his walk back to his cell, 

hoping it will be captured by the autumn air…. 

So that love can give me the wind I need to breathe again.” 

Beautiful, isn’t it? 

I can’t explain it, but if I did that is how I would… 

That we come back from the edge 

When we rediscover our tenderness, renew our calm, 

And renew whatever love we need to breathe again. 

What does coming back from the edge look like for you? 

 

Happy thanksgiving; I love you. 

  

 

 


