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Rev. Nathan Detering 

Sunday, January 26, 2020 

 “Kindness, Coffee Cards and the Boundaries of Comfort” 

Given at UU Area Church at First Parish in Sherborn 

 

“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 Holiday decorations have been returned to the dusty purgatory of our 

basements and closets and attics, 

and the regifting has come to a close with those gifts finding new homes 

after last night’s Bingo winners claimed them, 

and Jan.19th has come and gone, the 19th the day when stats show 

most people drop their new years resolutions…., 

and the calendar shows that we’re firmly here in late January when 
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the shine of the new year frolic has maybe faded and we’re all supposed 

to be getting down to business, no more excuses, no more postponement,  

 

and yet despite all that I can’t seem to shake this moment I had 

on Christmas Eve, 

me just on the cusp of the Great Christmas Cough that would possess me 

for the rest of the holidays,  

but holding off just long enough thanks to adrenaline and cough drops 

and ibuprofen and the threatened stink eye of Mary, 

who needed us to get on with the services and songs so she could 

get off the donkey, have this baby and just get back to feeling human again! 

 

Says Karyn: “oh ____!  I forgot to get the Dunkin’ coffee cards from 

My parents to the kids for their stockings.  Can you get them on the way 

To church?  Please????” 

I mean, of course I can, because I only have to help bring Jesus into the 

world…I mean, the savior can wait, right?   

‘That’s not your theology anyway,” she says.  “And I bet Jesus would run on 

Dunkin, too.  Can you?  Please?” 

Fair point.  Yes. 

 

And, holy cow, Holliston is such a zoo that afternoon.   

I forgot that St. Mary’s has their first service at 3 and there are hundreds 

And hundreds of cars slowing me down, the Unitarian Universalist, 

And yes, it did feel a little intentional and personal, like they know 

Who I am. 

But finally I made it through the gauntlet of Rt.16th 
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To get DD’s on my left, 

And it is then, with my blinker on, that I see him 

Hanging out front, leaning against the window, 

His bike sagging on the bent kickstand. 

 

“Oh” I say under my breath, “Joey.” 

And I’m sure I roll my eyes.  Everyone in my family 

tells me I roll my eyes a lot when I’m annoyed or dismissive. 

I’ve done it my whole life apparently.  

“Don’t roll your eyes at me Mr. Detering,” said Sister Antonio 

When I was in 1st grade at Our Lady of Lourdes. 

Obviously her scold didn’t take. 

 

But the reason I’m rolling my eyes is that Joey is among a handful 

Of people who come through the church over the years  

Asking for gift cards to Market Basket or Shaw’s or The Mobile Station, 

And Joey is among the most persistent, 

He learning where my office is back in the corner, 

So now he avoids the front office and Heather Walker, our admin, 

Who can give me a head’s up, 

And just rides his bike around the front the church and comes 

In the side door that leads to up to my office, 

And it doesn’t matter if the door is open or if its closed, 

He just comes right on in, 

And it doesn’t matter how many times I have asked him not to, 

Or how many times I have said no, 

He just comes right on in saying,  
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“Pastor, sorry, you got a gift card?  I know you always tell me  

You can only help me once, but…you got a card?  Do you? 

 

And even though I don’t really know Joey beyond these interactions,  

this much I think I know: 

He is always in need, and his needs are beyond what I can help 

Respond to with $25 to Shaw’s, and he doesn’t have any  

Boundaries in asking again and again and again. 

And it drives me crazy.  And then I feel guilty for feeling this way. 

And sometimes I respond to that guilt by giving in  

And breaking my own boundary about helping Joey out more than once, 

Which only encourages him to keep coming back, 

Which then leads to me getting annoyed, mostly at myself, 

Which then leads to me feeling guilty all over again. 

 

This cycle sound familiar? 

What makes us human 

Is that we’ve got his capacity for kindness, for giving and receiving 

Care, comfort, compassion, solace,  

For being the Big There-There from the reading Jen shared for us, 

Or for needing to be on the receiving end of that Big There-There… 

 

But so often the needs others have or the needs we have spill over 

The edges of our capacity, our time, our patience, our resources, 

Our role, our work, our arms, our heart. 

So often our ‘helping’ someone is more about us relieving or postponing our 

discomfort at doing be able to do enough or be enough 
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To make the difference that needs to be made. 

And sometimes what is needed isn’t solace or comfort at all but 

accountability, boundaries, and love with limits. 

 

Question: How do we hold each other in love, how do we have love be the 

spirit in us, or have service is our law given all that? 

But more pressingly, what am I supposed to do now that I see Joey  

As I make the left and turn in? 

 

I’m not proud, but I need to be honest:  

It’s Christmas Eve, 

I’m on my way to help tell the story of a little refugee baby who 

Is born in a lean-to filled with hay and farm animals because there wasn’t 

room for him anywhere else, 

But I need to be honest, because before the reconciliation must come the 

truth, 

So what I did is drive right past him, intentionally not parking in the front 

Where we would obviously see each other. 

Why did I do that?  Because I just wanted to avoid these hard questions 

I’m asking and get asked about where giving assistance crosses over into 

enabling, 

And how to give someone kindness or comfort or even just a ‘Happy 

Christmas Joey’ greeting makes you feel, makes me feel, 

Like I might be opening the door to someone who wants come in and come 

in and keep coming in, beyond my/our capacity. 

I mean, I understand why I drove by him, 

But the thing I’m feeling then, and am still feeling now, 
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Is that I was hiding from Joey.  I was avoiding the hard questions that Joey 

gives me.  I was running away. 

 

You know that phrase: wherever you go there you are? 

That’s how it was, that’s how it is. 

No matter how much Netflix binges, or one drink that turns into too many, 

or whatever else the tools of avoidance may be, 

We can’t run away from the questions that get asked of us. 

Which is kind of how I feel as I make my way up the counter  

And fish out two gift cards for $20 for my children who, God love them, 

Have everything they need and more. 

Looking left, I see Joey still leaning there against the glass 

Watching the traffic go by. 

It’s Christmas Eve, all the cars are stuffed with friends and family  

Going somewhere else, 

But Joey is just there watching everyone, alone. 

Where is his mom?  His dad? 

Does he have siblings?  What happened?  Where does he sleep at night? 

Where does he keep his bike at night? 

Does he have anywhere to go tonight?  Tomorrow? 

 

I can’t stand it anymore, meaning: I can’t stand the incongruity  

Of Tony there watching and me going off to sing Silent Night and Joy to the 

World. 

I can’t stand that I drove past him;  

I can’t stand that I don’t know what to do with challenges like these, 

Of when to love and when to set limits. 
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I can’t stand how this shows up so much in my life and yours –  

How in families riddled like mine with addiction, or maybe illness, 

Or untreated mental illness, or just about anything that is beyond our scope 

To solve, one of the reasons why Joey 

Touches such a chord (or is a nerve?) is that I know I can’t, you can’t, 

Save anyone. 

And that is just…just maddeningly, heart-achingly sad. 

I mean, yeah, we can’t do everything, and yeah, we can do something…. 

But what if we’re not even sure what that something is?? 

 

“Hey, um, can I get another coffee card please?” 

Because look, I can’t do very much for Joey, but I can at least 

Tell him Merry Christmas, right?  I can at least buy him coffee  

And invite him to services that night, right? 

I mean, I can see his humanity, right?  I can still do that, right? 

But just as the high school kid helping me folds the card up into the nifty 

Little envelope and hands it to me, 

I see Joey out of the corner of my eye throw a leg over his bike 

And begin to ride away. 

I haven’t paid yet, but never mind,  

I start running, with my red Christmas tie I’m running, 

And as soon as I open the door I’m yelling: Hey Joey! 

Joey!  Joey! 

 

But he doesn’t stop; he doesn’t even turn his head, 

And before I can get any further he is down the sidewalk,  

Pedaling and pedaling. 
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“He can’t hear you, dude.  He’s got his headphones in,” 

The kid says when I come back in. 

Is that gonna be cash or credit?” 

 

I really did need to get to church, 

But I took the long way here, trying to find Joey. 

I never found him.  I haven’t seen him since. 

It bothered me all that night.  It’s been bothering me since. 

But I’ve still got his DD card and here’s what I want to know, 

Here’s what I want us to hear: 

 

I’m glad Tony didn’t turn around that afternoon so I could give it him. 

I’m glad because I think it would have given me the easy out of 

A ‘kind gesture’ that would allow me to postpone my discomfort once 

More and think better of myself – like, hey, see, I’m a nice guy!  I’m a nice 

minister! 

I like seeing myself that way, and like being seen that way, 

But the work with Joey is harder than that, 

Because now I know that the next time he comes in to ask for help 

I need to sit with him and ask him more about himself, what’s going on, 

Where he lives, his story. 

I’m not looking forward to this.  It makes me uncomfortable! 

But I need to ask him why he’s always asking me for assistance, 

And I need to tell him that this cycle of him asking, and my getting annoyed, 

And then me feeling guilty and then sometimes me giving in to make 

Myself feel better… 

Is avoiding the hard, honest conversation of me listening and him sharing 
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What needs to happen to help him get to more stable place. 

My limits are clear.  My boundaries are strong.   

Joey, I can’t give you all or even much of what you may need, but I can give 

you my time and help you take the next step. 

And then I can give him this DD card, and tell him about that moment on 

Christmas Eve. 

We’ll see, right?  I have no idea what will happen next.   

I promise I will tell us. 

 

But the reason I tell us now is so that you can ask who or what might 

Be the version of Joey for you in your life. 

Who is asking for more than you think you have to give? 

Do you have needs that you don’t know who or where to go to with? 

Where and how is your capacity of time, heart, love getting stretched? 

What tough, tender conversation have you been avoiding that needs to be 

had? 

Do you sometimes give more than you should because you want to feel 

better about yourself? 

What does comfort that is less about appeasement and more about helping 

Someone find their own courage look like? 

What does your love with limits look like? 

 

Tough questions!   

Good then, that you know your ministers are asking them right alongside 

you, 

And that we have each other to practice being the person we’re trying to be, 

Helping each other grow our soul. 
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