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Fine-Tuning Service:  A Personal Journey 				
Janet Ashear

Good morning.  I’d like to start by reading a poem.

Now and then
not by design
but by chance footfall 
I enter this other country
where another lives
under his own heaven
as intensely as I 
under mine.

Then leaf
and twig
and pebble
all are glowing.

Then gleams
the holy light
of wholly
being.

I’d like to begin my talk this morning with a short meditation on the moment described in this poem.  I’ll read the poem again and invite you to focus on any images it evokes.  Settle in to a position that is comfortable.  If you like, you can shut your eyes, or lower your gaze so that you are looking at nothing in particular.  Notice your breath as it moves gently in and out, listen to the words and then sit in silent contemplation for a few moments.

		*     *     *     *     *     *     Meditation     *     *     *     *     *     *

When you’re ready, complete your meditation and return your focus to this room and our activity here together.  I will refer back to this poem during the course of my talk.

Have you each had such an experience (as the poem describes), when suddenly you realize you are in some kind of shared reality with another person?  When you feel that you are connected in some fundamentally honest and authentic way, and the connection happened more or less effortlessly?  I once asked for directions while traveling on the subway in Washington, D.C.  The woman I approached was friendly and showed me the route and where to change trains.  As we rode together, we started to chat.  I ended up missing my stop, and was essentially accompanying her to her place of work!  We had become so absorbed in our conversation we lost track of our surroundings.  When we “came to” a short time later, we laughed about it as she guided me back toward my train and continued on her way.  I had a similar experience with Georgia Foster’s sister once when she visited the Fellowship.  We connected as though we had known each other all our lives, and I felt a strong impulse to follow her back to Canada so we could keep talking.  

We have expressions that evoke this easy connection:  being on the same page or on the same wavelength, or being kindred spirits.  In the science adventure movie, Avatar, the Na’vi were tall, blue humanoid-like creatures with a sensory appendage protruding from the back of their heads and hanging down their back like a braid.  
This long tendril provided a direct neurological pathway into their brain.  By connecting the “tuft” at the end of the braid with the tuft of another organism, they were able to transfer their thoughts and memories to the trees, plants and other life forms around them.  That visual image in the movie is what the poem evokes for me—sharing a deep connection with another human being, and sensing something about their thoughts and feelings.

I think the encounter in the poem, when “I enter this other country where another lives under his own heaven as intensely as I under mine” is one sort of spiritual experience that an act of service can evoke.  Of course there are routes other than service that get us there, and there are many times we as humans often fall short of the goal.   But within the moment that I connect with another person so vividly, we are sharing a moment when each of us is fully present—past and future fall away—and in that moment I am given an unfiltered glimpse of what it’s like to be another!  The glimpse is unfiltered because, when we are in that other country where another lives, we are seeing clearly—I have discarded my filters of memory, expectations, labels, assumptions, etc. and you have lowered the defenses that we all use to protect our most private selves.  This is the I and Thou that Martin Buber described.  In such a moment, we learn two very important lessons:
  1.  For that moment, we can empathize in ways that animate and connect us and we know we are not alone in this world.  
2.  Although we get only one trip through this life, these moments of intersection allow us to live bits of another life vicariously.

This intense encounter is one way we might experience the service-spirituality dimension, but it is certainly not the only kind.  As other speakers have mentioned, there are many kinds of spiritual experiences and only some are prompted by service.  We can certainly have spiritual experiences all by ourselves, and many of these take place in nature.  In the examples I just gave about myself on the train and here, there was little or no service provided, but I and another person were prompted to enter a shared space that was mutually pleasant and produced a feeling of delight.  In each case, the feeling was prompted by an accidental encounter, being open to another, and feeling more engaged together than either of us expected.  Both of the positive encounters I described were with strangers.  I had no shared memories and few expectations, other than that I expected each person to be friendly.  In one case it was because she was Georgia’s sister, and in the other case the woman had just taken the time to help me with directions.  I use these examples because I think we’ve all had them and they illustrate what the poem describes.

To have a spiritual feeling arise in an act of service doesn’t require mutuality, although it often is rewarding to both parties.  Also, acts of service don’t necessarily evoke a joyful feeling.  An act of service and the associated spirituality could be evoked when one is witness to another’s pain.  Some of my most intensely spiritual experiences came from witnessing the pain of combat veterans sharing their stories—an intimacy and bond that occurs only when the witness has earned the trust of the soldier.  To be invited to witness these men’s memories was a deeply spiritual experience, approached with profound reverence, and has been the greatest honor of my life.

But, what I want to do today is consider this service-spirituality connection when it doesn’t go so well.  What if, despite our best intentions, our efforts result in some sort of disaster, where one or both of the persons involved in the service end up being dissatisfied, or angry, or offended?  I’ve been on the provider end of service where both the receiver and I ended up in tears.  I had to learn to do it better.  I thought about calling this presentation “The Flip Side of Service and Spirituality,” or “Service and Spirituality:  Why Is It So Flipping Hard to Get It Right?” I’d like to share a little about my efforts at service that went so wrong, how I am working to do it better, and how my experience seems to me to apply to other settings, such as our fellowship. 

I think the most common reason for failure to achieve a spiritual outcome from service when our intentions are good is differing expectations or assumptions on both sides, or, as the prison warden told Cool Hand Luke, “What we’ve got here is failure to communicate.”

We can’t do anyone a service if we are unclear about the agenda.   When my service misses the mark, it might very well mean that my effort was done in good faith, but sloppily.  In order to attempt to be of service to one important person in my life, I am learning that I must begin with the spiritual practice of meditation.  I quiet my mind (which means emptying my head of MY agenda), focus on that person, and remind myself that I am there to serve her, and not me.  I have to imagine that she lives under her heaven as intensely as I live under mine EVEN THOUGH HER HEAVEN MAKES NO SENSE TO ME.  On a good day, she would probably agree that her heaven is far from heavenly.  I am not there to repair her heaven, even if I could, but simply to get there.  I must be very careful and respectful in my approach to this person.  I have learned that I can get the service job done much more efficiently if I do it another way, but then it is no longer service—it becomes something that the person does not want.  I have learned that taking control of her situation is a bait-and-switch tactic that is emotional hijacking, not service.  Martin Buber puts it this way:
	
	Every morning I shall concern myself anew about the boundary 
	Between the love-deed-Yes and the power-deed-No 
	And pressing forward honor reality.

 Like all meditation practice, the one I’m describing, to prepare to be of service, requires a great deal of discipline.  If I dismiss my feelings of irritation, impatience, frustration, exasperation, and get to the part about living under this person’s heaven, I come face to face with some much more difficult emotions:  grief, pity, regret, compassion, depression, deep sadness.  It does not feel good to stay in that space long enough to move through it and get to something deeper.  To face this pain is to want to fix it, and I can’t.  I have to endure my pain and her pain to be of any service.  I think my most important act of service is to be fully present to this person’s reality, be uncritical of it, and hope that my effort might temporarily ease the loneliness and discouragement.  When I can hold myself still enough and open enough to do this, it feels I am in a space with the person that I have never occupied before.  I feel proud that I can generate the reverence and non-judging that it takes to be there and I feel sure that this is a spiritual practice. 

Others (Phil and Mary, for sure) have spoken about the fact that the service-spiritual path is not limited to a single direction—that either the service or the spirituality can be the first step.  What I’m describing today is my own approach when my effort to serve is challenging and frequently a failure.  When I face that, I’ve learned the hard way that the spirituality has to come first, then the service, and if I’m lucky there is a spiritual awareness that informs me that I’ve done it right.  So, in this paradigm I need spirituality on both sides of the service:  spiritual practice-service-spirituality.  I need the meditative practice to prepare myself, allowing me meaningful access to the person.  I am then able to provide a service (what the other person reports they need) and I am left with a spiritual sense of having been allowed into that other person’s reality.  As slow and painful as it is, it is a privilege as well as an accomplishment.  

As I’ve though about my spiritual practice in preparation for service, it occurred to me that it might apply to some dynamics in this congregation (and every congregation).  Much of what we do together in this fellowship is service.  We are all volunteers, whether we serve on the board, tidy the kitchen, play the music, or present the program.  At times we have moments of friction when one person tries to provide a service and another reacts in anger or disapproval.  It’s probably safe to conclude that one person or both had differing expectations about what the one providing the service “should” be doing.  In some cases it’s like the Boy Scout struggling to help the little old lady cross the street, and all the way across she is beating him over the head with her cane.  It’s not a service if the recipient doesn’t want it, and the recipient may very well be the group.  The most extreme example of this happened 25 years ago, when a man walked in to our meeting, introduced himself, and announced that he wanted to be our minister.  Group members had to state firmly that we didn’t need that service.  Reflection might have helped this gentleman realize that the fellowship’s need to function according to its shared purpose trumped his need to be of service.  Perhaps he found another setting where his need could be met, but his offer to us was inappropriate and I imagine other groups would respond the same way.  

Our needs to serve and receive services are important reasons we exist as a fellowship.  Why is it that we, who are good people and come together to share our values and devote our best selves, can get into an occasional gnarly encounter that feels so hurtful and allows resentments to fester?  My beloved mentor from my college years used to say it’s easy to love people halfway across the globe; it’s harder to love our neighbor with the crab grass and the dog that barks all night.  Similarly, it’s hard to love someone who seems to want to march the group east when I need it to go west.  Conflict is inevitable; turning to our spiritual practices in our efforts to resolve conflict are a wonderful way to walk the walk of fellowship.  We grow from our efforts to see our own needs clearly, recognize our private expectations and agendas and work together to weave them into the collective needs of the group.  For those of us with a “get ‘er done” style, it can be a test of patience to work with some of us who are more… deliberative.  But all of us would agree that unless we live by ourselves, we probably don’t get our way all the time even when we’re home.

I propose that this paradigm I’ve described, of spirituality-service-spirituality, might guide us in those prickly moments of disagreement when not every individual may be accommodated as fully as he/she might like.  We may need to stop and remember that we may be of greatest service when we consider the needs of the group.  Similarly, not all activities engaged in by the group may be as salient to some members as others.  

From time to time, we may have to remind ourselves that opportunities for our spiritual growth come when we bump against each other, but let us do so with respect and regard for the other person.  It can be helpful to revisit The Four Agreements, particular the first one that advises us to “take nothing personally.”  This advice, while sound, is easier to follow if the message is conveyed gently.  It might be a good idea for each of us to stop and check our communication settings, recalibrating to “gentle” as necessary.  We can allow ourselves, within the embrace of a loving community, to say, “I screwed up, I failed, I blamed, I demanded, I forgot to take nothing personally.”  Then let us come back together and move on.  To provide service to others within and outside our fellowship, we must work closely, toe-to-toe, exposing our vulnerabilities as well as an occasional sharp edge.  

Forgive me, for not knowing better, for not seeing better, and I’ll forgive you, for getting so close to that nerve, for reminding me that I am insensitive and selfish sometimes.  If right now we can’t find a way to serve each other, we may be able to do it further down the road.  When we get to know each other’s hearts a little better, and see each other’s frailties with more compassion, we can try again.  In the meantime, perhaps we can walk side-by-side in service to another.  Let us encourage each other to stay together on our journeys.  We have come this far together, and it is so lonely to tread the path alone.   

In summary, I’m suggesting that we use our spirituality to focus our efforts to be truly of service.  These practices are most helpful and most necessary in situations when we are with familiars.  When we are with strangers we may have our blue tufts a little more at the ready, and the service and the contact are usually more limited.  With familiars, family members or members of the fellowship, the service is more frequent, less carefully defined, the boundaries are fuzzier, and we are more likely to tread on toes.  If we find ourselves providing or receiving services from a “familiar” and it doesn’t go well, it’s time to ramp up our spiritual practice or meditation, or self-reflection.  We can literally use a spiritual practice of self-quieting, shedding automatic thoughts, attitudes and assumptions to be more sensitive and attentive to each other.  

For this kind of practice, I might even change the poem.  I would replace “Now and then not by design but by chance footfall,” with “Now and then either by design or by chance footfall.”  When we soften our edges by self-reflection and opening our hearts wider, we’re working at making ourselves more eligible to enter that other country.  

As we practice more spirituality before engaging in service, we can notice whether or not there is a spiritual feeling that comes after the service.  By fine-tuning our power to be open and connect our “tuft” with others, we may be able to improve our service to some people and in some circumstances.  Of course the other person remains responsible for their receptivity and response, which is beyond our power to control.  We can only control the quality of what we bring to the experience.

To conclude, here we have a place where people come with spiritual needs, needs for service, needs to be helpful, needs to find meaning, needs for belonging, needs to have their voice heard, needs to be appreciated.  We also come together to create a presence in the community to serve the needs of others outside our walls, and perhaps across the world.  Is it any wonder that we fall short in our own eyes or in the eyes of others?  This spiritual community is where the hard work of living together is done:  getting along, learning about ourselves, growing in our spirituality and service, daring to speak when we are hurt, disappointed, offended.  Daring to speak our minds when others demand too much, or push back too much. Daring to let each other in, at least a little, to see us living under our heaven.  When there is discord, let us encourage each other to take a deep breath, dust ourselves off and come back, trusting that there is basic goodness and good will here, if not always, at least most of the time.   Perhaps this practice will guide us toward a place where we can dwell under our shared heaven together, basking in the holy light of wholly being.  Together.

May it be so.
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