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This past week we have learned about the shameful actions of two men—Herman Cain
and Jerry Sandusky—who apparently used their positions of power and status to meet their own
needs at the expense of others. The case of Jerry Sandusky, aformer assistant football coach at
Penn State, is particularly disturbing, because he allegedly used his position as the leader of a
charitable organization for helping boys from dysfunctional families to exploit them sexually.
What he hoped would remain a private secret has now turned into a major public scandal, and it
has permanently scarred the reputation of one of the most respected coaches in American college
football: Joe Paterno. The suffering caused by this one man’ s irresponsible behavior has now

rippled out into the universe in true kharma fashion.

These now very public violations of trust encourage the rest of us to condemn the
behavior, seek punishment, and then move on to the next scandal. Our attention-deficit media
eagerly feed that need. What | want to suggest is that these episodes of shameful behavior
should also challenge us to face the conflicts and contradictions of our own lives. All of ushave
done things we should be ashamed of. The more we can project our faults onto others, the less
we will have to confront them in ourselves. Rather than just clucking our tongues at these two
most recent examples of abuse and exploitation, let’sreflect on their behavior as symptomatic of

awider and deeper issue in our culture: the fragmentation of our public and private lives.

As | suggested in the first installment of my monthly sermon series, many of us suffer
from wholeness hunger. Sociologist of religion Wade Clark Roof describes wholeness hunger
thisway. “Modernity severs connections to place and community, alienates people from their
natural environments, separates work and life, dilutes ethical values, al of which makes the need
for unifying experience so deeply felt.” [Spiritual Marketplace, p. 62] We long for wholeness,
but we are uncertain about how to pursueit. In my sermon last month, | talked about what

wholenessisnot about. Wholenessis not about happiness. Wholenessis not about perfection.



And wholeness does not require uniformity of beliefs. | also suggested that the journey toward
wholeness moves from the inside out, beginning with the search for wholenessin oneself. So
today | would like to offer my thoughts on how the search for wholeness within oursel ves might
proceed.

In our search for wholeness, we need to resist our longing for one-sided solutions. We
need to find away to avoid the dualities that are so prevalent in our culture. The wise authors of
The Spirituality of Imperfection challenge us to avoid the traditional dichotomies between body
and mind, head and heart. “Weaving in and out of this debate are the gentle voices of an august
company of spiritual thinkers who resist these efforts to make the human being a one-sided
conversation, a monologue, with either the head or heart running the show. Our two-sidedness,
our being both/and rather than either-or, means that we may be distinguishable, but we are not
divisible. To be‘mixed’ isnot to be divided: a stew isnot asalad bar. The head and heart are
not only connected, but if we areto live aspiritual life, that essential connection must be
nurtured and protected. How can we discover wholeness if we persist in dividing ourselvesinto

conflicting parts?’ [p. 73]

One of the most significant steps in the journey toward wholeness is acknowledging the
paradoxesin our personal lives. A lifeof integrity isnot alife without contradictions. Each of
us embodies the paradoxes of human existence whether we realize it or not. Most of us are at
various times both compassionate and judgmental, selfish and generous, hopeful and cynical,
kind yet sometimes hurtful toward others. In hisbook A Hidden Wholeness, Parker Palmer says,
“The deeper our faith, the more doubts we must endure; the deeper our hope, the more prone we
are to despair; the deeper our love, the more pain itsloss will bring; these are afew of the
paradoxes we must hold as human beings. If we refuse to hold them in hopes of living without
doubt, despair, and pain, we also find ourselves living without faith, hope, and love. [pp. 82-83]

I am reminded here of a poem titled “The Journey,” by Mary Oliver:

One day you finally knew what you had to do, and began,

Though the voices around you kept shouting their bad advice—

Though the whole house began to tremble and you felt the old tug at your ankles.

“Mend my life!” each voice cried.



But you didn’t stop. Y ou knew what you had to do,
Though the wind pried with its stiff fingers at the very foundations—
Though their melancholy was terrible.
It was aready late enough, and awild night, and the road full of fallen branches and
stones.
But little by little, as you left the voices behind,
The stars began to burn through the sheets of clouds, and there was a new voice,
Which you slowly recognized as your own,
That kept you company as you strode deeper and deeper into the world,
Determined to do the only thing you could do—
Determined to save the only life you could save.
[Mary Oliver, New and Selected Poems, pp. 114-15]

Drawing together the fragments of our personal lives that can be somehow directed
toward a sense of wholenessisindeed achallenge. The book that | mentioned earlier, The
Soirituality of Imperfection, suggests that a good starting point is to acknowledge our own
weaknesses. This book is based on the authors experiences working with Alcoholics
Anonymous, leavened by stories from avariety of wisdom traditions. “Human beings,” say the
authors, “connect with each other most healingly, most healthily, not on the basis of common
strengths, but in the very reality of their shared weaknesses. Among those who accept their
imperfection there seems to be a special sense of likeness or onenessin their very flawedness. . . .
In such a context of shared weakness, qualitiesin other people that might, in different
circumstances, irritate or anger instead elicit compassion and identification. Shared weakness:
the shared honesty of mutual vulnerability openly acknowledged. That’s where we connect. At
the most fundamental level of our human-ness, it isour weaknessesthat make us alike; it is
our strengthsthat make usdifferent. ... Spirituality [or as| would say: wholeness] begins
with thisfirst insight: We are all imperfect.” [pp. 198-99]

Arising from this foundational insight are other qualities of wholeness. honesty,
humility, gratitude, tolerance, and forgiveness. | will not attempt to elaborate on each of these

themes thismorning. Parker Palmer suggests that one of the hallmarks of wholenessis



continuity between our inner and outer selves. Our inner self is our private world of thoughts
and feelings and actions that we often conceal from others. Our outer self iswhat we present to
the rest of the world—our image, our work, our publicly observable behavior. For those who
suffer from adivided self, these two worlds of inner and outer self arein conflict or opposition
with one another—especially if we think there are parts of our inner self that others would not
approve of. One of the more insightful analyses of the Penn State tragedy is that no one seemed
to really know Jerry Sandusky, because he kept his dark side—hisinner self—so well hidden,

or so he thought.

To illustrate the relationship between inner and outer self, Parker Palmer uses what he
calls his *“ Quaker PowerPoint”—aMobius strip. If the inner and outer selves are not integrated
with one another, the inner side of the strip is hidden from others. He writes, “We may fool
ourselves into thinking that we are hiding our truth behind awall or using our truth to screen out
what isaiento us. But whether we know it or not, like it or not, accept it or not, we all live on
the Mobius strip all the time: thereisno placeto hide! We are constantly engaged in a
seamless exchange between whatever is ‘out there’ and whatever is‘in here,’ cocreating reality,
for better or for worse. Theimplications of this ssmple truth are widely ignored in a culture that
separates inner from outer, private from public, personal from professional.” [p. 47]

Ultimately, the truth of our liveswill be revealed, for better or for wor se.

The search for wholeness is never complete, but that does not mean we should shrink
from the challenge. Let me close with an excerpt from another one of Mary Oliver’s poems.
Thisoneistitled “When Death Comes.”

When it’s over, | want to say:

All my life | was a bride married to amazement.

| was a bridegroom, taking the world into my arms.

When it’s over, | don’t want to wonder if I made of my life something particular,

and redl.

| don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened, or full of argument.

| don’t want to end up simply having visited the world.

[New and Selected Poems, pp. 10-11]



