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What Makes You Feel Alive? 
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“High above you the sun shines, and beyond its glory, the stars of night hide in the daytime sky.  

Below your feet, worms, out of their bodies remake the soil, and at the center the earth still 

simmers with its first fire.  Somewhere between the stars and the earth’s core we live, and weep, 

we ask, and laugh, and answer.  How can we not be amazed?”  This makes UU minister Barbara 

Pescan feel alive!  What makes you feel alive?  The Sufi mystic Rumi says in his poem The 

Worm’s Waking: “This is how a human being can change: there’s a worm addicted to eating 

grape leaves.  Suddenly, he wakes up, call it grace, whatever, something wakes him, and he’s no 

longer a worm.  He’s the entire vineyard, and the orchard too, the fruit, the trunks, a growing 

wisdom and joy that doesn’t need to devour.”  For me, it is that growing wisdom and joy that 

make me feel most alive! 

 

This joy of living is what Buddhists seek in awakening; waking up to the suffering of the world 

and responding in compassion.   In Buddhist terminology compassion is a spontaneous feeling of 

deep connection with all living things. Tibetan Buddhist monk Yongey Mingur Rinpoche asks us 

to: “Imagine spending your life in a little room with only one locked window so dirty it barely 

admits any light.  You’d think the world was a pretty dim and dreary place, full of strangely 

shaped creatures that cast terrifying shadows against the dirty glass as they passed your room.  

But suppose one day you spill some water on the window, or a bit of rain dribbles in after a 

storm, and you use a rag or a corner of your shirtsleeve to dry it off.  And as you do a little of the 

dirt that had accumulated on the glass comes away.  Suddenly a small patch of light comes 

through the glass.  Curious, you might rub a little harder, and as more dirt comes away, more 

light streams in.  Maybe, you think, the world isn’t so dark and dreary after all.  Maybe it’s the 

window.”    

 

“You go to the sink and get more water (and maybe a few rags), and rub and rub until the whole 

surface of the window is free of dirt and grime.  The light simply pours in, and you recognize, 

perhaps for the first time, that all those strangely shaped shadows that used to scare you every 

time they passed are people – just like you!  And from the depths of your awareness arises an 

instinctive urge to form a social bond – to go out there on the street and just be with them.” 

 

“In truth, you haven’t changed anything at all.  The world, the light, and the people were always 

there.  You just couldn’t see them because your vision was obscured.  But now you see it all, and 

what a difference it makes!  This is what, in the Buddhist tradition, we call the dawning of 

compassion, the awakening of an inborn capacity to identify with and understand the experience 

of others.”  This is what we hope to teach in our RE program: compassion for the inherent worth 

and dignity of all beings.  We hope to help our young people recognize when they are sleeping, 

and when they are awake, and what it ultimately means to be human, to come alive!  In technical 
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terms, the Unitarian Universalist concept of our human nature is far closer to Buddhism than it is 

to American Calvinist ideals.    

 

This is what it can be to work with youth.  Until Friday, our opening words were by Einstein 

instead of Frankenstein, yet Frankenstein also has a message on this subject, the wonder of 

finding oneself alive rather than otherwise.  As UU’s we believe in the inherent worth and 

dignity of every person; in a free and responsible for truth and meaning; respect for what 

Buddhist’s call co-arising, but which we name the interdependent web of all existence of which 

we are a part.  This is our concept of human nature.  Albert Einstein said: “The fairest thing we 

can experience is the mysterious.  It is the fundamental emotion which stands at the cradle of true 

art and true science.  He who knows it not, and can no longer wonder, no longer feel amazement, 

is as good as dead, a snuffed-out candle.” 

 

Nora discovered this when she visited concentration camps related to the Holocaust in Germany, 

Poland, and the Czech Republic.  Her classmates were wonderful people, yet not by nature 

different from those human beings who committed such atrocities.  She says she walked through 

the gas chambers, listened to genocide survivors, grappled with her own unearned privileges, and 

read a lot of Howard Zinn… allowing herself to be deeply disturbed by the rampant oppression, 

corruption, and violence.  In fact to name such feelings as synonymous with being fully alive, 

fully present, and fully engaged with existence.  

 

Chloe’s reading from UU minister Richard Gilbert reminds us of our common humanity, no 

matter the hue of our skin, the size and shape of our bodies, or the languages we speak groping 

for words to express love, peace, pity and hope.  “Strength and weakness, arrogance and 

humility, confidence and fear, live together in each [of us], reminding us that we share a 

common humanity.”  This is the Unitarian Universalist concept of human nature.  And as Abigail 

describes it, we come alive through engaging with life in intimate community with human 

beings.  For Abigail, running becomes her sanctuary, her means to connect with nature, to 

remember the people she loves and cares about, to bring her complex life a sense of peace. 

 

Grace and Charlotte, both reeling under the reality of three teen suicides in Newton this year, 

find solace and take comfort under Unitarian Universalist notions of human nature.  Grace says 

she centers her life within the intimate sphere of close friends, and reaches out to connect well 

with others, so that it is these connections which make her feel more alive.  Charlotte, like me, is 

more likely to center herself in her writing and her books, turning simple novella into complex 

apotheosis, in a form of meditation which helps her to feel deeply alive.  As she said, “Everyone 

feels alive in different ways, but feeling alive, and being alive, is a marvelous thing!”  So why do 

so many adults in America today find it so difficult to truly feel alive? 

 

To return to Yongey Mingur, he says it is because we focus too much attention on our ignorance, 

attachments, fear and greed, and our aversion to make ourselves vulnerable in the moment, 

which is a necessity to realize we can be truly alive in every moment.  He says, “Ignorance is a 

fundamental inability to recognize the infinite potential, clarity, and power of our own minds, as 
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if we were looking at the world through colored glass: what we see is disguised or distorted by 

the colors of the glass.  On the most essential level, ignorance distorts [our] awareness into 

dualistic distinctions between self and other…  This struggle is known in Sanskrit as samsara, 

which literally means wheel or circle.  Specifically, samsara refers to the wheel or circle of 

unhappiness, a habit of running around in circles, chasing after the same experiences again and 

again, each time expecting a different result.  If you’ve ever watched a dog or a cat chasing its 

tail, you’ve seen the essence of samsara.  And even though it might be funny to watch an animal 

chase its tail, it’s not so funny when your own mind does the same thing.”  By teaching our teens 

our UU concept of human nature, we help them to be able to encounter genocides and atrocities, 

break-ups and boredom, suicides and novel thoughts, as inheritors of original blessings rather 

than as being punished for supposed original sins.  This is what so often makes UU’s feel more 

alive!  

 

What makes you feel alive? 

 

Let me end this brief homily with a Mary Oliver poem called Messenger: “My work is loving the 

world.  Here the sunflowers, there the hummingbird – equal seekers of sweetness.  Here the 

quickening yeast; there the blue plums.  Here the clam deep in the speckled sand.  Are my boots 

old?  Is my coat torn?  Am I no longer young, and still not half-perfect?  Let me keep my mind 

on what matters, which is my work, which is mostly standing still and learning to be astonished. 

The phoebe, the delphinium.  The sheep in the pasture, and the pasture.  Which is mostly 

rejoicing, since all the ingredients are here, which is gratitude, to be given a mind and a heart, 

and this body; a mouth with which to give shouts of joy to the moth and the wren, to the sleepy 

dug-up clam, telling them all, over and over, how it is we live forever.”  I love you all dearly.  

Blessed Be and Amen. 


