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We have all lost loved family members or friends.  Even when death follows severe
illness or pain, it still hurts and leaves many mysteries.  We can say, "they are in a
better place", but still it hurts. Yet, perhaps death can present as a gift as life moves
on and as we try to carry on the values of the deceased.  

This past year, my dear cousin died.  He was like a brother to me; he was a best
friend.  He was 15 years older than I and lived in Switzerland.  So it was a gift to me
that when we connected (I was in college), we started visiting back and forth every few
years.  Then came email and I was really able to get to know this amazing man.  He
spoke 8 languages (or 9 if you count "Southern"), and he was most accomplished in
his professional life as well as his personal life through religion, art, literature, writing,
and music.  But his most accomplished gift was being a friend, standing up for the
under-served, and being able to make something positive from whatever life
brings---all qualities that I admire.

I benefitted from his gift of challenge; he broadened my horizons in so many ways. He
kept the bar high in his relationships and expected others to do the same.  One way
he presented this challenge was to expose me to a high bar of literature.  Every email
(and there were many) included a gift of a quotation, poem, or reference that
stretched my mind.  Now, I cannot say that I always understood what he was getting
at, but he had a way to make me want to learn more.  

My cousin explored many world religions, but Jesus was the center of the 86 years of
his life. Along that journey, he connected with the work of Rumi, the Persian poet and
theologian who lived from 1207-1273 and continues to be the best selling poet in the
U.S. as his poetry weds religion, science, and love. His elegant simplicity speaks across
centuries, religions, genders and continents.



Below is a Rumi poem that my cousin included in an email years ago. Receiving it then
was a gift and continues to challenge me. Lent awakens me to look for God's gifts
beyond my "bubble" life and to reach for a higher bar to become kind and more
compassionate to others.  God's gifts appear in mysterious ways!
 
The Inn

This human existence is an inn---
every day a new arrival.
A joy, a worry, a mean act,
a brief attentiveness
comes as an unexpected guest.
Bid them all welcome and pamper them all!
Even when they're a gang of wretches,
who brutally kick your furniture about.
All the same:  Treat every guest with respect.
Perhaps this particular one will create space in you 
for new touches of bliss.
The dark thoughts, the shame, the nastiness---
open the door to all of them with a laugh
and invite them in to be your guests.
Be thankful for each one who comes,
for each was sent from above as a guide.
                              ~Rumi (1207-1273)

James 1:17
Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of
lights with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. 

Prayer:

Loving God, Creator of all that has been, all that is, and all that is to come, you made
us in your image and gave us hearts to love you and follow you.  We thank you for the
many gifts you have given us throughout our lives:
Food to eat,
Clothes to wear,
Shelter from the storm,
People who love us unconditionally. 
We thank you for their love because we recognize that their love for us is a reflection
of your love.



We acknowledge that there are times in our lives when we, ourselves, feel unloved and
unlovable.
Give us the grace to love others, even when they are difficult. 
We trust in your faithfulness to carry us over the rough places of life.
We trust in your love to walk with us through the difficulties of our days.
We trust in your promise of life everlasting and put all of our hope in you. 

Bless our church family.
Bless our community.
Bless our nation.
Bless our world. 
Enable us to live so that your will might become more visible in the world around us,
through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 

~The Rev. Dr. LaGretta Bjorn, adapted


