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Imperfect Being, Seeking Balance 

- a sermon reflection compiled and presented by Dawn Daniels, UUFCM Minister 

Sunday, March 11, 2018 

 

Reading 

“A Vision” – a poem by Wendell Berry 
 
If we will have the wisdom to survive, 
to stand like slow-growing trees 
on a ruined place, renewing, enriching it, 
if we will make our seasons welcome here, 
asking not too much of earth or heaven, 
then a long time after we are dead 
the lives our lives prepare will live 
there, their houses strongly placed 
upon the valley sides, fields and gardens 
rich in the windows. The river will run 
clear, as we will never know it, 
and over it, birdsong like a canopy. 
On the levels of the hills will be 
green meadows, stock bells in noon shade. 
On the steeps where greed and ignorance cut down 
the old forest, an old forest will stand, 
its rich leaf-fall drifting on its roots. 
The veins of forgotten springs will have opened. 
Families will be singing in the fields. 
In their voices they will hear a music 
risen out of the ground. They will take 
nothing from the ground they will not return, 
whatever the grief at parting. Memory, 
native to this valley, will spread over it 
like a grove, and memory will grow 
into legend, legend into song, song 
into sacrament. The abundance of this place, 
the songs of its people and its birds, 
will be health and wisdom and indwelling 
light. This is no paradisal dream. 
Its hardship is its possibility. 
 

Sermon Reflection 

When we talk of balance, it’s natural for calm and rest to be the first things that come to mind. 

There’s no getting around it: many of us are tired. We’re overworked, over-busy, over-

committed. Striving and stress have become the badges we wear to prove that we are of 

worth. We are often so weighed down by responsibility and worry that it only takes one drop 

of something unexpected to tip us over. So, yes, we long for rest. Yes, we want less to 
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manage and juggle. Yes, we need balance’s reminder that a place of calm and peace is 

possible. 

And yet, pointing us to peace and calm is not all that balance is about. Remembering this is at 

the center of this month’s work. Indeed, there is no better month than March to help us 

embrace balance’s many meanings. 

For instance, take the religious holidays in March. [The Christian observance of] Lent reminds 

us that balance is a place reassessment, renewal, preparation, and even repentance. It honors 

the 40 days that Jesus spent in the desert preparing for his ministry and the path to the cross. 

The balance he sought in the desert was not that of restful escape, but that restorative re-

centering. Balance got him ready, rather than simply offering him relief. Passover also puts its 

own spin on balance. It is a time to retell the story of the exodus of the Jews from Egypt after 

centuries of slavery. For it, balance is a matter of remembering, of pausing to put yourself back 

into a story that connects you with others and anchors you in a counter-cultural narrative. 

During Passover, the balance one finds is not that of calm but that of reconnection. There’s 

also Ostara, the Pagan celebration of the Vernal Equinox. It honors the balance of day and 

night, but more importantly it celebrates the way this balance is a tipping point on the way to 

Spring. It’s a reminder that still-points are rarely still. They are a place of turning, a space 

where shifts happen and new life emerges. And finally the Hindu holiday of Holi also needs [to 

be] held up, with its ritual of restoring one’s belief in the power of good over evil. It’s a reminder 

that balance and calm isn’t just found by taking a break from life, but by trusting in its 

goodness once again. 

March is also the month in which we honor many people who gave their lives to the cause of 

justice. The list is large: 

• The Selma–Montgomery March happened March 21-25, 1965 

• James Reeb was murdered on March 11, 1965 

• Viola Liuzzo was murdered on March 25, 1965 

• March is Women’s history month with its call to remember the long history and 

continuing work for Women’s equality. 

• Susan B. Anthony's death was March 13 

• Archbishop Oscar Romero was killed on March 24, 1980 

These anniversaries remind us that being a “people of balance” is often the opposite of 

keeping things calm. In order to move toward a balance of justice, we have to upset the current 

state of things. Oppressive systems need challenged and toppled. We need to sacrifice our 

calm and comfort, and instead “go all in.” Achieving a balance of equality requires us to be 

purposefully off-balance with our culture, or as Martin Luther King Jr. said, we need people 

who are “maladjusted.” Being out of sync with “the way things are” is the first step toward a 

better balance for all. 

http://www.umc.org/what-we-believe/what-is-lent-and-why-does-it-last-forty-days
http://www.chabad.org/holidays/passover/pesach_cdo/aid/871715/jewish/What-Is-Passover.htmhttp:/irishamericanheritagemonth.com/
https://wicca.com/celtic/akasha/ostara.htm
http://www.holifestival.org/significance-of-holi.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gM-tfj6lp6w
http://www.jruuc.org/who-was-james-reeb
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2013/08/12/209595935/killed-for-taking-part-in-everybody-s-fight
http://susanbanthonyhouse.org/her-story/biography.php
https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/the-beatification-of-oscar-romero
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Add all this up and suddenly “balance” takes on a new meaning. Actually, it takes on many 

new meanings. The observances of March remind us that balance is not simply a destination, 

but also a place of invitation. It’s not a static space of peace, as much as a still-point on 

which we pivot and turn to something new. It’s not just about rest, but about resting up for a 

journey. Yes, balance allows us to catch our breath, but it’s also about finding our center so we 

can end all our aimless wandering around. It’s fine to think of balance by imagining the Buddha 

sitting peacefully under a tree, but we can’t let that overshadow the image of a diver balancing 

way up there on her diving board, pausing to re-gain her composure and courage so she can 

leap and go “all in.” (Source: Soul Matters introduction to Balance theme) 

I have found – in my elder years – that any consideration of balance more often than not leads to 

varying questions of “What is enough? 

In my preparations for today, I came upon an unattributed sermon reflection from a UU congregation 

in Asheville, NC that introduced me to a new word:  sophrosyne. How about that? It’s spelled “s-o-p-

h,” as in sophomore, “r-o-s-y-n-e.” SoPHROsyne. [I learned that] it is one of the Greek virtues and is 

a word without a precise translation into English. Essentially, it implies what is called a “healthy-

minded” approach to life: balance, moderation. 

It is centered on the idea that we can find joy in discovering what is good for ourselves. 

Pleasure, of course, is part of it, but only part. We can get pleasure, for example, from eating a 

delicious meal, but part of our enjoyment of that meal comes with ending it when our bodies 

tell us we are full. The pleasure we get from eating is diminished when we eat to excess. The 

indigestion, increased weight and all the rest bring our bodies distress. 

It’s not a matter of self-denial. We don’t deny ourselves when we end the meal. Rather, we 

reach a balanced, harmonious place where we feel that we have consumed “enough.” To find 

that place, though, takes some attention. So, instead of roaring through the meal as fast as we 

can, when we take our time we recognize the feeling of satisfaction without excess. 

From this perspective, there’s nothing especially satisfying about overindulging. There comes 

a point, for example, as we tuck into that second pint of ice cream that we are no longer 

feeding our physical need. We are, instead, feeding unhealthy hungers – say, a desire to draw 

attention to ourselves, to impress others, to seek their acceptance, or to pacify our own 

unhappiness or disappointment. 

An important dimension of sophrosyne is that it is not a practice of enforced discipline against 

our wishes. It begins with the assumption that harmonious living is a natural state, what is best 

for our minds and bodies, how we are naturally inclined. 

But it’s not always easy to learn and it can take time. And so the ancient Greeks argued that 

people adopt an attitude of humility, curiosity, and open-mindedness in going about their lives. 

We are better able to appreciate others since we are living from a joyful appreciation of who 

we are. And in time we come to know ourselves as well as those around us more fully. 

Our joy, in the end, is bound up with the joy of others and the joy of the community as a 

whole. Somehow, though, we seem to have the notion marbled into our culture that another 
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person’s joy comes at our expense. We organize our lives to protect our own prerogatives and 

hold others at bay so we can get while the getting is good. 

Wendell Berry’s “Vision” that [I read earlier] emerged from his experience of many years as a 

farmer in Kentucky. Berry has long been an advocate for what he calls the “localist” point of 

view. It comes from the perspective of a farmer who measures the state of the world by 

the state of the earth. And what troubles Berry is how so much of our current economy has 

lost touch with the Earth. The kind of factory-level farming that predominates in America, he 

says, degrades the soil, poisons waterways, endangers wildlife, and promotes patterns of 

development that are unsustainable. Yet, it is outside the purview of most people, for whom 

food appears at the table from sources they know nothing about. 

This disconnect, he argues, endangers the health of our communities and serves to drive us 

apart from one another. The corrective he recommends is that we all learn to live, as he 

puts it, “closer to the ground.” This means not only that we get in closer touch with how and 

where our food is grown and produced, but that we also get into closer touch with each other. 

It is, of course, a challenge in our busy lives, but it is also true that our busyness is part of the 

problem. We take on work or activities in excess of what we can reasonably achieve and 

maintain our health and balance. [Boy, can I relate to that…] 

We organize our lives for efficiency, what the writer Gerald May calls, “the ‘how’ of life,” how 

we get things done and survive from day to day. But we fail to make room for what May 

calls the “why” of life. And that, he says, is love, or as he puts it “why we are functioning at 

all, what we want to be efficient for.” 

If it’s true, as Thoreau says, that “most men lead lives of quiet desperation and go to the grave 

with the song still in them,” it is likely because they have lost track of their “why.” We need to 

get back to the ground, to be grounded in who we are and the joy of knowing that. 

So, when we turn to Wendell Berry’s poem we can see that it is – in essence – a hymn to 

sophrosyne, to the joy of finding balance and in it a recipe for enough. 

In closing, another way to put all of this is to ask, “What is your balance for?” Maybe instead of 

asking each other, “Have you found balance?” we need to ask “Where is your balance taking 

you?” Yes, balance sometimes can be an end in itself, but I would suggest that more often 

than not, balance is a means to a greater end. In other words, maybe balance isn’t the prize 

but the springboard. Maybe balance isn’t the goal, but the source of strength that gets us 

where we need to go.  

Which means that our most important questions this month might actually be, “Do you know 

where you’re trying to get to?” and “Which kind of balance will help you along your way?” 

 (Source: excerpted from http://uuasheville.org/having-enough/) 

 

Blessed be and Amen. 

http://uuasheville.org/having-enough/

