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Many stories are about secrets we keep from others.  Let me start this morning with a story . . . one about secrets we keep from ourselves.



It is about a boy who dreams that he must leave home to find his treasure.  He is a shepherd who lives in the south of Spain, in a region there known as Andalusia, where he tends his sheep in the fields during the day and, at night, sleeps with his flock in an abandoned church on the hills overlooking the Mediterranean.  One night in the abandoned church he dreams of finding a fortune buried among the pyramids, in Egypt.  He sells his flock and buys a ticket to Tangier, in Morocco, across the Straits of Gibraltar into Northern Africa.  From there he travels east, into the desert, into Algeria and Tunisia, and in the desert he meets an alchemist, who tells him that “wherever your heart is, that is where you’ll find your treasure.  



The boy continues the long hard journey across Libya and into Egypt, reaches the pyramids, and starts digging, when a band of thieves attacks him, even as he explains that he’s searching for gold revealed to him in a dream.  They leave the boy for dead, and the thieves’ leader, as a final insult, tells the boy that he, too, has had a recurring dream about buried treasure—the thief’s treasure is in an abandoned church in Spain, in Andalusia—but that he’s “not so stupid to have believed it.”


The boy is overjoyed, he recovers and makes his way back home, where he unearths a chest of gold coins buried in the abandoned church where he once slept with his flock.



There are, I think, many strange things about this story.  The first is that the story’s lesson is told to the boy, in the middle of his journey,by an alchemist—a person of doubtful motives whose life’s work is no greater than attempting to turn lead into gold, to spin dross into silk.  And yet the alchemist is wise—he has learned something!  
  

The second is that the boy strives mightily, is literally filled with commitment and effort—crossing the desert and digging among the pyramids—and even yet he is not able to find his own treasure.  Not until he is nearly beaten to death is he ready to know what he has already been told.   

And, third, the boy learns where to search for his own treasure from the thief—from a person with little claim to wisdom or, at any rate, with little claim to credibility.  The thief has had the right dream, to be sure, but the thief is too ignorant—or too little deserving, we might venture—to follow up on it.    The boy learns from the thief’s ignorance.  There are, in all, many jarring, unfamiliar, discordant facets to this story that, in all, seem very much against type.      



  

There is a lesson to be learned from what the alchemist tells the boy.  If we step back—and look at the story from a higher level—perhaps the lesson is that Life is Not Easy.   Or, perhaps, from another remove, it might be that Each of Us Inevitably Makes Life Too Hard. . . . Maybe, after all, the story’s not so much against type as we think.  Maybe it’s just not like most stories . . .  precisely because it is so much like real life!



We all develop our own personal narratives about our own lives, ones that help to give our lives structure and meaning and purpose.  Many of these narratives are, almost certainly, on the verge of becoming for us—in our hearts—what we could fairly call personal legends.  This is, I tell you, a good thing.  In forming these personal legends we are obliged to look at our pasts, to try to make sense of them, . . . to extract from them, from the dross and the lead,  . . . the gold . . . and, in doing so, to envision for ourselves the futures that will led us back to our Andalusias.  



Like the shepherd boy, each of us is probably nearer to what we want than we think.  There are many popular stories that tell this same tale, and, almost without exception, they are favorites, almost American fables.  Here’s a pop quiz on one of them.  What story is it that shows us a small group, each searching for a way home, fighting off his or her own versions of thieves and assorted villains, a picaresque, “road” story that moves in time as it moves in space, down a road—a yellow-brick road, as it moves closer and closer to the conclusion that the Kansas farm girl announces at the end, awakening from her own dream, telling the scare crow and the lion and tin man that “there’s no place like home!”?   

  

The lion always had his courage, he simply needed a testimonial; the tin many always had his heart, he simply needed a watch to hear its ticking; and the scarecrow always had his brain, he simply needed a  diploma.  Their treasures were already there, where their hearts were from the beginning.       


Frank Baum’s 1900 story, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, was popular in the 1930’s when Judy Garland and company made the movie.  The movie showed a depression-weary world a number of stereotypes:  the Westerner’s stereotype of the Eastern factory worker—this was the Tin Man, you see, and the Easterner’s stereotype of the Western farm hand—this is the scarecrow, of course, and the lion—he was, I suppose, William Jennings Bryan, lacking the courage to follow the gold standard that would, it is assumed, have avoided the depression altogether.  



No matter, the point here is the same point we saw from the shepherd boy:  step back from your own arduous effort, aiming for your destination, the destination of hard work and achievement and goals, from crossing your deserts, and remember now and then to see that your treasure is where your heart is:  in the name of achievement, do not take the heart out of your life.



I’ve had some experience on this front.  Let me tell you about it.  When I was young, perhaps 8 or 10, I remember imagining that I might grow up and be a minister.  My own personal narrative now, looking back, is that I got lost because I failed to step back from my life—I didn’t know how to do this—and so I didn’t see how to go beyond mere striving and actually arrive at meaning.  Just as one might think the point of climbing a mountain is to get to the top, or of participating in a choir is to learn to sing better, or of playing soccer is to score more goals, I thought the point of life was achievement—achievement, that is, measured at the level where we enter the game, at the level where the teacher or the choir master or the coach tells us to get in and win one for the Gipper!    



Now, winning one for the Gipper is a worthwhile objective, but we need to see that there’s more to it than that.  Until I saw that there was more to life than winning, there was often very little joy in life for me.  It took me a long, long time to understand this:  to understand that there is much to be learned, and much to be enjoyed, from the process of living itself:  the treasure, for me, was to discover that the real point of climbing a mountain, or being on a team, was to be engaged in the beautiful, creative interchanges that occurred while I was climbing the mountain or while I was trying to score a goal.  


This stepping back from the life of achievement, to see that the process of living our life is worthwhile in itself, is called going meta.  Meta means beyond, and just as metaphysics is what’s beyond the physical world, seeing your life from the meta-standpoint means to see that your treasure is not so much getting to the top of the mountain, but in enjoying the journey along the way.



This going meta is what becoming a minister is all about:  about learning, for example, that many church meetings have business-like objectives, where the meeting is called in order to reach a decision on a certain question.  But, at a higher level, an equally important point of the meeting—almost without regard to what decision is actually reached—is that everyone feels that they were heard, that everyone feels that the camaraderie and fellowship made the meeting worthwhile anyway.  Churches are meetings, when you look at it like that.  The “meta” point of a congregation is the opportunity to slow down, to be together.  


As I said, it took me a long time to see all this.  In the fall of my third year at divinity school, 15 years ago, when I was 54, I went before the Unitarian Universalist Association’s Ministerial Fellowship Committee, where, as I understood it, I would give a 10-minute sermon and then be quizzed, in effect, on various historical matters involving our congregational and theological history, for perhaps an hour or so.  

  

And, as always, I studied, as if to get an A, as if to reach the top of the mountain.  And I did know the answers. At that level, I had it figured out.  

  

But I did not receive a passing grade, and I was shaken to my roots.  I could, of course, go ahead and graduate, but I could not be ordained until I had gone back and received a passing grade.  It took me two more years to do this, and in this time what I saw was that, for me, and maybe for the Committee, the real point was the “meta” point:  the right answer was in my heart.  There is a life of achievement that asks, what can we achieve with what we are trying to learn here?  And there is a life of the heart, one that asks, how do I feel about the process of life itself.  



Many of you do this all the time, I have no doubt.  You can do it right now.  You are taking a shower.  The point, at the achievement level, in the life of the mind, is to get clean.  But at the meta level, one step above, in the life of the heart, the point is to commune with yourself, to take time for your body . . . and, with possibly a little aromatherapy, your mind.  
  

You’re riding in the car on a trip.  The point at the achievement level is to get to your destination.  But at the meta level, one step above, the point is to enjoy the journey—to try to make it enjoyable so someday the participants will remember, not the arriving, but the fun of the trip itself—you’re focused on the fellowship, not on the reason for the trip itself.   
  

Or you’re eating at another’s house, and the food is not very tasty—you must go meta.  (This never happens, but indulge me this scenario anyway1)  Suddenly you see it:  aha! . . . the real point here is to enjoy this person, to thank them for thinking of me, to honor the message they’re sending, of having invited me at all. 



The treasures in our hearts are with us always.  We simply need a meta program to remind us to look for them.  Love, joy, generosity.  Solace, comfort, serenity.  Grieving and emotional re-birth.  Wonder, curiosity, and intellectual re-birth.  Hope and purpose.  Understanding and empathy.  These are our hearts’ treasures.  These are as well—and not just coincidentally—the touchstones of all religions, world wide.  



Remember it this way.  When you were first born, your world view was that you and your mother were one and the same.  You could not distinguish yourself from her.  There were no separate selves there.  She was your universe.  Our lives, since then, have been a history of successive steps, each one going meta over the one before.  Soon, after we are born, we separate and see that she is a distinct person against a background that is distinct from yourself and from herself.  And then this background changes, perhaps six or seven more times in our lives—going from one of our family, to one of our close peers (here, think “junior high”), to one of career, to one of our community, to one of the larger world, to one of the universe.  



Let me close now with a poem from Kahlil Gibran, a Lebanese poet and essayist born in the 1870s who came to the United States in 1910 and dies in the 1930s.  Listen to his poem, “The Sayings of the Brook,”—and listen to how his simile for the coursing of life itself . . .  the brook . . . tells us how important it is to step back, to distinguish what’s most important from what’s less important, to learn the secrets in our very own hearts.  And listen, too, for how Gibran tips his hat to the person who is just like the thief, in the story about the shepherd boy.  Gibran calls the thief a sinner, but, in the same way that we’ve seen, for Gibran too there is an understanding, and redemptive, point of view, even for the one called a “sinner.”


[poem]


Look at the secrets in your own hearts.  Find your treasures there.  Achieve, of course, it’s something we’re called on to do.  But enjoy the journey for all it’s worth, for all the people who are on it with us, for the journey and the people are all we have.  


Amen.             
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