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All I Really Need To Know About Life I Learned
During Rummage Week
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(Teacher’s Copy)

By the time I realized that I would be looking to our annual Rummage Week for
inspiration for this morning’s sermon it was way to late to access the Archives Room in order to
track down the history of our Rummage Sale. By that time the door was well hidden by racks of
clothes, piles of more clothes to be racked, and tables full of boxes which were full of even more
items to be placed, hung, displayed, tossed or taken home early because they were that good or
that fun. Even if I were brave enough to try and make an attempt at the door — I was certainly
not brave enough to try and run the gauntlet of those hard at work trying to create beauty out of
chaos just so I could get to the archives.

This past week First Parish was full of people who were working hard to create if not
beauty — definitely organization out of chaos. Year in and year out from just after the Sunday
before the Rummage Saturday to well into the afternoon on the day of the Rummage this place is
crawling with people at all hours of the day. From clearing out to setting up to counting the
cash, to selling the goods, to cooking the meals, to organizing the transformation of our campus
the Rummage is a wonder that gets done and done so well. It is a week of hard and at times
overwhelming work. "Yet it is on the whole a week of fun and connection, of kindness and a
sense of a common endeavor.

Rummage Week is not a week that we in the offices here at First Parish get a lot of work
done at our desks, there is too much to do, too many people to talk with, too many stories to
listen to. Rummaging around during Rummage Week this past week it was clear that there
wasn’t a better place to be reminded through some of the stories of the week of some of life’s
lessons. It was also clear to me that I didn’t need to find a way into the Archives to get a sense
of the history; the history of the Rummage was all around all week. All I had to do was talk with
the those around during the week who were working their 50" or so Rummage, some there 40"
or so, some their 30% and so on down the line to those regardless of how long they have been
part of this community who were working their first — including some members of our Middle
School Youth Group who saved the day in the Kids Toy Department.

What I learned from one of those whose Rummages number greater than my years is that
the Rummage was going for a while before she and her husband joined the church in 1949. It
was not always a yearly event but became one shortly there after. She described the Rummage
as “an institution within an institution. Everyone comes and works a little here and a little there
and every year they get the job done.” She said that as we were standing in the middle of a pile
of sweaters — or was it jackets — or was it jeans — anyway it was late in the week and the
Vestry was packed yet incredibly well organized with clothes everywhere — where there were
so many clothes that the Vestry was rendered almost unrecognizable as the room that it is.

Picking up one article of clothing at a time, folding it and placing it on a table she said
with the most amazing calm, “There is always more.” If anyone would know that there is always



more it would be her with her 50 or so rummages behind her. There is always more. Some
times the best way to deal with more is to do exactly what she did — she picked up the next
article folded it and put it on the table and then the next and then the next until she was done for
the day. It was a forest for the trees moment.

Some times the larger picture of our lives can be overwhelming enough to take our breath
away — whether it be illness, the death of one we held so dear, the loss of a job, the end of a
marriage whatever the crisis may be there are times in our lives when we are faced with more
than our hearts and minds can sort out — times when our emotions are many and seeping into
every crack in our spirits. Those are the times when we would do well to remember her
rummage wisdom — to do as she did — to see what is in front of us at any one moment — what
emotion — what problem — what concern deal with that and move on to the next moment until
ultimately we have taken the larger picture and made it small piece by piece until there is once
again peace of the spirit.

Some times people will try to take advantage for their own advantage. One of our
Rummage stalwarts talked about his experience holding the line at one of the entry points a
previous year’s sale. It was well before 9:00 and the line was getting a little restless in
anticipation of the gates opening and the rush to the bargains beginning. One person in line
mentioned that she really needed to go to the bathroom and asked if it would be ok if she just ran
into the Parish House for just a moment. Being the kind trusting soul that he is he said sure and
off she went.

All of which got those left in line into a tizzy, as they either knew or suspected the
woman with the alleged weak bladder to be an antique dealer and they were sure that she was
only angling for a chance to survey the goods before anyone else got in. Our gate-man soon
found himself as First Parish’s resident hall monitor he went in, waited outside the bathroom
door and escorted the woman back to the line.

Some times people will try to take advantage for their own advantage. Can that simply
be written off to human nature — is that par for the course — is that to be expected at all times
so that we are surprised when someone acts for the good of others? I think not.

It is a tricky line to walk though, there are things that we all do for our own advantage
appropriate self-interest is healthy and necessary. Yet, knowing the boundary between
appropriate and inappropriate self-interest is important — just as knowing that appropriate self-
interest and acting for the good of others is not be mutually exclusive.

“We are here,” said a Rabbi long ago, “fo do,

and through doing to learn

and through learning to know

and through knowing to experience wonder

and through wonder (o attain wisdom

and through wisdom to find simplicity

and through simplicity to give attention

and through attention to see what needs to be done.

Rummage week, if nothing else is a study in seeing what needs to be done and then doing

it. bbbk loin;

"™ There were many people who were not as engaged with Rummage Week as in the past
years or as they will be in the future. There were many for whom this moment in their lives or in
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the lives of their family they need to pull back in order to pull things together and that is more
than alright. Whether it is the Rummage or other situations in life an essential part of keeping a
balance is knowing our own ebbs and flows. Folks who have a preconceived notion of what life
is like here in Metro-West maybe more than a bit surprised to learn that here at First Parish we
strive to be the best collective that Marx imagined in that here we endeavor to accept from each
according to their abilities and give to each according to their needs.

Life is not constant and neither should be our expectations of ourselves or others. There
will be time when we can give more of our time, our energy, our talents, our resources, and
ourselves and there will be other times when we will need to receive. Here, at the very least, we
can each give the other the chance, the encouragement, the promise of both.

There will be times when we can jump in — answer the call to serve on a committee,
take up a special project, increase our giving to the canvass, or the steeple repair — or whatever
will come up — because things will come up. There will be times when we will make a meal for
someone who needs to recoup and be cared for, there will be times when First Parish appears
often and happily all over your daily planner. _

And there may also be times when it will be you who needs to recoup and someone else
in our community will bring you a meal, or take you to an appointment, or sit with you when you
need company. There may be times when you need to scale back for a time your financial
contribution ortimes when you have o extra energy to give. Times when'it takes-all the energy
you can muster just to get you into this room on Sunday morning. As always when you get here
you will find that you are held in the collective embrace of others who are glad to see you, even
if they don’t know you — who will hold your emotions — even if you nevet speak them out
loud and who will hold you up with their care and concern for you even if they never speak it out
loud.

Sylvia Ashton-Warner was a New Zealand teacher and novelist. She-is best known for
her writing on the art and vocation of being a teacher. In a compilation of writings appropriaiely
entitled, Teacher, she wrote: "I see lif¢ sometimes as a bird flying. I see a soul on the wing
through a trackless storm, and every now and again there is a lull and the bird comes to rest on
land. These contacts with the earth before departing into the storm again, I see as the moments
in life when I knew the meaning. And even though between them I have my share of storm like
everyone else, [ am comforted always by the knowledge that there is land below, because I have
seen it. [ am inspired to go on becduse I have seen the meaning myself."

It is the meaning that we make together that gives us wings to fly and land on which to
rest. It is in the creation of this, as Martin Luther King, Jr. so named communities such as ours,
this our beloved community that we make it possible to find love and compassion in our
confusion — our joy — our sorrow —our clarity — in all areas of our lives. In our coming
together we give our selves and each other room to stretch out our greatest fears as well as our
fondest hopes.

Another Rummage veteran put in the first of many long days in the room that has been
her bailiwick for the decade or so on Monday last. I saw her there during the moring and then
again later as we were both checking out of the grocery store.

Being the savvy veteran that she is she was buying all the necessary supplies to get her
through Rummage Week. She was laying in store all the essentials that over the decades that
have passed since her first Rummage she knows she will need. She bought: 2 quarts of milk — 1
quari of vrange juice — 1 pint of Dail and fiailf — and 2 haii gaiions of ice crean!

o



She knew that every night sitting down with a bow! of Neapolitan or mint chocolate chip
would soothe her tired spirit, calm her aching muscles and help her gather the strength she
needed for the next day. By all accounts as the week wore on the ice cream held up its end of the
bargain.

We would do well to remember the lesson that she embodies, that life is too short not to
take care of ourselves — to treat ourselves when we would need a treat and maybe some times
when we do not. It doesn’t always have to be such a caloric thing as ice cream, in-fact it doesn’t
have to be a thing at all. Treating ourselves well is knowing when we need to say no when our
schedules really can’t take one more item — even if we think we could just squeeze it in — after
all what is one more thing in an already busy life? Treating ourselves well means being able to
take some time for ourselves even if we have to pencil it in on our calendars. It means taking a
walk in the middle of the day, or sitting down with a good book even if there is laundry still to be
done — it means any moment you can take for yourself.

Again, it is not that in doing so we would become so inured as to slide across the line of
appropriate self-interest but that in taking care of ourselves as we also care for others we
recognize that we deserve to treat ourselves well in whatever large or small way that might be for
you.

It has been said that one person’s trash is another’s treasure. Looking around at some of
the items that came in this week — especially things that made the trip from my basement to the
Rummage, it is hard to imagine and yet it is true.

Last year, when Kitchenwares was up on the second floor of the Parish House one of the
folks working the room was taken with an older couple who were shopping and consulting with
each other with quiet deliberateness. When they finally got their order together and brought it
over for purchase the man held up a small can opener — you know the somewhat out of date
kind that is made of some kind of metal where the joint that clamps down on the can has a
butterfly-like that turns the can as it opens — the kind that we haven’t seen in our kitchen for
years. He held it up and asked how much it was and the answer was somewhere in the range of a
few cents. His eyes lit up and filled up with tears. He said that he had been looking for one of
these for all the years he and his wife have been in the United States. It is exactly like the one
they had in Russia and having one helped them think of home.

We never know in what ways we will make connections and meaning with other people.
We never can know in what small and large ways they will do the same for us. A small
somewhat antiquated kitchen tool is a portal to the promise of just that.

I don’t want to paint an overly rosy picture of life during Rummage Week — because
like life the Rummage can be a mixed bag. There are times when tempers get short, feelings get
hurt and actions are misunderstood. For the most part those moments get worked out or at the
very least figured out how to move beyond. It is a reminder that any human endeavor is as
fraught with peril as it is full of joy. And yet through it all year in and year out we endeavor
together and it is a sight to behold.

Perhaps that is the greatest of all the tessons of the Rummage that as Bishop Desmond
Tutu once said “A person is a person only through other persons.” It holds through the whole
scale of creation that the great and the little have need one of the other. There are times in all of
our lives when we feel great and other times when we feel little and through them all we have
need of each other and here we have the luxury of each other’s company — it feels good to be
reminded of that every April.



