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“Life is Like a Rummage Sale” 

A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

First Parish in Wayland 

April 21, 2019 

 

In her book, The Magic of Tidying Up, Marie Kondo counsels us to pay attention to the 

emotional links we have to our stuff.  Her core question is “Does this spark joy?”  It’s a good 

question. We are all surrounded by so much stuff. Do we need it all? What do we keep? 

What do we give away? What do we recycle or even need to toss in the trash? What criteria 

do we use to discern the answers to these questions? 

 

Kondo’s criteria of “sparking joy” certainly assumes a particular level of economic 

resources. Sometimes people simply need to hold on to whatever precious few possessions 

they have to survive. For some, the joy is being able to meet your basic needs. But for many 

of us, we do have much more stuff than we need . . . which brings us back to the question of 

choosing what to keep or not. 

 

Given the Rummage Sale that is about to happen here at First Parish, a sermon on ‘stuff’ 

seems appropriate. Chances are high that we will again be inundated with donations of a 

staggering volume. I know that many of us have already been busy sifting through our own 

possessions. If you swing by the office, you’ll see by the piles of bags that our administrator, 

Karen, is ready for her first Rummage. 

 

While on the face of it, the Rummage sale is a fundraiser. I suspect we all know that 

“Rummage”—the season, the week, the annual anticipated event—is about a lot more than 

raising money. In fact, I think Rummage can actually teach us a lot about life.  

 

Firstly, just think about all that stuff. Books. Clothes. Housewares. Jewelry. Sporting Goods. 

And the catch-all wonder that is the Dollar Store. Rarely do we get to hear the stories 

behind the items donated. Although once we did receive these pair of jeans with a 

handwritten note of commentary about their comfort and fit. Let’s just say that the note is 

not entirely sermon suitable, but I’ll leave them up front here if you’re curious.  

 

What if we take a cue from Marie Kondo and see all this stuff not simply as material items, 

but as manifestations of emotional connections and personal choices? She writes:  

 

The things we own are real. They exist here and now as a result of choices made in 

the past by no one other than ourselves. It is dangerous to ignore them or to discard 

them indiscriminately as if denying the choices we made. This is why I am against 
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both letting things pile up and dumping things indiscriminately. It is only when we 

face the things we own one by one and experience the emotions they evoke that we 

can truly appreciate our relationship with them. 

 

What if we approached the whole massive piles of Rummage donations (or of own piles of 

possessions at home) as artifacts of people’s lives? What if we could see in the china set the 

holiday meals with family and friends? What if we could see the grief behind the collection 

of artificial flowers donated by a woman sorting through her late mother’s belongings? 

What impulse to organize led someone to buy a binder or desk organizer? Were they 

frustrated and feeling out of control because of a failing marriage? Or, were they full of joy 

about a new job opportunity and setting up a new home office? What are the stories of the 

choices people made in purchasing and then in letting go of each item? 

 

Do we see the choices and values embedded in the material items that surround us? Kondo 

suggests that the process of choosing what we keep can teach us a pattern in our 

ownership of things. She names three patterns: “attachment to the past, desire for stability 

in the future, or a combination of both.” I know my pattern—I love items that have 

connections to the past. I would rather own the dresser that belonged to my grandparents 

than a modern dresser with drawers that easily open.  But, there are other family members 

in my household (whom I shall refrain from naming) that hold the “rainy day” pattern. The 

ill-fitting or outdated clothes might fit again someday or come back into style. The odd 

shaped object we can’t place may be the very piece needed to fix some items . . . once we 

figure out what it is.  Ok, so maybe I do some of this too. I do have a large collection of 

canning jars that I hold on to in case of major disruptions to our food systems due to 

politics or climate.  

 

Kondo is not saying there is a problem with any of these patterns. She is simply naming 

them and encouraging us to notice our own, to notice that our choices to keep or give away 

an item reflect who we are, the values we hold, the fears that shape us.  The issue is that we 

could do a better job noticing our patterns and reflecting on our emotional reasons for 

owning our things.  “The things we own are real.” What is their presence in our lives saying 

about who we are? 

 

And so, when I see the piles of stuff crammed into every corner of our buildings during 

Rummage, I am wowed by all of the relics of human life, by all the choices to acquire and to 

let go, by all the unknown stories and emotions embedded in the objects. In this way, the 

Rummage Sale is a motley assortment not only of objects, but also of motivations and 

values.  The piles may just seem like “stuff”, but they are also a reflection of the whole mosh 

pit of humanity. 
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In some ways, the very chaos and unpredictability of Rummage Week reflects the real 

world more than our typically tidy rooms. Life is in fact rather messy and unpredictable. 

We don’t know what will walk through the door.  We don’t know if we’ll like it or be a bit 

disgusted by it. We don’t know if it will fit or where it might go. We may be uncertain about 

its value to us in the present or in the future.  And, of course, what has no meaning to us, 

becomes someone else’s treasure.  In so many ways, Rummage is a microcosm of the whole 

of life.  

 

Rummage invites the whole of humanity and its material artifacts to our doors. And, when 

the bell clangs at 9:00am, what feels like the whole of humanity will rush through our 

doors.  I look forward to this moment every year. For me, it is an Easter moment—a 

moment of unbounded, extravagant joy.  

 

Whatever we may think about the historicity or plausibility of Jesus’ bodily resurrection 

from the dead, the celebration of Easter intends to evoke a feeling of joy. With trumpet 

blasts, bountiful arrays of flowers, and exuberant hymns of alleluias, Easter arrives with 

full-throated expression of joy.  For traditional Christians, the joy emerges from faith in the 

forgiveness of sins and the hope of eternal life.  That’s a pretty big deal—it’s the “high 

holiday” of Christianity . . . the remembrance of the core promise that God’s love is greater 

than our sin and even stronger than death.  Because of Easter, humanity has the possibility 

of reconciling with God and entering heaven for eternity. 

 

While more liberal Christians question the traditional theology of a blood sacrifice 

cleansing us from sins as well as the literal bodily resurrection of Jesus, still they celebrate. 

Why? Because in the life and teachings of Jesus they find an example of how to live a full 

life, a life attuned to God’s goodness, love, and justice. In Jesus’ death, they find not only an 

example of a person living with moral integrity at any cost, but also a caution that the 

powers of Empire will threaten those seeking a more just world.  In so far as Jesus’ story 

and teachings stay alive in his followers, he is resurrected.  

 

And, of course for many Easter holds no association with the Christian story—it is a secular 

holiday of eggs, bunnies, and chocolates. Indeed, Easter is rooted in the earth-based 

spirituality of Ostara and the ancient Zoroastrian festival of Nowruz Easter which celebrate 

the renewal of life in spring.  Unsurprisingly, the early Christian community associated the 

resurrection of Jesus with a spring celebration. At their core, both hold fast to faith in the 

value of LIFE itself—a life that returns again even after an experience of death.  
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Easter then is a celebration of joy in the gift of life.  As a week-long journey that travels 

through experiences of joy, betrayal, death, and hope in continuing life, the story of Easter 

week reminds us of the whole of life. Yes, death is a part of life—as is sorrow and conflict. 

But, Easter beckons us on past the heartbreak of betrayal and death to celebrate the gift of 

life itself.  

 

And, at its best, Rummage also makes this call to celebrate the gift of life. If you look at our 

Facebook feed the last few weeks, you can see multiple images of people smiling and, well, 

even being a bit silly. At its best, Rummage gives us all in our many different ages a chance 

to have fun, to find delight in the common endeavor, to laugh, to play, and, perhaps to feel a 

sense of joy.  

 

But, like life, Rummage is not all laughter and joy. In quiet corners or across the lunch table, 

we share our tender stories and the struggles we carry.  We remember years past and 

those who are no longer with us.  And, sometimes we have conflict. In a sermon about 

Rummage by former First Parish minister Erin Splain, she writes,  

 

“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.” 

 

Life is like a Rummage Sale with its moments of joy and conflict, tender sadness and 

unexpected delight. Life is like a Rummage Sale with its piles of stuff weighted with all 

kinds of emotions, memories, and choice. Life is like a Rummage Sale because it welcomes a 

whole complex mess of items, emotions, and experiences.  And, perhaps most of all, life is 

like a Rummage Sale because it is something we cannot do alone. Life and Rummage are 

common endeavors, shared with a diverse mix of humanity.  

 

On this Easter Sunday as Rummage set-up begins, my hope is that we go forth with a 

renewed appreciation for the gift of life as well as a greater awareness of our relationship 

with the stuff in our lives.  Each day we are still taking a breath is a bit of a wonder. Let us 

find the joy in that gift and chose with intention how we live out these precious days. 

 

Alleluia. 

Amen.  

 

https://www.uuwayland.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Erins-Rummage-Sermon.pdf
https://www.uuwayland.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Erins-Rummage-Sermon.pdf

