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It’s a bit ironic---don’t you think---that on the Sunday before Christmas, when most of us are rushing around, trying to get through our long to-do lists, we hear of Mary… who was reverent… who was still… who saw… who heard… who paid attention to a messenger from God.  But who can pay attention to God when there is so much to do?  Maybe after Christmas…  

I recently received an email from a friend… with a note at the top.  She said, “I’m a poster child for this… You’ve gotta read it!”

Do you have A.A.A.D.D?

They have finally found a diagnosis for my condition.  Hooray!  I have recently been diagnosed with A.A.A.D.D. ! 

Age Activated Attention Deficit Disorder...

This is how it goes: I decide to wash the car; I start toward the garage and notice the mail on the table.  Ok, I'm going to wash the car.  But first I'm going to go through the mail.

I lay the car keys down on the desk, discard the junk mail and I notice the trashcan is full. Ok, I'll just put the bills on my desk and take the trash can out, but since I'm going to be near the mailbox anyway, I'll pay these few bills first.

Now, where is my checkbook? Oops, there's only one

check left. My extra checks are in my desk. Oh, there's the coke I was drinking. I'm going to look for those checks.  But first I need to put my coke further away from the computer…

Maybe I'll pop it into the fridge to keep it cold for a while.  So, I head towards the kitchen and the flowers catch my eye; they need some water. I set the coke on the counter and uh oh! There are my glasses. I was looking for them all morning! I'd better put them away first.  

End of Day: The car isn't washed, the bills are unpaid, the coke is sitting on the kitchen counter, the flowers aren’t watered, the checkbook still has only one check in it and I can't seem to find my car keys! When I try to figure out how come nothing got done today, I'm baffled because I KNOW I WAS BUSY ALL DAY LONG!!!   I realize this is a serious condition and I'll get help, BUT FIRST I think I'll check my e-mail...

I don’t think this condition has much to do with age…It has to do with having a distracted mind…it has to do with having way too much to do… it has to do with being in a constantly overly-stimulated state.

The late Irish poet and Catholic priest, John O’ Donahue, has written:  “Stress is a perverted relationship with time.”  

But the practice of paying attention really does take time.  Most of us move so quickly that our surroundings become no more than the blurred scenery we fly past on our way to somewhere else.  What we pay attention to is the speedometer, the wristwatch, the cell phone, the list of things to do, all of which feed the illusion that life is manageable.  Meanwhile, none of them meets the first criterion for reverence, which is to remind us that we are not gods.

Reverence requires a certain pace.  It requires a willingness to take detours, which are not part of the original plan.  Like Mary… like Joseph… who had their own plans.  

Their plans changed when the angel Gabriel came to Mary and announced a new plan… God’s plan.  Their plans changed when an angel appeared to Joseph in a dream and announced a new plan… God’s plan.  In order for both Mary and Joseph to actually hear this announcement, they had to take a time out… They had to pay attention.  

They could have decided to ignore it.  They could have gone to each other and reported,  “You know, I had this weird experience last night… I guess it was nothing… and besides, we’ve got an appointment with the caterer today at 3:00…” 

What made Mary Mary, and what made Joseph Joseph was their willingness to turn aside…  to pay attention… to wait a minute.  The practice of reverence requires this of each of us.  

That’s because reverence stands in awe of something---something that dwarfs the self, that allows human beings to sense the full extent of our limits---so that we can begin to see one another more reverently as well.  Philosopher Paul Woodruff observes “an irreverent soul who is unable to feel awe in the presence of things higher than the self is also unable to feel respect in the presence of things lower than the self.”

Who knows what would have happened had Mary and Joseph not paid attention to these messengers. Perhaps God would have moved on to the next betrothed young couple.  But as the story comes to us, reverence on the part of humans was required in order for God to be born in us.  I believe that to be true both on a grand scale and on the smallest level.  

Reverence for creation comes fairly easily for most people.  It’s easy to perceive God’s hand in a beautiful sunset or a flock of 3000 sand hill cranes.  However, reverence for other people presents more of a challenge, especially if those peoples’ lives impinge on our own.  Most of us have an easier time loving “humankind” in general than we do loving particular human beings.  

Particular human beings follow too closely in rush hour traffic and then shoot angry obscene gestures at me when I tap my brakes.  Particular human beings drop the two items I’ve just purchased at the grocery store into two separate plastic bags quicker than I can pull out my reusable, earth-friendly, cloth bag.  Particular human beings talk on their cell phones when I’m having trying to have a nice, quiet lunch at Jim Boy’s Tacos.  They talk on their cell phones while I’m waiting to pay them for gas.  They text on their cell phones while driving, threatening my life and theirs.  It’s easy to run short on reverence for particular human beings.   

One remedy for this is to pay attention to them when I can, even when they are in my way.  Just for a moment, I look for the human being instead of the obstacle… like the guy talking on his cell phone when I’m waiting to pay him for gas.  Turns out he’s Indian or Pakistani.  He may have been an engineer or a teacher over there, but here…. likely attending a gas station is the best job he could get, just as if I were living in Pakistan, with only a nominal command of Urdu, sweeping streets or something would be the best job I could get. 

From eavesdropping on his conversation, it sounds like he’s talking to his wife… about a sick child, one of several they apparently have.  The person on the other end of the line wants him to pick up medicine but it’s clear they have no insurance and that the prescription will be costly, a huge strain on an already strained budget.  

Just a little attentiveness to this particular human being, and my annoyance begins to melt away, and be transformed into something close to empathy.  

Alan Jones, the now retired Dean of Grace Cathedral in San Francisco, used to say that if you can sit on the subway  (or BART) and take a good look around you, observing all manner of humanity assembled on that train; all of them coming from somewhere and all of them going somewhere, just as you are…  If you can be present to that, and say the OUR Father---that is OUR Father… and mean it, you’ll experience a shift… a softening in attitude.  

I’m also reminded of the classic Hindu salutation, Namaste:  which means, “I salute your existence in society and universe…” or more loosely translated:  “I bow to you…”
It’s not necessary, of course, to invent new practices.  Praying for your enemies is as old as the Sermon on the Mount.  So is the laying on of hands, the anointing of the sick, the bathing of the dead, the feeding of a new baby.  If you’ve ever done any of these things, then you know it is just about impossible to do them without experiencing a sudden onset of reverence.  

They accomplish this, I think, by giving us something so important to do that we are entirely captured by the present moment for once.  For once, we are not looking through things, or around them, or on toward the next thing.  For once, we are present and we are paying attention.  

Like Mary… Like Joseph…    And we can expect a similar outcome… God will be born in us.

I am grateful to Barbara Brown Taylor’s An Altar in the World (Harper One, 2009) for some of the articulated ideas in this sermon.

