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You have made at least a start on discovering the meaning of human life when you plant shade trees 

under which you know full well you will never sit.  —Elton Trueblood 

 

Invitation to Worship: from “On Children,” by Kahlil Gibran 

 

Your children are not your children. 

They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself. 

They come through you but not from you, 

And through they are with you yet they belong not to you. 

You may give them your love but not your thoughts, 

For they have their own thoughts. 

You may house their bodies but not their souls, 

For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow, which you cannot visit, not even in your 

dreams. 

You are the bows from which your children as living arrows are sent forth. 

The Archer sees the mark upon the path of the infinite, and bends you with might that the 

arrows may go swift and far. 

Let your bending in the Archer’s hand be for gladness. 

 
Ancient Witness:  Hebrews 12:1-2a 

 

We live in an amazing time, an age of wonder, innovation and discover.  Our world is smaller, more 
interconnected by travel, communication and commerce.  We enjoy conveniences and comforts 
unimagined by previous generations.  Advances in medicine and agriculture have helped to increase 
the average span of our lives.  The microchip has led to ever-new possibilities at an exponential rate.  
We have inherited a certain level of social equality and freedom that would boggle the minds of our 
forbears. 
 

And yet… And yet, it is excruciatingly clear that we are passing along a world that is also marked by 
broken relationships.  That same technology also makes possible catastrophic events of human origin.  
The entire human community is more vulnerable now than ever.  
 
The generation of our children is vulnerable to chemical, biological and nuclear devices of destruction.  
And true security from these will not be found in merely more technology such as better surveillance 
equipment, satellites, and the like.  No, true security will only come from a healing of the human 
community, from repairing our relationships, from dealing with all the negative emotional energy.  This 
challenge is also part of the legacies we are leaving. 
 

In an article by Rabbi Michael Lerner, he made the important point that, “This is a world out of touch 
with itself.”  He observed that there is a growing incapacity to recognize the sacred in each other, an 
inability to feel the pain of others.  Lerner wrote, 
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We’ve learned to close our ears when told that one out of every three people on this planet does 
not have enough food, and that one billion are literally starving.  We may reassure ourselves 
that the hoarding of the world’s resources by the richest society in world history, and our frantic 
attempts to accelerate globalization with its attendant inequalities of wealth, has nothing to do 
with the resentment that others feel toward us. 
 

According to Lerner, in our world, we will learn to live together, or we will die together.  If we treat 
each other and the planet merely as objects for our own use, then our future will be bleak.  If we look 
upon others as just consumers or workers and not as full human beings, then violence will come back 
to us.  If we look upon this world as merely a source of resources or a container of waste, then our 
future will include the continued disastrous warming of our climate and other consequences. 
 

We have inherited, and we are passing along, a marvelous and dangerous world. 
 

We all leave something behind.  Sure, some leave behind material things and money.  But all of us, in a 
true sense, live on in others we have touched.  We leave behind parts of our selves, both the good and 
the bad.  We pass along our values, hopes and habits every day.  The memory of each shared 
experience is laden with our human essence.  Each moment we leave a legacy behind. 
 

From a spiritual perspective, we always leave something behind, too.  The question is, “What?”  
Richard Rohr has this great line:  “We either transform our pain or we transmit it.”  So, who we are in 
our own spiritual development, makes a difference in what we pass along.  (A good definition of 
spirituality is what we do with our pain.) 
 

At the same time, we carry with us the human essence of others, those we have experienced directly 
and those transmitted to us from great distances of time and space.  As Tennyson famously wrote, “I 
am part of all that I have met.”  So even if we never inherited a dime, we all are in debt up to our ears.  
Even the most self-sufficient, self-made ones among us have been given so much. 
 

Sometimes, I think, we act as though we got here on our own, that our generation invented civilization.  
And it’s easy to lose our appreciation for generations that have preceded us.  But when we stand, we 
stand on the shoulders of others.  Always.  Our existence is built upon the inspiration, the 
perseverance, the hard work, the struggle, the imagination and the joy of others.  And my point is that 
we all—each of us—receive something from others, from teachers, parents, friends, whole 
communities and cultures.  Collectively and individually, we receive a precious legacy from the past. 
 

In the world of the biblical writers of the Hebrew Scriptures and Christian New Testament, people were 
acutely aware of the importance of a legacy.  Without an inheritance of hand, one’s life would be filled 
with hardship and almost certain early death.  One’s fate was tied to one’s inheritance. 
 

According to the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews, Jesus—his message and example, “the pioneer 
and perfecter of our faith”—is the legacy passed down from generation to generation that is a source 
of endurance, life and joy.  “Since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses,” it says, “let us 
run with perseverance the race that is set before us.”  We inherit this source of strength and the spirit 
we need to run this race from other witnesses of the past and present. 
 



 

3 

Look, as flawed and imperfect as it is, I give thanks for the modern-day church, that great cloud of 
witnesses, and their blessings to us.   
 

We, at this church, have inherited so much.  We have this beautiful building that has been lovingly 
passed down to us.  We received a tradition of a liberal and progressive biblical faith that is open to 
integrate science and reason into our thinking about faith.  We have a heritage of working for social 
progress and justice.  We have had teachers and mentors, who for years have taught and shared their 
understanding of the gospel with generations of children and adults.  May we always remember, 
recognize and honor the invaluable gifts that have been given to us. 
 

There is no way we could repay them, nor would they expect it, I am sure.  But we can be mindful of 
the legacy we are leaving.  For each generation, including our own, must put its own stamp on history.  
Our job is not merely to pass things along, but to use what we’ve inherited and to contribute ourselves, 
to add our stamp, our improvements, our creativity, our sweat, our intelligence, our resources, and our 
imagination. 
 

I remember seeing a bumper sticker, usually it was on an R.V. or an Oldsmobile heading south.  It said, 
“I’m spending our children’s inheritance.”  Now, I’m all for enjoying life, and this is kind of funny.  But 
really, it seems to me we have to do better than this. 
 

There’s a sacred call for us to be partners in the unfinished work of healing the planet and creating a 
world worthy of our children.  And it is in this way that we pass on our hope, which is in the 
transforming love of God.  Our marvelous legacy is an awareness of the loving presence of Holy One, 
who can give us the courage and compassion needed to save the world. 
 
Despite its flaws, the church is the only way that the faith is kept alive and transmitted.  The church has 
been how the stories, the traditions, and the practices have been passed along, generation to 
generation.  What a tragedy if for the mainline church and our congregation, if it all ended with our 
generation!  Because if there were ever a time that the world needed the spiritual wisdom of the Jesus 
tradition, it is now. 
 
It’s time that we consider what kind of legacy we’ll be leaving, both as people of faith and as 
inhabitants of this planet.  Will it end with us?  Or will we pass to future generations the kind of faith 
that can transform the world and help save the planet?  Will we be remembered by others as “a great 
cloud of witnesses?” 
 
Despite its flaws, the church is the only way that the faith if kept alive and transmitted.  The church has 
been how the stories, the traditions, and the practices have been passed along—generation to 
generation.  What a tragedy if it all ended with our generation!  Because if there were ever a time that 
the world needed the spiritual wisdom of the Jesus tradition, it is now. 
 
It’s time that we consider what kind of legacy we’ll be leaving, both as people of faith and as 
inhabitants of this planet.  Will it end with us?  Or will we pass to future generations the kind of faith 
that can transform the world and help save the planet?  Will we, too, be remembered by others as a 
“great cloud of witnesses?” 
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I end this morning with a story told by George Regas of the Progressive Religious Partnership, about 
Giacomo Puccini.  Puccini was the magnificent musician and composer of opera classics such as 
Madame Butterfly, La Boheme, and Tosca. 
 

In 1922 he got cancer.  He said, “I want to write one more opera.”  So he sat down to write 
“Turandot.”  His students asked, “But suppose you die?”  “Oh,” Puccini replied, “my students will 
finish it.  Never fear.” 
 

In 1924 he died, and his students did finish his music.  Its premiere was held in Milan, Italy at La 
Scala Opera House under the direction of Puccini’s best student—Arturo Toscanini.  The gala 
performance of “Turandot” proceeded and came to that point in the music where the composer 
had laid down his pen.  Tears streamed down Toscanini’s face.  He put down his baton and 
turned to the audience and said, “Thus far, the master wrote and then the master died.” 
 

Then picking up his baton, his face wreathed with smiles, Toscanini shouted to the audience, 
“But his disciples finished the music!” 
 

Brothers and Sisters, God calls you and me to finish the music, to finish the work of love and justice, to 
receive with gratitude our legacy and the leave our own!  It’s up to us to pass on the message that love 
can transform the world and bring forth life from death.  What a privilege and joy! 
 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 

 

 


