





Thin Places


 Luke 12: 1-2, 11-32 (The Parable of the Prodigal)

In last Sunday night’s Cinema and Soul offering, “Music of the Heart”, the

great violinist, Isaac Stern, was in Carnegie Hall talking with an embattled New York City school music teacher, Roberta Guaspari, played by Meryl Streep; Stern was trying to encourage Guaspari before a benefit concert that turned out to be a key event in saving the creative violin program that the teacher had initiated in the public schools of Harlem. Stern told her that everything was going to go well because the music and the spirit of Tchaikovsky and Vladimir Horowitz, Rachmaninoff and Arthur Rubenstein, Maria Callas and Paul Robeson, Pablo Casals, Gustav Mahler and Arturo Toscannini—were all right there in the walls of Carnegie Hall; and that would cause the concert to save a creative musical program for aspiring children to be a big success.


I’ll never forget how Isaac Stern himself—not at all an actor—voiced this idea—

that these great musicians, singers and conductors, all of them deceased—and their music—were in the walls of Carnegie Hall.  Obviously Isaac Stern, who is credited with discovering both the cellist Yo-Yo Ma and Itzhak Perlman and helped to save the Carnegie from demolition in 1960, was talking about some realm of life that is “other than” the physical realm in which we usually live. Only two years from his own death when the film was being made, Stern was expressing his conviction that there are what theologian Marcus Borg calls “thin places” in this world and in this life, where the boundary between the non-material, spiritual realm and the material, physical realm—becomes “thin”. There—or here—another dimension intersects with this dimension and causes our oft closed hearts to become open—to God, to our own souls and the souls of others.


Yesterday, I joined about twenty people on a hike over in the Quindaro
area of Kansas City, Kansas. We were looking for the archaelogical ruins that

give evidence of the presence of a once bustling station on the famed Underground

Railroad by which slaves gained their freedom in the years and decades before

the Civil War. The forebearers of the man who led us on this hike had made

their way through Missouri on the underground railroad, were hidden in Parkville by anti-slavery sympathizers, then were hidden again on ferries which traveled down

the Missouri only a mile or so to a landing at Quindaro, Kansas. From there,  they crawled through a long underground tunnel up to a hotel where they were dispatched
further into Kansas where the laws had freed them from the shackles of chattel slavery.

It was quite an adventure through the brush and the trees and up and down the hills down to the banks of the Missouri. Standing there, watching the amazing and

immense river rushing quickly by, we began to enter another reality; and when we
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went on to the cemetery and then the dark, muddy, underground cave below the old brewery where many slaves hid—and then hiked back to the museum where many of the artifacts of those days have been preserved, we were in another reality—a “thin place” as Borg calls them—where closed hearts are opened and another spiritual reality that is always there, but often not noticed or acknowledged, is given free rein to enter and take over our otherwise preoccupied hearts, minds and souls. As we stood near the river looking at the ruins of the ancient dock where the ferries landed, I asked our guide, who was over 80 and had no problem making the entire hike as if he were 40, “Who lived in Quindaro when all this was happening?” He replied: “Indians, black slaves, white Presbyterians and Congregationalists! They all came here to make a stand for freedom in a town that ended up being destroyed by the time the Civil War actually broke out.”


Quindaro was a “thin place” in the world where another dimension intersects with this dimension and causes our oft closed hearts to become open—to God, to our own souls and the souls of others.


“Thin places”, according to Marcus Borg, can be actual geographical locations:

For all of us, I am sure, this church is a thin place.


This sanctuary is a thin place where our hearts, which are our true inner selves,

get opened up. Here, our hearts are turned toward God. When we are here—praying, singing, learning, listening, waiting, serving—we are in a place where the boundary between the all pervasive non-material dimension of reality where God exists all the time, becomes permeable, and our reality intersects, if only for a time, with that 5th dimensional reality in which God exists. Momentarily, the veil is lifted, and we become acutely aware of God. We experience the one in whom the Bible says, “we live and move and have our being” all around us and deep within us.


For some of us, now and all the way back to Moses and Abraham and beyond,
mountains have been thin places, where the earth is filled with the glory of God, and

our hearts become opened. In one of his great books on the western wilderness, Wallace Stegner talked about the sound of mountain waters, writing: “I discovered mountain rivers late, for I was a prairie child, and knew only flatland and dry land until we toured the Yellowstone country and came to a marvelous torrent, Henry’s Fork of the Snake River where it was a pure delight to be where the land lifted in peaks and plunged into canyons, and to sniff air thin, spray cooled, full of pine and spruce smells, and to be so close-seeking to the improbable indigo sky. I gave my heart to the mountains the minute I stood beside this river with its spray in my face and watched it thunder into foam…I was 
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fascinated by how it sped by and yet was always there. By such a river, it is impossible to believe that one will ever be tired or old. Every sense applauds it. Taste it, feel its chill on the teeth: it is purity absolute.” It is a thin place—where hearts are broken open, never to be closed again.


For some of us, the arts can become thin places. Music, poetry, painting,

sculpture, dance, literature becomes thin places in which the boundary between

one’s ordinary self and the world momentarily disappears. I asked someone the other

day if he was coming to the Brown Bag concert last Friday. He replied, “Yes, it’s

an opportunity to come in and enter another world for a little while.”


A couple I have met in our Heart of Westport neighborhood effort asked me to do a wedding in their home later this month. I suggested some music be played on their

stereo prior to the simple service. “Music has a language different from the words of

the service.” I explained. He agreed. “But not Elvis and “I Can’t Stop Loving You.”

I said (even though I liked the Elvis I saw on a KCPT special concert the other night). He said, “Copland’s “Appalachian Spring” is my favorite.” 


A thin place!
A thin time!


Borg wisely notes that difficult times can become thin places. Times of serious illness can be thin places. Times of suffering and pain can be thin places. Even times 
of grief and loss can become thin places where our hearts are broken open. 

I think the Prodigal Son encountered a thin place somewhere in the far country
where he had chosen his own form of exile. According to Jesus’ account, the key

moment occurred as he realized he had fallen to taking care of a bunch of pigs for

meager wages. That would have been bad enough for any former wealthy son of

a landowner. But to a young Jewish adult, to be reduced to taking care of pigs, who

were considered to be “trafe”, “unclean”, it was a special shame. And yet it became

for him, a thin place, where he came to himself. His closed heart was finally broken open, and he returned to his family, his home—to God.



           

Worship can become a thin place. In fact, the whole purpose of worship—the
prayers, the rituals, the congregational singing, the music, the sermon, the readings

from the ancient scripture—is to provide a thin place that creates a sense of another

world and breaks down the boundary between the realm of God and the realm of

mundane, everyday living where we usually let our worries, our busyness, our fears, our

desires and even our tiredness dominate our hearts and shut them to all but those

tasks and responsibilities to which we are so desperately and incessantly committed.
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Just think of those four brief lines that we are now singing after the Sunday

morning scripture reading, which some of us remember from childhood:


Into my heart, into my heart,


Come into my heart, Lord Jesus,


Come in today, come in to stay,


Come into my heart, Lord Jesus.


A thin place—to open our hearts!—so that the other four lines also become true:


Out of my heart, out of my heart,


Shine out of my heart, Lord Jesus,


Shine out today, shine out always


Shine out of my heart, Lord Jesus. 

Then finally, remember that people can become thin places. People can break our hearts open and leave us transformed whether we desired it or not. I’m sure all of us have encountered one or two people like that in our lifetimes, people through whom we experienced the presence of the One Whose Love is Everywhere at a particular juncture or crossroads in our lives. It could have been a certain family member—a parent or spouse—a teacher—someone here in church—an adult leader when we were children—a faithful friend—or even one of the saints, both the well known and the unknown ones—except to you—who opened your heart and caused the Spirit of God and of Love to come rushing in.


I am sure Jesus was a remarkable, commanding and vivid thin place for all
who met him. No doubt his followers, both the 12 disciples and all the other people

who encountered him and became a part of that larger group of disciples who experienced him as a thin place where the 5th dimensional reality of God became apparent, convincing, real—and caused their hearts to break open. 


In the end, though, it is how we respond to these experiences of “thin places” that really matters. Your response to worship, to mountain waters, to great art, to birds singing, to spring springing again, to  music, to the saints, to blessed people, to the reading of the Bible—and even to Jesus Christ—is what really matters. The goal of the Christian life is to acquire a heart that is broken open so that we become more loving, more compassionate, more accepting, more forgiving—as the old spiritual puts it:



Lord, I want to be a Christian in my heart.


 
Lord, I want to be more loving in my heart.



Lord, I want to be more holy in my heart.



Lord, I want to be like Jesus in my heart. Amen.   Rev. Scott Myers 3-18-07
