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Meditation: by the Unitarian Universalist minister Mark Belletini (adapted)

Burning fire!  Do not consume us, as once with that bush of old,

but continue to kindle us, and let the inner voice of our calling 

to love and duty be loud in our hearts…

Where there is fear, may we put [hope].

Where we see eyes filled with terror, may we reach out 

to embrace and welcome.

Spirit fire of our deepest longing, keep us from arrogance,

and superior attitudes…

May we never think ourselves giddy with the flash of fire,

but may we love only its steady heat and constancy.

From the tangles of our daily obsessions and habits,

lift us to loftier thoughts of peace, and … justice… commitment and courage.

Spirit of fire, eternal kinship binding us to a brotherhood and sisterhood deeper than blood, or politics or religion, kindle us to thy unswerving love.

Reading: by Cara Buckley from an article entitled “Why Our Hero Leapt Onto the Tracks and We Might Not” (The New York Times, 1/7/07)

Maybe some people are more hard-wired for heroism than others. Like, for example, Wesley Autrey, the man behind a stunning rescue last week in a Manhattan subway station.

People wondered, because they had asked themselves, ''Could I have done what he did?'' and very often the answer was no. Mr. Autrey, 50, a construction worker and Navy veteran, leapt in front of a train to rescue a stranger who had suffered a seizure and fallen onto the tracks. He covered the stranger's body with his own as the train passed overhead. Both men lived.

Mr. Autrey, who left two young daughters on the platform when he jumped, later chalked up his actions to a simple compulsion to help another in distress.

But is there something in Mr. Autrey that the rest of us lack? Probably not, experts say. Except for sociopaths, humans are built to feel and act out of empathy…
Reading: by Mary Caroline Richards from a piece entitled “Centering” 

But how are we to love when we are stiff and numb and disinterested?  How are we to transform ourselves into limber and soft organisms lying open to the world at the quick?  By what process and agency do we perform the Great Work, transforming lowly materials into gold?  Love, like its counterpart Death, is yielding at the center...  At the center love must live.


One gives up all one has for this.  This is the love that resides in the self, the self-love, out of which all love pours.  The fountain, the source.  At the center.  One gives up all the treasured sorrow and self-mistrust, all the precious loathing and suspicion, all the secret triumphs of withdrawal.  One bends in the wind.  There are many disciplines that strengthen one’s athleticism for love.  It takes all one’s strength.  And yet it takes all one’s weakness too.  Sometimes it is only by having all one’s so-called strength pulverized that one is weak enough, strong enough, to yield…  Do not speak about strength and weakness, manliness and womanliness, aggressiveness and submissiveness.  Look at this flower.  Look at this child.  Look at this rock with lichen growing on it.  Listen to this gull scream as he drops through the air to gobble bread I throw and clumsily rights himself in the wind.  Bear ye one another’s burdens, the Lord said, and he was talking law.


Love is not a doctrine, Peace is not an international agreement.  Love and Peace are beings who lives as possibilities in us.

Reading:  by the Jesuit priest Anthony DeMello (from Taking Flight, p.147)

A little girl was dying of a disease from which her eight-year-old brother had recovered some time before.


The doctor said to the boy, “Only a transfusion of your blood will save the life of your sister.  Are you ready to give her your blood?”


The eyes of the boy widened in fer.  He hesitated for a while, then finally said, “Okay, doctor.  I’ll do it.”


An hour after the transfusion was completed the boy asked hesitantly, “Say, doctor, when do I die?”  It was only then that the doctor understood the momentary fear that had seized the child – he had thought that in giving his blood he was giving his life for his sister.
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What does it mean to make a sacrifice?  What kind of sacrifices have you made in the course of your life? 

* * *

The word sacrifice comes from the Latin, a combination of the words “sacer” which means “something set apart from the secular or profane,” and “facere” which means “to make.”  To sacrifice means to make something sacred.

This isn’t the way the word sacrifice is generally understood today.  To sacrifice something, means to give something up.  To do without it.

Or it means doing something for others, with no expectation of reward. An altruistic act might be an instance of self-sacrifice.

Like Wesley Autrey, who hurled himself in front of an oncoming subway train, for the sake of a stranger who had fallen off the train platform.

But the idea of sacrifice is more than altruism, it is more than selflessness. It is more than giving something up, with no hope for reward.

* * *

The Russian-born writer Ayn Rand said a sacrifice is “the surrender of something of a higher value in favor of a lower value or a nonvalue.”  In her mind our sacrificial impulse is profoundly misguided and ultimately self-destructive.  To those who believe sacrificial, altruistic acts do have value in the long run – perhaps in the relationships we support or in the causes we champion - Rand responds that “if one gives up a lesser value in order to obtain a greater one – this is not sacrifice but gain.”

From this point of view, the sacrifices a parent makes throughout the many years of raising a child are not really sacrifices.  Parenting is simply an investment of time and energy with the anticipated gain of producing a healthy, happy adult.  Parenting is a calculated enterprise designed to create descendents who will carry on our heritage, and perhaps even look after us when we are old.

The sacrifices we make in our work, the sacrifices we make for our country or community, even to the point of risking life and limb, these are not truly sacrifices.  They are simple economic equations of cost and benefit, calculated risk and anticipated gain.    Just as I might sacrifice a pawn in a game of chess, for the sake of hopefully capturing my opponents queen or king a few moves later.  

We use the word sacrifice to describe the simple or sophisticated strategies we use to overcome adversity and reach our desired goals.   But this is not true sacrifice.  It is far-sightedness, perhaps cunning, perhaps wisdom, but since it is for the sake of some kind of personal gain – even simply the pleasure of pleasing others –it is not sacrifice.  According to Ayn Rand.

* * *

The first time I sat down and actually read the Jewish Scriptures, the Christian Old Testament, I remember I was shocked to discover what a prominent role animal sacrifices played in the devotional life of our ancestors.

Throughout the pages of the Book of Leviticus, Moses explains in painstaking detail how to properly offer sacrifices to God:  a young bull without blemish or defect should be selected from the flock, and handed over to one of the “sons of Aaron” - one of the priests in the temple.  “Then he shall kill the bull before the Lord; and … the priests shall present the blood, and throw the blood round about against the altar that is at the door of the tent meeting.  And he shall flay the burnt offering and cut it into pieces; and …the priest shall put fire on the altar, and lay wood in order upon the fire; and the priests shall lay the pieces, the head, and the fat in order upon the wood that is on the fire upon the altar; but its entrails and its legs he shall wish with water.  And the priest shall burn the whole on the altar, as a burnt offering by fire, a pleasing odor to the Lord.”

And if you don’t have a bull, Moses explains how to offer a goat.  And if you don’t have a goat, he explains how you can offer birds - turtledoves or young pigeons.  There are instructions for burnt offerings, grain offerings, peace offerings, sin offerings, guilt offerings – and most of them involve killing animals, throwing around their blood, and burning them, - so the smoke can rise up to heaven, where God can enjoy the aroma.

These rituals were practiced for thousands of years, until the temple in Jerusalem was destroyed in the year 70 AD. 

The idea behind these sacrifices was to acknowledge that the people had received the gift of life from God.  The animal offering was a small gift of life in return. That is the origin of the idea of the tithe.  It is a way of acknowledging the God-given blessings of life and prosperity we enjoy, by offering ten percent of our possessions back to God, as a token of our appreciation. 

Offering sacrifices was very common in the ancient world.  But there were some differences in how ancient Israelites understood these practices, compared with their religious neighbors.  The Israelites believed there was nothing magical about making an offering to God.  There was no expectation that God would act in a particular way because of the sacrifice offered.  When the ancient prophets condemned abuses of sacrifice, it was the expectation of a divine response that they criticized.  For the faithful a sacrifice should be an unconditional expression of devotion and gratitude, with no hope for reward.  

* * *

Originally the primary purpose of sacrifice was to establish a reliable connection between earth and heaven.  It was considered a crucial form of communication between humans and the holy, between our realm and the spirit realm.

Describing the ancient religious worldview of his elders, the Mande people of West Africa, Adama Doumbia, writes, “Everywhere there is sky, there is Spirit.  Spirit has many names, but there is only one Spirit.  Spirit is both near and far, as immanent as the earth and as transcendent as the sky.  We recognize the strength and power of the Almighty through a thunderous storm; we feel the reliability and comfort of the Eternal with the rising sun; we observe grace and beauty of the Creator in a dancing stream.  In all of our surroundings, we experience the essence of the Divine… Our belief that we are all a part of one Spirit affects our relations with one another; the action of one member of the community is felt by every one of us. (The Way of the Elders, p. 3)

In the Mande tradition sacrifices are a way to communicate with Spirit.  They can be offered in times of crisis, or as part of one’s daily devotional practices.  They can be an effort to make amends or simply be an expression of gratitude.

This understanding of sacrifice doesn’t easily fit into the economic categories of our modern lives.  It is neither a selfish effort to increase one’s personal wealth, nor is it a pointless selfless act designed to destroy what we value.

Adama Doumbia explains it this way.  He writes, “When we make an offering or sacrifice, we give up something that has significance in our daily lives.  [This teaches] us the value of what we have and what we are able to share.  We learn from our offerings and sacrifice the true meaning of our blessings.”  (p.19)  

The ritual of sacrifice itself is communal.  The animal offered is shared with everyone in the community.

Sacrifice is not aimed at increasing our wealth or well-being in any quantifiable way. It is intended to create a qualitative change – not in the world in around us, not even in the realm of heaven – but a transformation within ourselves.  Offering up something we dearly treasure is not so much about increasing the number of blessings we receive.  It is a time-tested practice that deepens our appreciation for the countless blessings that are already ours.  Blessings we too easily ignore, overlook, or take for granted.

* * *

The law of sacrifice is profoundly paradoxical.  It is completely counterintuitive.  All our lives we are taught to hold on to those things we value most.  To lock our most treasured possessions into safes.  To vigilantly guard our homes, lock our cars, and protect our financial assets.  All our lives we are taught to acquire experience, education, wealth and health – to collect them, to hold on to them.  To invest them wisely and carefully.  And spend them only most judiciously.  That way the days of our lives will be endowed with ever increasing value.

The law of sacrifice asks us to do just the opposite.  It asks us to intentionally give away part of that which we value most.  To those who live in a purely material world, this makes no sense.  It seems misguided and self-destructive.  It is painful.  

In the world of investment and profit we are taught to be consumers.  In sacrifice we are not consumers, but rather we allow ourselves to be consumed by a pressing sense of a larger purpose.  We allow ourselves to be set on fire by a compelling sense of greater meaning. Our goal is not material accumulation, but spiritual illumination.

Sacrifice teaches us that there is more to life than meets the eye.  It teaches us that what truly enriches us cannot be calculated in economic equations.  It shows us that we are all part of one Spirit.  The actions of one of us affect all of us.

A sense of sacrifice is based on the awareness that there is an impulse toward empathy within every person.  Within each of us exists a compulsion to reach out to others, to help others. That is why sacrifice is, in fact, not an act of self-destruction, but of self-realization.  It does not diminish our humanity, it is what makes us fully human.  

Sacrifice is one word for the self-giving impulse.  Another word is love.  The sense of sacrifice and the logic of love are closely related.  Both ask us to yield to a deeper calling. 

It takes all of our strength to yield to love.  And it takes all of our weakness.  Sometimes it is only by having all our so-called strength pulverized that we are weak enough, strong enough, to yield.

Love allows us to do the Great Work, transforming lowly materials into gold. Love asks us to share one another’s burden, and one another’s blessings.  Love allows us to make even the most mundane moments of our lives sacred.  The touch of a hand, a knowing glance, a meal shared – each of these can be a sacrament of love. 

May we have the wisdom and the courage we need,

to do the Great Work before us.

May we have the strength and the weakness we need,

to yield to our deepest calling,

That our every action may be guided by love,

and every moment of our lives may be made sacred.

Amen.
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