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Last Tuesday evening I drove to the post office in North City in order to do my duty and mail my
2007 tax returns to the IRS. The place was crowded with other procrastinators, all demanding that their fat
envelopes be personally postmarked by the agents. Just to make sure that they would not be sent to jail.

The hours preceding my post office experience were, as you might imagine, frantic. As always, I had
waited till the last possible moment to perform the annual ritual of preparing my returns. There are several
important pitfalls in putting this thing off. For me, the most dangerous is going through all the year’s
collected receipts and bills and much, much paper work—piles of it all, quite disorganized and out of order.

So I have to organize all the stuff (and I am a poor organizer). I keep getting side-tracked by finding
snippets of paper which are actually snippets of memories. So I stop the process and think about that
moment represented by the note and end up losing an hour or so toward my goal of completion.

Also impeding my progress is the minute-by-minute decisions to keep this piece or throw it away.
What is really important in all this pile of yesterdays? What should I hang onto and what should I cast
away?

Which brings us, of course, to the title of this sermon: “The Baby and the Bath Water”, which comes
from the old saying, “Don’t throw the baby out with the bath water!”

I’ve always been disturbed by that adage. The picture of it in my mind is horrific. Do you mean it is
even possible to accidentally throw away the baby? That’s just not possible!

And yet...

And yet, whenever I take on the task of going through all the stuff I carry around with me throughout
my life and trying to put it in order and to clean it out, the great big question rises: Exactly which of these
things is the baby and which are the junk?

As always for me, it becomes a religious question. “What is of value in my life and what is the stuff
I really do need to get rid of 7’ That’s what we do each week in these worship services: we seek to discover
the worth and to shape it so that our lives have worth. “Worth-shaping”—the origin of the word “worship”.

So let’s look closer at the old saying about the baby and the bath water. For instance, Why do we
bathe the baby in the first place? If the baby is so important why do we want to make an alterations in it?
Well, of course, anybody knows the answer to that. We want to get rid of the dirt and the stink and the
germs in order to make the baby healthy and happy and clean. The whole idea of the bath comes from our
concern for the baby’s welfare, physical and psychological.

The next question is determining the identity of the baby. Most parents would say the baby is
whatever is the most important thing in the world. The “apple of my eye”. The reason for living. The thing
without which my life has no ultimate meaning.

Of course, I know that the baby is not a thing, for things cannot give meaning to one’s life. (Or can
they? When they say, “You can’t take it with you when you die,” is that really true?)

We certainly do know the baby is not composed of material things like houses and cars, stereos
(including iPods), photographs, books, old love letters, old bank records and receipts.

Is the baby made of immaterial things, such as memories (good and bad ones), abstract ideas and
philosophies, maybe something about a satisfied mind, a sense of accomplishment/fulfillment, a sense of
worth?

And what about the bath water—what is in that? What is the debris we want to rinse off the baby
and get rid of? For me it could be something about addictions, regrets, anger, depression, judgmentalism,
grumpiness, frowns. The bath water contains everything that gets in the way of the baby’s health and
welfare.
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I did this very baby-bathing exercise when I left the religion of my upbringing. But it was 15 years
later that I realized I threw the baby out, right long with the water.

“Something’s missing” I said to myself as I entered the new world of Unitarian Universalism. I
spent a long time attempting to discover that missing baby. At first I though it was music, the music of my
childhood Pentecostal church—energetic, heart-felt, gospel.

And music was part of the baby, maybe the soul of it. The baby I threw out was a grounded sense of
divinity, perhaps what I would come to name as God. And in that case, yes, music is God’s soul.

Mary Oliver’s poem comes in handy here:

To live in this world

you must be able to do three things:

to love what is mortal;

to hold it

against your bones knowing your own life depends on it;
and, when the time comes to let it go, to let it go.

The line that jumps out at me is: “knowing your own life depends on it.” That’s the baby. That the
thing you cannot do without.

In this poem from farmer/poet Wendell Berry, we are presented with the dilemma of deciding of
what to keep and what to rid ourselves of, as we rummage through the stuff of our lives. Berry’s suggestion:

At the start of spring I open a trench
in the ground. I put into it

the winter’s accumulation of paper,

pages I do not want to read

again, useless words, fragments,
error. And I put into it

the contents of the outhouse:

light of the sun, growth of the ground,

finished with one of their journeys.
To the sky, to the wind, then,

and to the faithful trees, I confess

my sins: that I have not been happy
enough, considering my good luck,
have listed to too much noise,

have been inattentive to wonders,
have lusted after praise.

And then upon the gathered refuse

of mind and body, I close the trench,

folding shut again the dark,

the deathless earth. Beneath that seal
the old escapes into the new.
(—Wendell Berry, as printed in Earth Prayers, page 384)

The hard part is not so much the decision of what to throw in the trench, but actual act. At this time
of year when spring cleaning occupies us, Wendell Berry’s words of are great value.

For me this is a religious issue in another way. My reading of so many of the great spiritual literature
from the great religions speak directly to these ideas. In particular, Christianity and Buddhism have much to
say, especially about possessions. Remember the Sermon on the Mount phrase, “For is it to gain the whole
world and to lose the soul”? Jesus spoke often about these things; in fact, the central idea of his prophetic
message to the world might be stated that the true value of one’s life cannot be found in things but in spirit.
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The Buddha also had much to say about this. The Four Noble Truths that sum up the Buddha’s
message announces that life is inseparably tied to something he calls dukkha, a Pali word is often translated
as suffering, but really refers to a basic unsatisfactoriness running through our lives. “Sometimes this
unsatisfactoriness erupts into the open as sorrow, grief, disappointment, or despair; but usually it hovers at
the edge of our awareness as a vague unlocalized sense that things are never quite perfect, never fully
adequate to our expectations of what they should be.”

So how do we break the shackles of desire? The Buddha does not suggest repression, the attempt to
drive desire away with a mind full of fear and loathing. This approach does not resolve the problem but only
pushes it below the surface, where it continues to thrive.

The tool the Buddha holds out to free the mind from desire is understanding. Real renunciation is not
a matter of compelling ourselves to give up things still inwardly cherished, but of changing our perspective
on them so that they no longer bind us. When we understand the nature of desire, when we investigate it
closely with keen attention, desire falls away by itself, without need for struggle.

What is needed to alter perception is something called “wise consideration” (yoniso manasikara).
Just as perception influences thought, so thought can influence perception. Our usual perceptions are tinged
with “unwise consideration” (ayoniso manasikara).

Here’s another religious tradition’s take on the idea. Today is the first day of Passover on the Jewish
calendar.

Passover is a remembrance and a celebration of when the children of Israel were freed from the
bondage of slavery. As they were leaving Egypt on their freedom journey, they had to decide what to take
with them. It turned out that their trek lasted forty years! What would you take on that kind of road trip?

We ordinarily look only at the surfaces of things, scan them in terms of our immediate interests and
wants. Only rarely do we dig into the roots of our involvements or explore their long-range consequences.
To set this straight calls for wise consideration: looking into the hidden undertones to our actions, exploring
their results, evaluating the worthiness of our goals. In this investigation our concern must not be with what
is pleasant but with what is true. We have to be prepared and willing to discover what is true even at the cost
of our comfort. For real security always lies on the side of truth, not on the side of comfort.
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We’re all on a journey, and it’s something like a backpacking trip. When you go on that kind of trip,
you have to decide what you’re going to take and especially what you’re not going to take. That decision is
actually about the weight of your attachments, and also the space they take up.

Then there’s the old question of what three things you would take to a desert island somewhere in
the middle of nowhere. Presumably, we would take those things which are most important, things we can’t
live without. It’s an interesting question, and every time I think about it, the three items I come up with are
different.

So, here we are, gathered together on this Sunday morning. I am so glad that this is a place where we
can speak of these things. And I am especially glad that it is the purpose of our gatherings to evaluate our
lives. The original Old English words “werth-scipe”, which we now translate as “worship”, mean exactly
that: that we truly do seek to understand and value the worth—that which is of utmost importance—in our
lives, individually and communally.

Come, let us worship together!



