If Life Is A Gift...

Birmingham Lecture

Living Our Mission

If Life Is A Gift...

the Reverend Clark Olsen
Birmingham, Alabama
March 10, 2002

This opportunity to speak to you is a gift to méaiik you for listening.

| have had an extraordinary life. Not extraordineoynpared with any of yours or anyone else’s. Just
extraordinary compared with what | ever imaginecbuld be.

For you to fully understand that, | have to teluyabout some facts which have been with me for-§ix
years. When | was twelve years old | fell ill witeumatic fever. The disease seriously scarrecfway
heart valves. It was a scary time for my parendsdih’t know the full extent of my impairment. | wa't
unhappy. | was simply in bed, always horizontabwimg that my heart was beating unusually hard and
fast. That pounding heart beat was uncomfortaldeuldn’t escape it. | could feel it all over mydyo

After six months in bed, always lying down, | wasther six months before | could go back to school.

| knew that something awesome had happened to ohy, laod that it had implications for the rest of my
life. At the age of sixteen | had another bout whbumatic fever -- this time keeping me out ofaHor
the last half-year of high school.

Many years later | learned that when | was sevenyears old my parents had been told | would nvet |i
to be 21 years old. Though no one said such wordsetin my earlier years, my parents’ body language
and tone of voice conveyed more than words. Thougiver made specific predictions to myself, |
always understood that life for me was precariansl, the odds were stacked against a long life.

There were many times of unease, but also more misnoé gratitude. My heartbeat -- so present -- avas
constant message that | am alive, that being aiadferent from nonexistence, that life is pramothat
life is a gift.

Those twelve months mostly by myself in the 8th-@thde, and those six months in the 12th grade -- |
remember them as positive times. Not painful oelgnl can remember trusting conversations in gisit
from friends. | remember the steadfast caring froynparents and siblings. | remember discovering the
smell of spring when my bedroom windows were fiogéned after the longer winter. | remember, on the
radio, the humor of Art Linkletter’s "Kids Say Tib&arndest Things." | was glad to be alive. | fek thft

of life, the gift of possibility. It's just thathad few grandiose expectations. | knew the poss#siiwere
more limited now. | had a "bad heart."

* % %
| went on to college. Led a quiet but active |N¥&ajored in political science, took only one counrse

religion because | knew | might go into the mirysand | wanted undergraduate exposure to other
subjects. | came to love music: dormitory guitargery exciting visit by Pete Seeger, singing tlaelBb
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minor Mass, listening to symphonic and chamber musvasn’t a musician, but I loved it all. And
somehow my eyes were awakened as never befor¢he tauge copper beech trees on campus, to art
works, to architecture. | sensed beauty as nevierde

And there was suddenly Adventure in my life. An ogipnity came up at Oberlin to do something | would
never have dreamed of doing. Some students st@amsavement to send a student representative on a
summer visit to the Soviet Union. On not much mtbin a whim, | decided to apply. By a happy turn of
events, | was chosen to go, receiving student-@onainds to help pay expenses. This was in 19f#&t-
15 months after Joseph Stalin’s death. | can rereeiglng on my hotel bed in Moscow, looking out the
window at the red stars atop the Kremlin towerskimg "My god, how did | get here!!?? After the 18b
days of the Cold War and Stalin’s terror, | hadig@an adventure. | took 300 photos. Before ana #fte
trip | read the New York Timedaily -- so now | was an "expert" on the Sovieidsn Well, virtually
nobody else had been there! | paid my way througltast year of Oberlin showing my slides and giving
talks on Russia to school assemblies, Kiwanis olektings, etc. It put me in the public-speaking
business. Looking back, that trip was an extra@gimgift to me.

Upon graduation from Oberlin | received a RockeieBrothers Theological Fellowship. To get it oraglh
to be "uncertain” of ministry as a career. | waphmualified. Though my father was a ministerrihged
at the common "goody-goody" image of ministry. lsneimitted to Harvard but soon | felt my spirit
confined by Biblical and theological studies, aagelled by the arrogance | felt in the "neo-orthgdo
then prevalent at HDS. Had it not been for the diiteand depth of Paul Tillich and Jim Adams, | niigh
well have left HDS. To keep my spirit open | toa®e courses in Harvard Yard -- in art, literatund a
history -- rather than at the Divinity School. To sb was risky: | was spending precious time beybed
boundaries of HDS’s notorious "general exams" givesix defined fields at the end of your timela t
school.

After two years at Harvard, | was still uncertaboat the ministry. | decided to spread my last ydar

HDS over two years, and simultaneously become teinis the Westboro MA church, founded in 1723. |
was 24 years old. After graduation, | stayed thineee years full-time, experiencing the gift of knog/
people’s lives, the solidity of generations in afirtown, the importance of simply caring for alding

and the church’s volunteer organization, tendingagxmmunity and history and covenant and possibility
To this day, | feel deeply about those people ahdtwhey meant to this so-young, so-inexperienced
minister. | learned that the stereotype images ioiister also freed people to share their lives, lpgsause
you are their minister. | learned that the roléminister" need not be a confining box.

While in Westboro | became profoundly dissatisfigth the traditional "central pulpit” role of the
minister in a UU church. Partly what triggered mgsatisfaction was the sense that the Sunday gervic
was centered too much on the sermon: a hymn-sahawtb main ingredient labeled by the sermon topic
-- If it was a lousy service, it was "turkey on wWriwas dissatisfied with lay participation as als

auxiliary to the minister’s; at the conclusion bétservice standing at the front door as peopbtk"Nice
sermon” -- or said little, triggering doubts in wyyn mind about the value of my words. For me, the
traditional format -- not just the hymn sandwichf bBlso expectations about lay and ministerial brma

-- reinforced confining cultural assumptions absatirces of spiritual growth, and limited possit@kt of
religious expression.

The dissatisfactions led me to Laile Bartlett’s b@yight Galaxy-- about the experience and promise of
the then-flourishing "fellowship™ movement in therdmination. After five years in Westboro | wasdga
for a change. And change came through an offeetotme minister of the Berkeley Fellowship of
Unitarians. It was a group that had begun in altegainst the perceived dominating nature of Hent
minister of the Berkeley Church. The group’s nurstgrew. In 1962 they decided to hire a
"Minister-Coordinator" who would speak once a moothSunday mornings. The other Sundays were
done mostly by Fellowship members, occasionallpigiders. My work would include supporting that
lay involvement.
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| was intrigued. Why couldn’t we ministers, withrduaining and experience, help others to speak on
Sundays? Why couldn’t we help enable others tater®anday services that might take different form
than the typical "hymn sandwich"?

| liked the idea. But | received warnings. My fatlearned: "They'll eat you alive.” A well-known
colleague accused me of betraying the professionimitry when | accepted the expectation that ko
speak but once a month. For me, it seemed an stitggeand promising challenge. And, despite the
Fellowship’s anti-ministerial origins and tensiohipurished there.

In 1968 | moved to Morristown NJ as minister ofG®2Zmember Fellowship that owned a wonderful
building and, more importantly was wondrously op@ia partnership between lay participation and a
minister who was willing to think and act beyondditional boundaries -- lay or ministerial -- iles,
responsibilities and programs.

| had a wonderful time there. One especially metmeraroject (relevant to us here) was taking a
Morristown group to present a worship service tret JUMA Convo -- in 1975 in the Poconos. The
service was entitled WALDEINNd consisted solely of Thoreau’s words -- somé@in set to Schubert’s
music. The service had originated with my deanfili®arrell Eubank, a UU lay person from Detroitréle
this week in Birmingham, it's clear that Thoreauw AWALDEN continue to inspire us.

After ten years in Morristown | decided | shouldvado a new congregation. In the middle of my dearc
a Morristown acquaintance asked if | had any spare to work for him on a large corporate consigjtin
contract he had with Johnson & Johnson Co. | cexffi him that | expected to be moving soon tova ne
church. The next day he offered me a full-time\oth his consulting group -- at no reduction in pay

Should | take the job? My earlier years -- duringstruggle whether to become a minister -- had giou
forth a promise to myself to remain open to a nanisterial job opportunity should it come my wag. |
‘78 | was happy, feeling success as a minister|ouking for a change in profession. But suddeniye
opportunity. | said YES -- with all the confidenoka weakling 13 year-old boy freshman entering a
jock-spirited high school!!

At 45 years of age, and after twenty years of agmasuccess in the role of minister, | feared Ihhigpw
-- in the corporate world - meander off into praiesal oblivion.

As a consultant partner, new to the world of bussné at least found the wisdom to listen as much a
possible and to speak as little as possible. ithaearn fast, before | my ignorance was revealed!

Within three years, at first with the help of steigp seminar materials and always with good roleetsd
was teaching interpersonal and management skitsdaveloping modest culture change strategies at
CITIBANK, British Airways, Pitney Bowes, etc. | hadwonderful time experiencing my soul, my
strengths and my "underdeveloped" strengths innéwg domain.

It wasn’t better or worse than the parish minislryvas just different. After my anxious first year so, |
found my courage when | realized that | was no sgnand no dumber than my clients with their MBA's.
| simply wore a different pair of lenses, whichoafed me, from my ministerial experience, to seartye

in the workplace things their MBA lenses could hohg into focus.

For eight years | did corporate consulting. Thar986, | joined the UUA staff in Boston -- comingi
my parish and my business experience in the newigo®f Vice President of Program and Planning. |
sat on the Executive Staff representing the Departenof Ministry, RE and Social Responsibility vl
as the function of planning. | rejoiced in the ogpnity to experience my self in a very new, buiten
domain.

After two years | left the relative emotional satuof the UUA, pleased with the congregational
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Long-Range Planning process | initiated, hopefat #ome of my ideas for denomination-wide (not just
25 Beacon St. staff) involvement in planning woeNegntually bear fruit, and confident in my depagtin
recommendation that my UUA position should be elabed because the three department heads |
representyed should sit directly on the Executita#fS- a recommendation embraced by John Buehrens
when he took office as UUA President. Happily, alsg ideas about widespread involvement in planning
have emerged in the work of the UUA’s Fulfilling @ RPromise Committee -- to which | was later
appointed.

So, in 1988, | returned to corporate consultingkydris time with a company that specialized imgsi
"experiential learning"” -- ropes courses and rgftior example -- as efficient, energizing waysgeople

to discover their own power and the power of teamigt they wanted out of life and work, and theueal
of community. Ten years of that, then | retired98. But | still do that work a few days most every
month. About one week ago | facilitated a two-datyegat for ten managers of a ball-bearing plaMarth
Carolina. the managers were learning how they rieemlbehave so that their plant could change from a
"command-and-control” to a team culture.

A few other things in my life that are importantrtee, but not directly related to profession:

Way back in 1959, on my second visit to the Sowieion (a month after graduation from Harvard), tme
a Russian woman in the Moscow hotel where | stagedlen months later | returned to Moscow -- where
Luda and | were married within a month. Now thaswdeap of faith! -- moving far beyond the
boundaries of routine expectation s for love afedpiartnership. Luda arrived in this country juéa
Francis Gary Powers was shot down in his U-2 spgel so newspapers across the country carried the
story of this successful leap over the Iron Curtste had our Andy Warhol 15 minutes of fame, arehth
settled into life together in the Westboro chureinspnage.

Interestingly, within two weeks of Luda’s arrival CIA agent phoned asking to interview her in camb.
Full of anxiety (consider her background!), tensi@ased considerably when we learned the CIA agent
also directed the choir in a nearby Unitarian Chlr©h, how we do put people in boxes!

Luda and I had a daughter, Marika -- who yeargs |fiteent in Russian, was a key off-camera prodwéer
CNN'’s coverage of the fall of Gorbachev in Moscangd Marika produced the "Murder In Selma" CNN
documentary about the attack on James Reeb (anif ®iller and me) in 1965.

Luda and | were married for fourteen wonderful gathful years. We are still good friends. | havevno
been married to Anndove of my life, for 25 years -- going strong. d\we are parents to 14-year old
Todd -- whom we adopted when he was six weeksl @oh grateful for the gift of loving and being lale
by family, and the special joy of moving beyonduamsed family age-boundaries of embrace.

* k k k%
What is all this about? My title isif'life is a gift..."
All this time -- so far forty-seven years beyaie doctors’ predictions of a twenty-one yearsifan -- my
heart beats so | can always feel it. | never estapressage about the fact that I live, and thaift of
life is precious.

But my theme goes further. It's implied in whatdbeen describing of my life. It's abougdxes"

By "boxes" | refer to the subtle learnings from culture or our mentors that limit our imaginingpab
how to use our talents, our gifts. During my alm@é@tyears -- | more clearly know now -- | realized
could move out of boxes, or didn’t even considergbssibility of a box.

* Rheumatic fever removing me for awhile from tlox lof school;
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* Physical limits removing me from the box of soexpected collegiate activities;
* Not allowing myself to be confined to Divinity Bool courses while at Harvard;
* My "out of the box" trips to Russia and my mageahere;

* My move from central pulpit, minister-dominateohgregations, clearly beyond
1950’s-1960’'s assumptions about ministerial bouiledarvorking with lay-led Sunday
services and lay-empowered church boards;

* Venturing -- so uncertainly -- out of my knowraha of ministry into a corporate
environment in which to foster people-empowermerat eulture change.

When | facilitate corporate learning, | often usgaaticularly relevant conceptual model. It's cdlle
moving through stages from "Unconscious IncompeteacConscious Competence."” | realized recently
that | could apply that model to the metaphor efélssumed boundaries of "boxes" that we inhakliat-
confine our souls, our spirits.

First, "Unconscious Incompetent” | can’t imagine any of you being one, but maybe’ye got one in
your congregation. By my definition, the Unconsadncompetent has no awareness of any box, no
understanding of limits provided by any culturemily or workplace assumptions. And no idea that you
could do anything but what your limited backgrodells you to do. | suppose this person leads the
ultimate "unexamined life" -- or, in Thoreau’s texrmever even considers standing on "the deck.yfidne
always "down below."

A Conscious Incompetentvould be a person who feels there’s a box anchbadea what to do. I've met
a lot of these. Their response to most any proliégonedictable. It is not'Let me think, what could |
do?" It's a life-long theme of bumping into bouniéarand whining "Ain’t it awful!” That's the Consais
Incompetent.

If 'm an Unconscious Competent know and do some things beyond boundaries. Wkswuch is
possible, but always there’s an unexpressed, unieganassumption that there are boxes which should
prevent us from exercising our gifts. | passivedguaesce to those boundaries. In a decidedly mixed
metaphor, "l allow the boxes to showd me!"

The Conscious Competents aware that the gift of life is a gift of extramary possibilities; that boxes
are, for the most part, figments of one’s imagimatiThis person finds inner strengths in hersedf an
others, new connections between past experienctuureé endeavors. Playful and purpose-filled
imagination. The wonder of it all!

| look back on my life, and | look forward. | felehave learned to live mostly as a conscious coerget
As it turned out, when | left parish ministry | didt "meander off into professional oblivion." Hiyaat
this time in my life | realize there aren’t manyumalaries. | have played with my gifts, and delighite
finding purpose in my play.

Now don’t take me for a fool. | am aware life ist motally absent of boxes. | have one that’s vitaine.
Ten years ago, when surgeons opened my hearttédl imechanical valves, their incisions disruptegd m
heart’s electrical system, which triggers the Heawntractions. My vital box is about two inchegiare
and 1/4 inch thick. It's metal and has a battesyda. It's called a pacemaker. Every seven yeas® or
have to replace the box, which gives me a frestebat

But, hey, | can live with that box. With it, thediegoes on.

But on the whole, | would tell you this: Life isg#t. And it doesn’t come in a box.
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