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You can’t always get what you want

You can’t always get what you want,

But if you try sometimes,

You just might find,

You get what you need.

Indeed.  Sometimes the answer is no.  Just ask Senator Ted Kennedy.   I’ve been thinking about this a lot this week, given the title of the sermon and the Senator’s passing late Tuesday night.   We don’t talk much about sin in Unitarian Universalism. When we do, it surfaces in the context of social sin such as racism or sexism and certainly someone else’s sin, not my own.  We tend to think, as it’s been said that we are punished by our sins, not for them.  I’ve been thinking about this a lot this week as well.  Mary Jo Kopechne was 28 when she died at Chappaquiddick on Martha’s Vineyard.  It took the  37-year-old Senator days to explain the accident.  It’s very possible that Senator Kennedy was guilty of murder, vehicular homicide, infidelity, alcoholism, poor judgment, some of the above or all the above.  Two things are certain: 1. When the time came later for Ted Kennedy to run for President of the United States, the answer was “No.”  A decision handed to him by his own party via the primary process.  2.  He handled this decision with as much grace as any body could.  If you share Unitarian Universalist values, you have to make the argument that since 1962, Ted Kennedy of Massachusetts has been the biggest champion of those values in the United States Senate.  His biggest cause, universal health care, is now the talk of the land.  

As TIME Magazine noted this week:

Kennedy went forward against great odds, the voice of progressivism in a conservative age. When people were getting tired of hearing about racism or the poor or the decay of American cities, he kept talking. When liberalism was flickering, there was Kennedy, holding the torch, insisting that "we can light those beacon fires again…Any number of mere Presidents have been pretty much forgotten. But as the Romans understood, there can be Emperors of no consequence - and Senators whose legacies are carved in stone.

What do you do, when by circumstance, by chance or by your own making, the answer is no? How do you handle it?  The reality is that yes and no is a binary affair.  Half the time, like flipping a coin, the answer is going to be no. If you can’t handle, no, you better think about playing another game.

I know that I don’t like hearing no. Like most people I don’t like taking no for an answer.  No arrives harshly for us.  We’re conditioned for it to always be a let down.  We don’t see past negatives to opportunities.  If you try sometimes, you just might find, you get what you need.  I wasn’t yet born when Mick and Keith started writing songs, so let me put it another way using something from REM: 

Explain the change, the difference between

What you want and what you need, there’s the key.

Parker Palmer explains the concept this way from the Quaker Tradition in his book Let Your Life Speak:  Way closes, Way opens.  Palmer relates the story of a time when he was having a lot of trouble finding his life’s vocation, not sure if he should remain a teacher or not, not knowing what to do. He sought out the advice of a Quaker elder and told her he was trying to listen to his inner voice but he wasn’t hearing anything. And she told him: “Way closes, way opens.”  Too often we only see the way close because all we hear is “NO!”

In the winter of 2008 I found myself interviewing with the search committee of the Universalist Unitarian Church of Haverhill, MA.  I really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, wanted to be their candidate to be the next minister at their church.  It was a good sized church, involved in social justice, had a great social component, ready to do great things, and it was about an hour from where we lived at the time, Tina could keep her current job, Zack could stay in his school, AND one of my best friends in the whole world was a member of the congregation.  What luck, how lucky was I.   The search committee was fantastic. If the rest of the congregation was like these people I would fit right in, theologically, socially, culturally, it would be perfect.  I preached a killer pre-candidating sermon at the historic Universalist Church in Gloucester, MA, had a couple of outstanding meals and wonderful conversations.  

Well, of course, here I stand before you.  The answer was NO! The Rev. Frank Clarkson is now the minister in Haverhill.  From what I hear, things are going well.  I have not met Rev. Clarkson, but I have heard of him and everything I have heard is wonderful.  I am genuinely happy for everyone in Haverhill, they are honestly a wonderful group.  And it’s true that way closes, way opens.  Here I am.  And I learned from the Haverhill search committee what a good search committee and church search packet looks like. I knew when I was looking for and then at Pathways, what to look at and what not to look at, the No from Haverhill was as helpful a No as any I’ve ever received.  Way closes, way opens.

When we don’t get the answer we want or the answer we expect, it’s easy to get angry, depressed, frustrated, or resentful.  It’s more helpful to wait a minute, and reflect, “Okay, now what?”

The most classic example of this comes from the study of Zen. When Zen students begin koan study, they usually begin, believe it or not, actually studying no.  Koans are paradoxical riddles or puzzles that help train a practitioner in Zen.  The first koan a student usually receives goes like this:

“A monk asked Joshu, ‘Has the dog Buddha-nature or not?’
Joshu said, ‘No.’”

This becomes a problem for a Zen student because Zen students are taught that all sentient beings have Buddha-nature, in fact, every one and every thing has Buddha-nature. So you can see right away why Joshu, who is the monk’s master or teacher, gives such a troubling response.  Sometimes the answer is no, indeed!   This is known as the koan “Mu”, mu being the Japanese translation of the Chinese “Wu,” meaning no, not, non.   So for the beginning Zen koan student, the first exercises are exercises in “Mu” or No.  


Yet, if you look into the koan, you see we get back to our initial problem.  The problem isn’t no.  Life is full of No. The problem is how we deal with No.  So the master tells the monk, “No, the dog doesn’t have Buddha-nature.”  But the monk, like everyone else, knows dogs and everything else does have Buddha-nature, so WHY does the master say, “No?”  The problem in the koan isn’t No, but why No?  How, No? Just like in life, there is No, so now what? Why this No? How am I going to deal with it?


Just as we have a hard time hearing no, we also have a hard time saying no.  See if you recognize yourself in my shoes on any of these:


No, you can’t have facebook account.


No, you can’t have ice cream for breakfast.


No, you can’t play that video game in this house because it contains people killing each other and blowing each other up.


No, you can’t do it because your friends are doing it. I am not your friends’ parents. I am your parent.


Sometimes, I think parents of my generation get too preoccupied trying to be their child’s best friend instead of trying to be their parent.  Our children don’t need us to be their friends; they have friends for that.  Their friends may or may not be good influences on their lives at any given point in time.  Our children count on us to be good influences, mentors and guides.  Being good mentors, influences and guides - being good parents – means having to set boundaries, having to sometimes say, “No.”  That sounds so un UU, doesn’t it?  But even in this, way closes, way opens.  When we close off a way for our children, we do it to open other ways. We don’t say no to be arbitrary, but because we have values: freedom, reason, tolerance, diversity, safety, democracy, and education, among others.


We’re poor at saying no as a society as well.  We overconsume, we overwork, we overspend, we over pollute, we overuse.  It’s as if any limits in America are bad ones, even ones we set ourselves.  America, compared to many other countries in the world is a spoiled rich kid.  The rest of the world gets by on less, but suggest to Americans they do the same and you’re cramping their style, being unpatriotic, laying guilt on them or some other nonsense. Look at us. 

Right now, our entire country is arguing over a massive health care reform program. The arguments pretend to be about dollars and cents and cost control and they are to a degree, but what they’re really about is who we say no to, and how.   The discussion is really about who’s included and who counts as a person and who I have to care about.  Who’s worthy enough to have health care. When I have to care about everybody and everybody’s worth caring about, then spending money on everybody takes on a different tone.  It’s about “who’s my neighbor?”  If I don’t care about my neighbor, saying no is easy. I don’t care if they’re sick and I don’t care I can’t pay for it.  I can say no to them having health care. If everyone’s my neighbor, however rich or poor, then I do care about paying for everyone, and I don’t want to tell anyone “no.” This is about who we tell No.  

Some people are almost never told no. They are usually very wealthy and always have access to power.  Some people are almost always told no. They are usually very poor and never have access to power.  Whatever you think about the current health care discussion, I bet you don’t like anyone telling you, No.  

We Americans have such a dislike for No, we don’t even like hearing no from ourselves.  That’s why New Year’s Resolutions and Diets and Meditation Practices and Gym Memberships and Journals and the Smoking Patch have such short lives.  In general we don’t like things that take practiced discipline.  We have to get more in touch with our inner No.  Self-denial for its own sake is just as unhealthy as unfettered wanton indiscretion, but if we are to actually find out anything meaningful about the world, or ourselves, or actually get better at anything, we will need some type of disciplined practice. That practice will mean increased attention to some things and denial of other things. It will mean some serious No.  Ways will close, ways will open.  There will be mu-ing going on.

I once heard a story about monks in a Japanese Zen monastery.  I’m pretty sure I heard it in dharma talk, probably from James Ford or Melissa Blacker or David Rynick, but I can’t remember so I hope they forgive me.  These particular monks had a strange way of initiating the novice monks in the monastery.  They gave each new monk a robe and bowl and but no instructions.  The new monks just joined in the life of the group, but any time a novice did anything wrong, the older monks would shout, “NO!”

Bow at the wrong time –“NO!”  Chant at the wrong time-“NO!” Pick up your tea cup too soon –“NO!” Get up from the meditation cushion too early–“NO!”  After a while, and getting shouted at a lot, the new monks eventually get with the program.

This is funny, but don’t we expect life to be like this.  When we do things right, no body seems to notice, but when we screw up, a bunch of monks – holy people, God, people in positions of power, bosses, teachers, parents, all lean in with the criticism. No wonder people don’t like no, and have trouble seeing that ways close, ways open.   Nobody seems to notice what’s right, what we need. Way Closes but…

Way opens…


Sometimes we get no for an answer because we don’t ask for what we want or need.  I need you to listen to me.  I need you to pay attention to me.  I need your love.  I need to be accepted for who I am.   

Well, you’re in the right place. You can get that here.  Sometimes the answer is yes.
�  Mick Jagger/Rolling Stones “You Can’t Always Get What You Want”, Let it Bleed, 1969


� http://news.yahoo.com/s/time/20090826/us_time/08599191875800


� REM “I Believe”,  Lifes Rich Pageant , 1984
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