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inal minutes of March Madness.
Kansas down by 9 points. Memphis
steaming toward the national title. I
don’t think they are going to make it this
year, Russell. Russell Stover who is a rabbit,
is not a fan of the Jayhawks or any birds of
prey, and goes on munching the trail mix we
are sharing.

As Kansas keeps missing baskets, a song
begins to tease itself into my consciousness.
A distantly familiar rhythm, not so much
heard as felt in my body: do do doot do do do
do do. What is that? Where is that coming
from? I push it away and turn back to the
game. Oh rats they are going to lose! 4
seconds on the clock. The rhythm is back. Do
do doot. . . moonbeams drops into my
consciousness. 3.5 seconds. . . home in a jar.
What is that song? 3 seconds. . . be better off
than you are. 2.1 seconds and Mario
Chalmers ties the game with a three pointer. I
am jumping up and down screaming, Go
Hawks! Russell hops off the couch in alarm,
spilling trail mix, and takes cover under the
end table.
Or would you rather be a mule? I would
rather just watch this game, but I reach deep
into my memory and retrieve with a flourish:

Would you like to swing on a star? I haven’t
heard or thought of the song for thirty five
years. In the final seconds of the
championship game, it bores up through the
packed earth of my awareness and lies fat and
shiny before me. Well, what is this about?
Who wouldn’t like to swing on a star and be
better off than they are? Nations, people,
institutions, creatures, and our earth are
increasingly worse off in significant ways.
We see and feel more directly our intimate
and complex connection to one another. Our
long season of “me first,” being number one,
and having it our way is down to the final
seconds. Selfish interest and rugged
individualism will not solve our problems.
Our individual well being is related to the
well being of the whole. What saints, mystics,
poets and quite a few scientists have been
saying is coming home to us in very concrete
ways – in our pocketbooks, our climate, our
jobs, our health, our very survival.
I don’t want to be bothered by all this. I want
to root for my team. Nevertheless, the
insistent question wiggles its way into my
awareness: would you like to swing on a star
or would you rather be a stubborn mule, an
apathetic, consuming pig, or a slippery fish

trying to survive on your own wiles?
What does it mean to be better off than I
am? One thing is clear to me: my increase
cannot come from another’s deprivation.
When children starve in Afghanistan, as I
keep filling my gas tank with biofuels, I am
not better off.
WOULD YOU LIKE TO SWING ON A STAR?
Would you like to swing on a star?
Carry moonbeams home in a jar?

And be better off than you are?
Or would you rather be a mule?

A mule is an animal with long funny ears
Kicks up at anything he hears

His back is brawny but his brain is weak

He’s just plain stupid with a stubborn streak
And by the way, if you hate to go to school
You may grow up to be a mule

Would you like to swing on a star? . . .
Or would you rather be a pig?

A pig is an animal with dirt on his face
His shoes are a terrible disgrace

He has no manners when he eats his food
He’s fat and lazy and extremely rude

But if you don’t care a feather or a fig
You may grow up to be a pig

Would you like to swing on a star? . . .
Or would you rather be a fish?

A fish won’t do anything, but swim in a brook
He can’t write his name or read a book
To fool the people is his only thought

And though he’s slippery, he still gets caught
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But then if that sort of life is what you wish
You may grow up to be a fish

A new kind of jumped-up slippery fish
And all the monkeys aren’t in the zoo
Every day you meet quite a few
So you see it’s all up to you

You can be better than you are
You could be swingin’ on a star

- Jimmy Van Heusen and Johnny Burke

Would You Like to Swing on a Star? from
the movie Going My Way was Bing
Crosby’s hit single in 1944. The movie was
about how “the innumerable problems of a
failing New York City parish - run by a
crusty, lovable, failing old priest - are
quietly solved by the affable, unflappable
young Father O’Malley (Bing Crosby), who
tickles the keys and croons a tune on the
side. A great comedy: unhurried, warm,
quietly spontaneous, marvelously acted, full
of what Truffaut calls “privileged
moments.”
We could sure use an affable, unflappable
young crooner to quietly solve the
innumerable problems of our failing parish,
Planet Earth. A few folks are trying out for
the part, but maybe it has already been cast.
Though Easter was early, spring came late.
Cold days, rain, and snow held us hostage
for weeks. College basketball carried us
through the gloom to glory. Here in Kansas
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we enjoyed some “privileged moments.” In
defiance of high gas prices, economic
recession, and war, Jayhawk fans have been
swinging from a star. Spring finally arrived.
The place is abloom in a riot of color, heady
sweetness, and winsome fecundity. And
yes, Jesus made it out of the tomb and is off
to Galilee. Death and defeat have been
conquered. God is loose in the world.
Well, maybe. “Christ is risen!” is what we
say to each other when we gather. We sing
and profess this in our creeds. It is even
what some of us believe. Others may be less
certain. A friend told me she once heard a
pastor say that many of us think “God’s
broke and out of gas in a ’52 Chevy in the
panhandle of Oklahoma.”
The fact is God could be. And there’s the
rub. God is sovereign and free. Walter
Brueggemann reminds us that our cause
may or may not be God’s cause. God has
not signed a contract to accomplish our
projects no matter holy and good. “God’s
holiness is not available for our partisan
control,” says Brueggemann. The first three
of the ten commandments establish this
about God’s nature. I am God, not you. No
other gods before me. Don’t bow down to
them and don’t serve them. Don’t use my
name carelessly or for your purposes.
(Exodus 20). God does not exist to be used
by us.
The Transcendent Power of the universe
may not be all that interested in cleaning up
the messes we have made. In Christ’s
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resurrection and the breakfast he fixes for
the disciples by the sea, God may be
showing us that Holiness among us has
bigger fish to fry.
The One who conquers sin, death and defeat
meets us, not as an avenging army righting
all wrongs, nor as an efficient, techno savvy
Mr. Fix-it, but as an immediate redemptive
presence which is utterly compelling and
complete. Christ quietly tends to the simple,
obvious need, allowing the Spirit to finish
the work through the awestruck souls of his
disciples. To see the Risen Lord and put
your hand on the pulse of hope in his torn
wrist requires the surrender of all
certainties, but the certainty of God’s power
accessible in each new moment on God’s
terms.
Here, now, we encounter the Holy - fresh,
innovative, nimble, sufficient, and as ever
beyond our control as a tie making 3 pointer
in a championship game.
This affable, unflappable Crooner blows to
pieces my cause of securing myself with the
smug certainty of being right or grasping for
what I want through my efforts alone. He
tickles the keys of creation and confounds
my enterprise of seeing myself as a
separate, independent note. I discover
someone else is playing me and I am
chorded and synced into a greater song than
my monotonous Johnny One Note jingle.
The operative Word here is sacrifice – from
the Latin sacrificium: sacer, sacred +
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facere, to make. Frankly, if this is what it
takes to make myself and the world holy, I
would rather not swing on a star. I am just
plain stupid with a stubborn streak and
really not all that interested in learning
something new or giving up my own
interests.
Which is why I think it is a good idea every
once in a while to do something new that
scares us to death. I am not thinking of the
horrific things we do not choose that
smother our hope and chill our bones. That
sort of fear is a whole other matter. I am
talking about smaller things that challenge
us to step outside our comfort zones and
climb out of our little tombs.
A couple years ago I walked the 296 steps
to the cupola of the Capital dome in
Topeka, Kansas. I stepped out onto a
balcony, where on a clear day you can see
for ten miles. The trek included an enclosed
staircase, three rotunda levels, a very scary
catwalk stairway suspended in space over
the inner dome, and finally spiral steps to
the outside balcony. My throat was dry and
my palms sweated the whole time. I dared
not look down and glued myself to the
copper dome on the observation balcony
nearly 300 feet above the ground.
After the white knuckled walk down, I
purchased a tee shirt with the Kansas state
motto, ad astra per aspera, to the stars
through difficulty. These are the words of
the Roman, Seneca, who was tutor and
advisor to Emperor Nero and a
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contemporary of St. Paul. Beneath the motto
is a picture of the dome and the words, up
the stairs through difficulty.
I have a section of my brain that likes to
know everything, understand everything, be
right and in control and throws a fit when it
cannot accomplish these things. I imagine it
as a huge mailroom with endless rows of
cubby holes. I stuff a person, a situation, an
event, an experience into one of these
boxes. Say the one labeled really stupid
people; or what is wrong with the church; or
why my opinions are correct. I go away and
come back later to find things slithering out
of the cubby holes, dangling down the sides,
weaving in and out of other boxes. My
inner mailroom is a disorganized mess.
“Nothing is as it seems, honey,” Jesus tells
me. “Everything is related. The universe is a
whole.”
After his diagnosis of cancer a long time
church member tells me, “My eyes have
been opened.”
I go to teach about prayer and relationship
with Jesus. Bob shares that this is the four
year anniversary of his son’s death.
I teach a little in a high school youth group.
The lesson is the invitation of the risen
Christ to live today, to let go of the past. So
I ask, “What is one of the worst things that
has happened to you?” Aaron says when he
was in a car accident and suffered severe
injuries. Countney tells us, “When my sister
died.” Ryan - “When two of my
grandparents died in the same month.”
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Logan hesitates, “My thing is little
compared to the others. I guess when I had
to move here from my old town. I didn’t
want to leave it.” Later the pastor of this
church tells me that Aaron’s mother was
killed in that car accident and his dad, who
leads the youth group, is now raising him
and his three brothers on his own. Ryan
started coming to church after his school
choir came to sing one Sunday. His parents
do not attend. He will be preaching the
sermon for the upcoming youth service.
For thirty years I have been given privileged
access to the hearts and thoughts of many
people about ultimate questions and values,
about God, about love, sin, evil, and
suffering. I have prayed with Baptists,
evangelicals and Pentecostals, with
Episcopalians, Roman Catholics,
Mennonites, Friends, Church of God in
Christ, and dozens of other denominations. I
have listened to liberals, conservatives,
homosexuals, charismatics, African
Americans, Hispanics, Jews, orthodox,
nonbelievers, bishops, priests, old, young,
the sick and dying. I have applied all these
labels and more: midlife crisis, young
seeker, dark night of the soul, illumination,
purgation, grief. None of the individuals
will stay in their cubby holes.
I love these people so much I can’t stand it.
All I know to do for them now is to fall
down, kneel down, in praise.
Something wild, beautiful, and free is afoot
in our lives. Do you see it? As a prey
species, Russell Stover, can see nearly a full
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360 degrees and above himself as well,
except for the ten degrees right before his
nose. The common goldfish is the only
animal that sees both infra-red and ultraviolet light. The placement of a donkey’s
eyes in its head enables it to see all four feet
at all times. It is physically impossible for
pigs to look up into the sky. Rabbits love
licorice.
I do not know. I haven’t a clue. Except that
it all has to do with love. This will not be a
surprise to many of you, but it comes to me
with a start and a sort of welcome relief:
I don’t know squat about God.
In the chapel of St. Vincent’s Hospital in
Billings, Montana you will find a bronze
piece of art depicting the Blessed Mary.
She is seated and enclosed by a frame,
except for the top of her head and one foot
which are moving beyond the frame. Across
from her in the same chapel hangs her son,
the ascending Christ, his feet above the
ground, arms spread wide. Mary, holding
her palms open, is being drawn out of her
box by some invisible force.
Let yourself be
silently drawn
by the stronger
pull of what you
really love,
urges Rumi. I
am a traveler
lost in a boulder
field above the
tree line in the mountains. When it comes to
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the things of God, I always seem to be taken
to the barren edges of my skill and
knowledge. I am ragged pilgrim offering up
the last of my trail mix. Here take these
crumbs of hungry love. Have a cup of
thirsting for justice. I haul up glacial scarred
memories and scatter words on a page like
stones thrown down a mountain. Can you
decipher the code?
Eugene Peterson is working on it,
“Luke/Acts ends on a quiet note: Paul
under house arrest in Rome, receiving
visitors, having conversations; it concludes
with the teasing final word akolutos,
unhindered.” And he lived there two whole
years at his own expense, and welcomed all
who came to him, preaching the kingdom of
God and teaching about the Lord Jesus
Christ quite openly and unhindered. (Acts
28:31 RSV)
Huh?! Unhindered? Peterson reminds us
that Paul cannot leave his house. He is
chained to a Roman soldier. “He has been
no more successful with the Jewish
leadership in Rome than he had been in
Jerusalem. Meanwhile Christians, with Nero
on the rampage, are being martyred
wholesale in the city. Paul will soon be
included in the killings.” And Seneca is
busy coaching Nero, “to the stars with
difficulty.”
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You can lock up the bold men
Go and lock up your bold men
And hold them in tow,
You can stifle all adventure
For a century or so.
Smother hope before it's risen.
Watch it wizen like a gourd,
But you cannot imprison
The Word of the Lord . . .
Leonard Bernstein, Mass

The Hebrew word for the Word of God is
dabar. It means more than a combination of
letters that stand for something else,
signifying an object or idea. Dabar is the
creating energy of God. Dabar is alive, in
motion, and when it goes out from its
Source, it becomes what it means. It creates
and establishes reality.
The fleet Word, unhindered by the powers
of this world, penetrates, transforms,
resurrects, frees. You may ignore the Word
or you may sit yourself down on it, lean
back, kick your feet, and swing out over
eternity. Peterson writes, this is the most
difficult, and at the same time, the most
important thing to embrace in the Christian
life: that we become willing participants not
only in what God does, but in the way he
does it. We have all grown up and been
immersed in a pre-resurrection world of
means in which power and money,
information and technology, lust and
avarice, pride and anger are the usual and
approved ways for accomplishing the work
of the world. . . . Unhindered is just the
right word. It tells us that all the difficulties
or obstacles that loom large in an
unbaptized imagination are simply of no
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account in the agenda of the kingdom,
where the resurrection, the Spirit’s action in
bringing Jesus alive into this present,
defines the means.
I finally washed my dog’s blanket the other
day while doing some spring cleaning.
Since his death last August, I kept Ahs’s
blanket in a laundry basket. I didn’t have
the heart to launder away his smell and hair,
or the mud smudge from his paw. Some
days while doing laundry, I would pick up
the old blanket and get a whiff of Ahs. This
day I held it to my heart one last time, then
placed it in the tub as the water rose.
“He is not here. He is risen,” the angel told
the women. “Do not cling to me,” said the
Risen Lord to Mary.
Don’t dawdle around the tombs of your
losses. Don’t call for grand juries and hold
inquisitions. Throw off those winding
cloths. Get out of your box. Run after the
Life which has risen out of your death. It
isn’t over until it is over. There is more.
There is always more. Way more.
Joy is just up the stairs. It will meet you on
the way. Will you recognize it? Probably
not at first. So welcome strangers. Be kind
to all. Share the news. Be teachable by

those who appear uninformed. Give the
stranded in Oklahoma some gas money.
In case you didn’t hear, Kansas won the
National Championship in that overtime
75- 68. Rock Chalk Jayhawks!
Yours, heading for the stars, even if it looks
like we’re worse off.
Loretta and Russell
No harm is meant to
any mule, pig or fish in
this essay. Nor is there
to be found here any
claim that the human
species is superior to
our hoofed, or aquatic
friends – who may take
a turn swinging on a
star on a regular basis
for all I know.
Sources quoted:
Bing Crosby Internet Museum,
www.community.mcckc.edu/crosby/films. Walter
Brueggemann, Countering Pharoah’s Production Consumption Society Today, DVD, Living the
Questions; Eugene Peterson, Christ Plays in Ten
Thousand Places, 297-299.
Copies of Holy Ground are available for
a small cost. $2.00 each, 10 copies for $15.00,
20 copies for $30.00. Shipping included.

The river of the water of life…flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb…On
either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit… and the leaves
of the tree are for the healing of the nations.
Revelation 22: 2-3
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“

Shake out your qualms.
Shake up your dreams.
Deepen your roots.
Extend your branches.
Trust deep water
and head for the open,
even if your vision
shipwrecks you.

Quit your addiction
to sneer and complain.
Open a lookout.
Dance on a brink.
Run with your wildfire.
You are closer to glory
leaping an abyss
than upholstering a rut.

”

From Easter Exultet, James Broughton
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Do not be like a horse or a
mule, without understanding,
whose temper must be curbed
with bit and bridle, else it
will not stay near you.
Psalm 32:9

