LIVING THE DASH
A sermon by James Bolin
Here is one of my favorite poems: 

“The Dash” by Linda Ellis

I read of a man who stood to speak


At the funeral of a friend

He referred to the dates on her tombstone


From the beginning…to the end.

He noted that first came the date of her birth


And spoke of the following date with tears,

But he said what mattered most of all


Was the dash between those years.

For the dash represents all the time


That she spent alive on Earth

And now only those who loved her


Know what that little line is worth.

For it matters not, now much we own,


The cars….the house….the cash;

What matters is how we live and love


And how we spend our dash.

So think about this long and hard;


Are there things you’d like to change?

For you never know how much time is left


That can still be arranged.

If we could just slow down enough


To consider what’s true and real

And always try to understand


The way other people feel.

And be less quick to anger


And show appreciation more

And love the people in our lives


Like we’ve never loved before.

If we treat each other with respect


And more often wear a smile…

Remembering that this special dash


Might only last a little while.

So when your eulogy is being read


With your life’s actions to rehash,

Would you be proud of the things they say


About how you spent your dash?
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Discovering Pearls of Wisdom in “The Dash”

1. Slow Down:  ”You move too FAST and you think too MUCH.”
Someone once said, “We don’t remember days, we remember moments.”

Sometimes in the race to make money, do our best, or just get things done…

We lose sight of “just being.” You know what I mean: noticing the moon – looking at it with wonder; taking time to enjoy a beautiful sunset; playing with a child; a crackling fire; a good book; a great meal; shared laughter…

“I DON’T HAVE TIME FOR ALL THAT” you say? Then you are racing through your dash and you are missing the best part.  You are eating your food without tasting it. You are engaging in good things and missing the best things.

My favorite author, Thich Nyat Hanh, looks at people who are consumed by worries or constantly making plans and says with a smile…. “You think too much.” Are you so busy thinking about life that you are not living it?
There is a song that proclaims “Slow down you move too fast!” Hyat Hanh is a great man with a profound insight. “You think too much!”

Walt Whitman said, “Every hour of every day is an unspeakably perfect miracle.” Are you awake?  Wake up! Experience the beauty and wonder of life all around you! 

2. Embracing What’s True and Real: “Living Your PURPOSE”

I can’t tell you the number of people who, in the past 30 years, have said to me: “I feel like God has put my here for a reason. I feel like there is something God wants me to do.”

YES. It’s true. First of all, God has put you here to love and to be loved. Second, God has given us all a gift or an interest or a desire that is a clue to what it is we should be doing with our lives. Dave von Behren was an unhappy executive.  He didn’t know if he could make a living doing the thing he loved – art.  But, you know, he embraced it and followed his bliss, his dream…and God blessed him.

Yes, of course, we have to be practical. There is a rock and roll song by that goes “I don’t want to work; I just want to bang on the drums all day.” That’s not what I’m talking about. I’m not talking about being lazy or slothful. I’m talking about our need to pay attention to what we can do with our lives that brings us joy. For some it is changing careers; but for others, it may mean helping others with their computer needs; or singing in a chorus; or writing poetry that blesses people; or cooking; or making pies, homemade cards, and playing in the dirt – Joyce; or helping children learn how to read; or whatever!  I’m not telling you to quit your job. I’m asking you to pay attention to what God has put inside you that brings you joy and blesses others at the same time. When you wake up to that…go for it. That’s part of living your dash. For me, its teaching college classes part time. For you it will be something else. Live your dash by following your bliss.

3. Feelings: “Being Aware of the Feelings of OTHERS”

The Golden Rule may be the most important religious and philosophical teaching in the history and living or humankind. It’s called the Law of Reciprocity. The ancient Greeks were aware of it. In fact, it can be found in all religions. All of them! But only in Christianity is it expressed in its positive form: “Do unto others…”  That is to say, it is incumbent upon us to take the initiative. Don’t hold back and wait to see how others will treat you before you act; you go first. You treat others in exactly the way you wish to be treated – no matter what!

So many people are wrapped up in their own feelings that they are unaware of the feelings of others. Whenever you encounter people you leave feelings in your wake. Pay attention! What kind of feelings are you leaving? Do you leave people feeling bad, discounted, offended, neglected, or unimportant? Or – are people glad to see you coming because of the positive effect you have on them? The feelings you leave in your wake are part of what makes up your dash.

4. Anger:  “Let GO!”

I know a man who is an expert at holding grudges. I mean, he is really good at it! Some of his grudges have lasted 20 or 30 years. He actually spends precious time plotting and projecting certain ‘revenge fantasies’. I feel sorry for this man; he is wasting his dash.

Everyone gets angry – without exception. It is not a sin to be angry. Sin comes when you “hurt” other people with your anger. Sin comes when you decide to “hold” on to anger; to cling to the feeling of being angry; or to let your heart harbor feelings of “hate”.

Anger comes; we can’t help it. It’s a reaction. But you don’t have to hold on to it. Let it go! Think of it this way: You are holding on to anger like it is a suitcase. It is a suitcase filled with bad feelings and resentments. And, it is heavy. It is a heavy suitcase that weighs you down. It burdens you. So, just let it go. That’s right…let go and walk away! There is nothing in this suitcase you really need. And it’s a lot of trouble carrying it around. Just let go and walk away. The farther you get from it the better you will feel. Just let go. The letting go is sometimes called ‘forgiveness’. And forgiveness is mainly for YOU! So you can let go of anger and resentment. There is really no reason to carry around this heavy suitcase of anger while you are living your dash. Let go!

5. Appreciation:  “You Matter to ME!”

Do you remember when Kirk Gibson left the Detroit Tigers to go play for the Los Angeles Dodgers? He didn’t really want to go. He wanted to stay in Detroit. The issue was ostensibly about money. But later he admitted that he would have stayed without the money. He was mainly bummed because, as he said, “I felt like they didn’t appreciate me and the contribution I have made.”
Appreciation is a very powerful thing. It’s not really about paying somebody for their actions; it’s about recognizing that another person matters. What they do or contribute makes a difference and that you noticed.

A pat on the back; a “way to go”, or “good job” are like a gift that always makes someone feel good about themselves and what they have to offer.
Remember this while you are living your dash. Speak appreciation wherever you go.

6. Love: “How Love is Eternal…it LINGERS!”

Paul says that “love is eternal”. This means that is lasts forever. Here’s how it works: everything in life is temporary. Think about it; it’s true. There is nothing permanent about life. The Buddhists have given us this insight: Everything will eventually pass away; except for love. The reason why is that love LINGERS!

One time, a woman who was heavily perfumed passed by me and the aroma of her fragrance stayed in the air around me; it lingered. But only for a time. Well, love is like that, in that it lingers within the hearts of those we love. Only, unlike the perfume, it does not fade, it stays. I still feel the love my grandmother and grandfather had for me. It is always with me. I feel the love of my parents and my children. Such love lingers in our lives while we are living our dash and Jesus says that it lingers with us after we die. Widows and widowers tell me this all the time: that they can still feel the love of their beloved in their hearts. Love lingers. So love much: freely, unconditionally, and generously. It is the one thing you generate which is eternal.  Love lingers.

7. Respect: “The Rodney DANGERFIELD Syndrome”

Rodney Dangerfield was a comedian who was famous for looking sad and saying “I tell you…I just don’t get no respect.” Then he would tell stories about how his wife ant other people put him down or insulted him.

Here’s the rule about respect: if you want to be respected, you have to respect other people. It’s kind of like the Golden Rule in that way. You have to do it first.
I always try to give respect to other people. Sometimes, a person can let me down or disappoint me to the point where I lose respect or esteem for them. But, while living your dash, it is best to follow this simple rule: If you want to be respected, then respect the other person.”

8. Smile: “My MOTHER’S Smile!”

There is a story about the artist Whistler. He says that when he young, his mother went out and left him alone. While she was gone, he drew a picture for her. When she returned, he showed it to her and she smiled sweetly. Whistler loved to say: “My Mother’s smile made me a painter.”

There is little that makes me feel as good as to be greeted with a smile.  How about you?

If I’m talking with someone on the phone that makes me happy, I often catch myself smiling. So I tell them, “You make me smile.” It’s one of my best compliments.

Here’s the best part about smiles: They are free! Not only do they make people feel good, they are free. So be generous with your smiles while you are living your dash. If you see someone without a smile, give them one of yours!

9. Attitudes: “It’s a CHOICE…Stupid!”

I get so annoyed with people who justify hurtful or destructive attitudes by saying, “It’s just the way I am.” Baloney! That’s actually just an excuse to be mean spirited. Attitudes are choices.

When you get up in the morning, you have a choice to make. You can choose to be gloomy or you can choose to be upbeat. It really is a choice and not an inborn feeling. Wake up and say “Good morning God” instead of “Good God, its morning.”

Former President Reagan told a story about a little boy who always chose to look on the bright side. His parents did a little experiment. On Christmas morning, they left him a pile of manure. When he saw it, he got all excited and started running around the house with great glee. When his parents asked him what he was doing, the boy said, “I just know there is a pony around here somewhere!”
You can’t control feeling sad or downhearted from time to time. But many times in life, we do have a choice. We can choose to be positive, upbeat, and cheerful. And sometimes…sometimes…when we are feeing bad, we can CHOOSE to be cheerful. After a while, the feeling of cheerfulness settles upon us to brighten our day.
You’ve got a choice to make! Choose to be positive and see what happens!

10. Making a Difference: “SUCCESS = The Hearts We Touch”

It’s not the things we get, but the hearts we touch that will determine our successes in life. Making a difference in the lives of others is what the Dash is all about.

A famous politician who was very busy once grudgingly agreed to take his son fishing. He kept a diary and made an entry of the day’s events. Fot that day, it only said, “Went fishing with my son. A day wasted.” Years later, his son’s diary was discovered. The boy had also made an entry on the same day. The boy’s diary said, “Went fishing with father today. The best day of my life!”
A wise man once said, “A hundred years from now, it will not matter what my bank account was, the sort of house I lived in, or the kind of car I drove…but, the world may be different because I was important in the life of a child. Making a difference is the real criteria for success!

HEY!  YOU are “Living the Dash”. STRING the pearls together and do your dash well.  Amen.
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