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First Reading: From Chaos, by James Glieck (p. 42-43)
Consider a playground swing.  The swing accelerates on its way down, decelerates on its way up, all the while losing a bit of speed to friction.  It gets a regular push – say, from some clockwork machine.  All our intuition tells us that, no matter where the swing might start, the motion will eventually settle down to a regular back and forth pattern, with the swing coming to the same height each time.  That can happen.  Yet, odd as it seems, the motion can also turn erratic, first high, then low, never settling down to a steady state and never exactly repeating a pattern of swings that came before.

The surprising erratic behavior comes from a nonlinear twist in the flow of energy in and out of this simple oscillator.  The swing is damped and it is driven: damped because friction is trying to bring it to a halt, driven because it is getting a periodic push.  Even when a damped, driven system is in equilibrium, it is not at equilibrium, and the world is full of such systems, beginning with the weather, damped by the friction of moving air and water and by the dissipation of heat to outer space, and driven by the constant push of the sun’s energy.

But unpredictability was not the reason physicists and mathematicians began taking pendulums seriously again in the sixties and seventies.  Unpredictability was only the attention-grabber.  Those studying chaotic dynamics discovered that the disorderly behavior of simple systems acted as a creative process.  It generated complexity: richly organized patterns, sometimes stable and sometimes unstable, sometimes finite and sometimes infinite, but always with the fascination of living things.

Second Reading: From The Creative Habit, by Twyla Tharp (From Chapter One)

I walk into a large white room. It's a dance studio in midtown Manhattan…The room is lined with eight-foot-high mirrors. There's a boom box in the corner. The floor is clean.  Other than the mirrors, the boom box…and me, the room is empty…


To some people, this empty room symbolizes something profound, mysterious, and terrifying: the task of starting with nothing and working your way toward creating something whole and beautiful and satisfying. It's no different for a writer rolling a fresh sheet of paper into his typewriter…or a painter confronting a virginal canvas, a sculptor staring at a raw chunk of stone, a composer at the piano with his fingers hovering just above the keys. Some people find this moment – the moment before creativity begins – so painful that they simply cannot deal with it. They get up and walk away from the computer, the canvas, the keyboard…They procrastinate. In its most extreme form, this terror totally paralyzes people…


There's a paradox in the notion that creativity should be a habit. We think of creativity as a way of keeping everything fresh and new, while habit implies routine and repetition. That paradox intrigues me because it occupies the place where creativity and skill rub up against each other. 


It takes skill to bring something you've imagined into the world.  [The skill] is developed through exercise, through repetition, through a blend of learning and reflection that's both painstaking and rewarding. And it takes time… If art is the bridge between what you see in your mind and what the world sees, then skill is how you build that bridge.


Everything that happens in my day is a transaction between the external world and my internal world. Everything is raw material. Everything is relevant. Everything is usable. Everything feeds into my creativity. But without proper preparation, I cannot see it, retain it, and use it. Without the time and effort invested in getting ready to create, you can be hit by the thunderbolt and it’ll just leave you stunned.

Sermon:
Sitting In Chaos
The Reverend Kent Hemmen Saleska
In his book called Chaos, author James Gleick writes about a scientist by the name of Edward Lorenz.  After graduating from Dartmouth College in 1938, Lorenz planned to become a mathematician, but World War II interfered with his life plans when the Army Air Corps put him to work as a weather forecaster.  After World War II, Lorenz decided to stay with meteorology and began to study its theories and to push the boundaries of its mathematical formulas.  By the 1960s, Lorenz had developed a simple mathematical model composed of twelve equations about weather patterns on a hypothetical planet.  He would input information from the twelve equations into a very primitive computer, and the output would consist of a fluctuating line on a printout.  The line was composed of different characters and symbols, each one representing a different aspect of weather.

One day, Lorenz wanted to examine one particular section of data, and so took a shortcut.  Assuming that one part in a thousand would be inconsequential, rather than typing in the complete original number of the original run, which was (.506127), to save space he only typed in the rounded-off number (.506).  The program had not changed, but as he stared at the new printout, he was astonished to see that the new weather patterns in the model diverged so rapidly from the previous run that within just a few months all resemblance had disappeared.

James Glieck writes that Edward Lorenz’s computer was using “a purely deterministic system of equations.  Given a particular starting point, the weather would unfold exactly the same way each time.  Given a slightly different starting point, the weather would unfold in a slightly different way.  A small numerical error was like a small puff of wind – surely the small puffs faded or canceled each other out before they could change important, large-scale features of the weather.  Yet in Lorenz’s particular set of equations, small errors proved catastrophic.”

What Lorenz had stumbled upon was the so-called “Butterfly Effect.” This theory that says when a butterfly flaps its wings in Japan it affects the wind patterns in the Atlantic Ocean.  In order to produce the beautiful multiplicity of weather around the globe that never quite repeats itself, a multiplicity that is still never accurately forecast more than a day or two in advance, we could not hope for something better than a Butterfly Effect.  Eventually the Butterfly Effect acquired a technical name: sensitive dependence on initial conditions.  According to this sensitive dependence, a chain of events can have a point of crisis that might magnify small changes.  But chaos meant that such points were everywhere.


It was one such “point of crisis” in this congregation last December that first got me thinking in January about a sermon on chaos.  This congregation has been working toward building a new church and relocating.  On December 16 we went to the Wayzata City Council to ask that they rezone a piece of property currently owned by one of our congregants from residential to institutional so that we could build our new church on the land.  After our intense preparation, and after a very thoughtful and detailed presentation, to our great disappointment, the Wayzata City Council denied our rezoning request.  Subsequently, in January, we held a series of congregational forums to hear feedback from people and to begin discussions about where we go from here.


At the forums we heard a variety of responses, from those who were reflective and proud of our church community to those who felt frustrated and angry.  But whatever the feeling, people wanted to do something.  They wondered what we were going to do next, whether it was to aggressively respond to the neighborhood and City Council, or to immediately drop the land and begin looking for some place new in a different town where we wouldn’t have to deal with Wayzata anymore, or to pursue some other direction.  At one point, when the anxiety and the desire to respond immediately seemed especially high, I made the observation and the suggestion that what we might need to do most at the moment was simply to just “sit in the chaos” for a while.

We children of Western Culture, and certainly we Unitarian Universalists, are direct descendants of the Puritans.  It seems to be ingrained in us that if we are not doing something, then we are useless.  Even closer to the bone, perhaps, it seems to be our sense that if we are not doing something, then we are not worthy or worthwhile people.  So the suggestion to “sit in chaos” may seem to some as though I am suggesting that we do nothing and thus become useless, irrelevant people.  But it takes patience, effort and discipline to sit in chaos.

As opposed to standing, or running around in frantic reactivity, the image of sitting in chaos is one of radical presence and attentiveness amidst the swirl of activity.  Sitting in chaos does not involve shutting down, it involves opening ourselves up.  Sitting in chaos isn’t a matter of doing nothing; it is a matter of being aware of everything.  Sitting in chaos involves being responsive, but not reactive.  If we are reactive, then we are engaging in activity merely to engage in activity, to give ourselves the illusion that we are doing something worthwhile or useful, or to appease someone else.  When we are responsive to chaos, on the other hand, we observe and incorporate vast amounts of information, and let it mingle with our sense of who we are and what we want to do with our lives.  We allow for space and time to occur so that we can see what emerges.

It may be that we as a congregation are not exactly in the midst of frantic chaos, but we are in a place of uncertainty.  We had an image of what we wanted, or what we expected, and now that image is not happening in the way we wanted or expected.  We have been thrust into an uncertain place, a chaotic place, a place where we know how we got here, but we don’t exactly know how to get out.

As we learned from Edward Lorenz, a chain of events can have a point of crisis that might magnify small changes.  But chaos means that such points are everywhere.  Such points occur on a human scale when our lives are thrown into turmoil or turned upside down.  On one end of the continuum, such points occur when we suddenly win the lottery.  On the other end of the continuum, such points occur when we walk on the same ice we always walk on, but then one day slip on that ice and break an arm; or we walk into work the way we always walk into work ready to continue our daily and annual projects and then one day walk in to find a pink slip on our desk; or when we are enjoying a meal with our family and the phone rings and it is a brother or sister calling to say that dad just died; or it is going to the doctor for a regular annual check up and suddenly hearing a diagnosis of the onset of Alzheimer’s disease.  Or, as we saw a couple months ago, it could be an airplane that that takes off the way it always takes off, but one day runs into a flock of geese and loses engine power, and is forced to make a landing in the middle of the Hudson River.


After studying and playing with unpredictability, Edward Lorenz had a few observations and insights.  Rather than engage in quantum mechanics or work with electron microscopes as many of his colleagues were doing, Lorenz began to notice and contemplate chaos on a human scale: the unpredictable swirls and patterns cream makes when it is poured into a cup of hot coffee; the way that smoke rises in a vertical stream from a cigarette, but then suddenly begins to curl and roll; the arrhythmic dripping of a leaky faucet.  In the words of James Gleick, Edward Lorenz also began to see in chaotic dynamics that “the disorderly behavior of simple systems acted as a creative process.  It generated complexity: richly organized patterns, sometimes stable and sometimes unstable, sometimes finite and sometimes infinite, but always with the fascination of living things.”

The choreographer Twyla Tharp shares a similar story about walking into a white room.  It is an empty dance studio, with only mirrors on the wall and a boom box in the corner.  And in that space, it is her job, her life’s calling, to create something from nothing – or what we might describe as order out of chaos.

“To some people,” Twyla Tharp writes, “this empty room symbolizes something profound, mysterious, and terrifying: the task of starting with nothing and working your way toward creating something whole and beautiful and satisfying…Some people find this moment – the moment before creativity begins – so painful that they simply cannot deal with it. They get up and walk away [or] procrastinate.  In its most extreme form, this terror totally paralyzes people.”


Tharp goes on to say that, “Everything that happens in my day is a transaction between the external world and my internal world. Everything is raw material. Everything is relevant. Everything is usable. Everything feeds into my creativity. But without proper preparation, I cannot see it, retain it, and use it. Without the time and effort invested in getting ready to create, you can be hit by the thunderbolt and it’ll just leave you stunned.”


A thunderbolt can be a brilliant artistic insight, or the painful emotions in the wake of a diagnosis of a serious illness.  A thunderbolt can also be the denial of a rezoning request for a congregation to build a new church.  In each of these cases, the thunderbolt can leave us stunned and numb, not knowing which direction to turn or what next step to take.


The call to sit in chaos does not necessarily mean that sitting there will be easy or that the chaos will feel good.  In fact, it is likely to feel irritating at best, and painfully wrenching at its worst.  But the reason we might choose to sit in the chaos rather than allow ourselves to be consumed by reactivity is so that we may honor the process of change, and honor the tumultuous creativity that the chaos bestows upon us.

As humans gathered together in a religious community where we strive to be spiritual beings, we often speak of the need to have a spiritual practice.  Twyla Tharp wrote a whole book about the necessity of having a creative habit.  James Gleick writes that “disorderly behavior of simple systems [acts] as a creative process.”  If chaos is a constant and continual condition of the universe, then we are living a naïve dream if we expect a linear life.  So it would appear that theology, art, and science all call us toward an understanding and acceptance of a chaotic – and thus creative – existence.  It is through our daily practices then, whether spiritual, artistic, or scientific, that prepare us for the moments of brilliance within chaos.

I was struck, as I know many people were, by the calmness of Captain Chesley Sullenberger, the pilot of US Airways Flight 1549, whose airplane struck a flock of geese shortly after taking off, a chaotic event that resulted in Captain Sullenberger safely landing the plane in the Hudson River without a single loss of life of the 155 people on board.

People tend to describe the landing as a miracle and the Captain as a hero.  I too think Captain Sullenberger is amazing, but his response was not the result of divine providence.  Sullenberger obtained his pilot’s license at age 14.  He attended the US Air Force Academy, and among the multitude of awards and leadership positions to his credit, he also has over 40 years flying experience, over 19,000 commercial flying hours with US Airways, and since 2007 he has been the CEO of his own consulting business, Safety Reliability Methods, which provides “emergency management, safety strategies, and performance monitoring to the aviation industry.”  In essence, Chesley Sullenberger prepared his whole life to sit in calm and brilliant response to one moment of chaos.

It must be said that sitting in chaos is not usually something we decide to do one random day on one random whim.  A more meaningful way to sit in chaos involves knowing why we want to sit in the chaos in the first place.  For example, if acquiring land and building a new church is the vision this congregation has for itself, then when the Wayzata City Council denies our rezoning request, we hit a brick wall and our vision crumbles to the ground.  On the other hand, if the vision this congregation has for itself is that we are the voice of liberal religion in the western suburbs and we understand that the task of the liberal religious church is to transform lives both inside and outside the congregation, then when the Wayzata City Council denies our rezoning request it is merely a speed bump.

In response, but not in reactivity, we then may choose to sit in the chaos of uncertainty for a while, exploring our options, contemplating and reflecting on our purpose, talking with each other, visiting other congregations and learning what their visions are.  As Twyla Tharp writes, in that realm of uncertainty and fear, “Everything is raw material. Everything is relevant. Everything is usable. Everything feeds into…creativity.”  Then, when the thunderbolt strikes us in the form of new land, a surprising legal decision or a City Council reversal of its decision, we will not be stunned.  Rather, we will be able to respond in calm confidence, and most likely it will be in creative ways we could never even imagine as we sit here today.

Even in his weekly radio and video address, President Barack Obama said yesterday that, “We've experienced great trials before, and with every test, each generation has found the capacity to not only endure, but to prosper — to discover great opportunity in the midst of great crisis.”

The call to sit in chaos involves a daily practice of presence and openness to the forces of the universe that create and uphold life in such a way that we do not become paralyzed by chaos, but embrace it.  As we sit in chaos, it may be that we feel the same way Chesley Sullenberger did in the minutes before his airplane water landing, when he said on 60 Minutes that those moments contained “the worst, sickening, pit-of-your-stomach, falling-through-the-floor feelings” that he had ever experienced.  And yet, there is the possibility, and the tantalizing likelihood, that by engaging in a daily practice that allows us to sit in chaos, that we too might have safe landings in creative enterprises.

