Juggler on the Roof

Rev. Louise Green – June 8, 2008

Reading: From “The Magnificent Obscurity of a Juggling Virtuoso,” by Jason Fagone, NYT Play Magazine, about Vova Galchenko, 20-yr-old juggling phenomenon, mostly known on YouTube videos. 

Vova’s most popular video is a montage of tricks set to music by Fatboy Slim:  Galchenko, his hair flopping with the beat, juggles seven balls on the roof (his preferred place for maximum concentration)… In juggling, difficulty increases exponentially as you add objects.  Three is cake. Five is tricky.  Seven approaches physical impossibility.  Every throw has to be perfect, describing a precise arc (a gentle, high parabola) with precise spin (each club flipping exactly three times).  If one club deviates even slightly, the pattern collapses, and the juggler had better duck unless he wants to get brained…Galchenko says he likes…the “aesthetic feeling” of a good pattern: “It looks nice.  And it looks like you could keep going forever.  Which, of course, is a false impression.”


At All Souls, we have a lot going on. In the last four years, my time of serving this congregation, our life together has expanded exponentially.  We have become a large church, with all the great joy and challenge inherent in growth, and our activity together has increased.  It’s a boom time, and sometimes I feel like a juggler on the roof, concentrating on tossing the balls and separated from what is taking place in the home with the people who live inside.


In Social Justice Ministries, my area of service, we also have a lot going on.  There is the work we do in four categories: community organizing with Washington Interfaith Network on D.C. affordable housing and neighborhood development; direct service at Christ House meals monthly, New Orleans trips yearly, the Thanksgiving Collection of food and funds annually, Habitat for Humanity and Manna construction days;  education and advocacy in 7th Principle/Green Souls environmental justice, Gulf Coast legislative action, Social Justice Movies, the KUUMBA Players production of Exonerated; or social justice funding with our Beckner Fund for Ward 1 organizations doing organizing, education and advocacy, and All Souls Housing Corporation investment in Open Door Housing Fund.  There are the special national or regional programs like the March for Women Lives, the national Network of Spiritual Progressives conference, our regional interfaith conference on Human Rights and Torture, the national Clergy Call to Justice on hate crimes legislation, the interfaith forum we just hosted on Religion and Politics, our gathering with regional UUSJ or UUSC work, or the UU Theology and Social Justice convocation coming in January 2009. We have social justice themes in worship with sermons and music, Adult Spiritual Development classes, and children’s religious education classes, week in and week out.  That’s only a sample list, but you get the idea. It’s a boom time, and sometimes I feel like a juggler on the roof, and you might too.


As Vova Golchenko the juggler observes, there is a great satisfaction in the aesthetic feeling of a good pattern:  “It looks nice.  And it looks like you could keep going forever.  Which, of course, is a false impression.”  One old adage about organizing is that it’s all re-organizing. My sense is that it’s time at All Souls for some re-creating, re-visioning in our social justice work---a kind of course correction, as those speaking out loud GPS map systems tell us:  re-calculating, re-calculating.  The difficulty with being a juggler on the roof is that, while you are up there executing the patterns, you can’t sit down at the kitchen table.  You and the clubs twirling are have a grand time, but you have to concentrate and so you can’t talk to people.  The spins may be dazzling, but there is a cost, because you start to feel more isolated in the technique of twirling.  I want to re-position Social Justice Ministries with you with a central lens, and that is building relationships for our work in building the beloved community.  We can chose what we do based on how it serves that vision.   


Let me say more about what I mean by relationship building by saying what it is not.  In any organization--not just All Souls but also your work place, your household, your volunteer organizations--there is a tension between executing the bureaucracy and exploring relationships.  On the bureaucracy side we have categories that need to be maintained, like items in the drawers of a bureau, the root of the word.  You know them because you juggle them, too:  committee meetings, non-stop communication in waves of phone and email messages, paper trails you are creating, program and project maintenance, tasks and to-do lists, cycles of publicity and advertising, activities that repeat daily, weekly, monthly.  You execute the bureaucracy constantly--which is only the skeleton of work--moving through the paces like a juggler. You may often be completely disconnected from live interaction, except to gather in group meetings and focus on the set agenda. When I live here, in the execution of bureaucracy, for too long, I get impatient, and I get lonely.  Maybe you do, too.  I miss the people it’s all supposed to be about and the relationships which sustain me. I know the work needs to be done, yet there is repetitive, draining, sometimes anesthetizing, quality to the pace, and there is a cost. 


The article about Vova, one of the best the jugglers in the world, describes it this way: 

It’s only when Galchenko juggles that the sociable side of his persona fades away, replaced by what his manager calls “the Russian Robot.”  The Russian Robot never smiles and never bows.  He merely executes the hardest moves in the juggling canon, and some new ones of his own creation—flawlessly.  His only concern is the raw trick itself, stripped of glitz and flourish. [He says]“There’s nothing your can express through juggling.  It’s just throwing and catching stuff [expletive deleted]”

As Vova reminds us, the perfect spinning is an illusion.  At some point, it is all going to come crashing down.  You will drop the ball, delete the email, skip the meeting, get sick, become tired, and receive reminders from your loved ones that you are resembling the Russian Robot.  Juggling on the roof can only be maintained for so long.


When we are not executing the necessary bureaucracy as an end unto itself, the whole spirit is different. This skeleton of work does not have to be dry bones. It can be the living structure which is a means to another end, the creation of the flesh or body of the whole, the live encounter between real people.  Exploring relationship is creating connection--the story, dialogue, and reflection with another being.  We can build bonds, invite creativity, make time to relate…actually talking to each other about things that are not on the paper agenda, the to-do list, or the business memo.  


This is the fleshing out of the beloved community, the way from here to there…if we want to build a multi-cultural, multi-racial, anti-racist congregation, we can’t just juggle on the roof.  We have to put the batons down, come inside, and sit at the kitchen table.  We need to eat some good food, tell stories, listen, be heard, reflect on our lives and values, rejoice in the connections and wrestle with the hard stuff.  We need to be into relationship building, not just sitting in the same room noticing each other.


I have been talking to Rob Hardies, our Senior Minister, a lot about this lately.  We are doing some re-imagining as program staff about the next church year, and we want to do some things differently.  After four years of growth in Social Justice Ministries, we are asking the strategic planning question:  What would we want to be doing, if we were not always doing what are doing now?  Lots of ideas are bubbling forth as we have this conversation.  


A few previews for the fall:  less stand-alone programming, and more program efforts tied together in coherent themes.  More opportunities for dialogue: a weekly small group reflection on the worship experience after the 9:30 service, and a social justice dialogue opportunity on Wednesday nights, a place where you can come mid-week to talk to others in the congregation about worship or program themes and your own values and reflection.  We want to change some existing programs, such as our monthly Christ House service in a healthcare facility for formerly homeless neighbors:  instead of two evening meals that we cook and serve, moving to a monthly 4th Saturday lunch where the focus is eating with residents and building relationships over time.  In our WIN action, we want to get back into conversation with tenants in buildings at risk, the ones that inspired all the city policy work, and talk to folks interested in youth and education.  We plan to explore some new directions in the international social justice realm and a few ideas are under consideration: our sponsorship of re-settling refugees or immigrants at risk, supporting a school in the Sudan, the creation of a weekly ESOL tutors program.  Finally, I want to get back to meeting with more of you 1-on-1, not just when we have the to-do list or in the group tasks, or when there is pastoral concern, but to know more of you over time. 


When you want to shift away from executing the bureaucracy, you have to get out there and try something different.  You have to stop some of what your are doing, and create something new.  We don’t know how it all might work at All Souls, but for the sake of building the beloved community, we want to explore some new ways of relating, in the church, the community and the wider world.  


At the heart of Social Justice Ministries, our desire is to change the world. Seeking justice is a really a strategy for Social Change, as Paula Cole Jones reminded us yesterday at her fine workshop at Weekend on the Bay. Perhaps if we shifted the name to Social Change Ministries as she suggests, we get more to the foundation.  It’s not just about the programs, or the issues, or the task forces, or the meetings.  We can make a longer and longer and longer list of all that, and miss the point, get tired, get disconnected.  It’s the people we care about.  It’s the relationships we know and the ones we can create.  It’s the planet, really, as we honor our connection to all living beings, and the oneness of our interdependence.


Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote: 

 “A person will worship something—have no doubt about that.  That which dominates our imaginations and our thoughts will determine our lives, and character.  Therefore, it behooves us to be careful what we worship, for what we are worshipping we are becoming.”


When we inadvertently worship bureaucracy instead of letting our structures serve a greater goal of relationship, we are not affirming the inherent worth and dignity of each person.  We limit all the rich ways that talent can flourish and the congregation could thrive. 


We may each need to juggle on the roof for a time, to get the clubs in the precise arcs, to place the perfect spin.  Then let us come down to the table, the one with the radical hospitality, the one where you come just as you are, the place that welcomes all souls.  May it be so, as we build the beloved community, one sacred relationship at time. Amen.
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