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THE READING 

By Annie Dillard, taken from Pilgrim at Tinker Creek 

 

A weasel is wild. Who knows what he thinks? He sleeps in his underground den, his tail draped over his 

nose. Sometimes he lives in his den for two days without leaving. Outside, he stalks rabbits, mice, muskrats, and 

birds, killing more bodies than he can eat warm, and often dragging the carcasses home. Obedient to instinct, he 

bites his prey at the neck, either splitting the jugular vein at the throat or crunching the brain at the base of the 

skull, and he does not let go . One naturalist refused to kill a weasel who was socketed into his hand deeply as a  

rattlesnake. The man could in no way pry the tiny weasel off and he had to walk half a mile to water, the weasel 

dangling from his palm, and soak him off like a stubborn label. 

 

And once, says Ernest Thompson Seton—once, a man shot an eagle out of the sky. He examined the eagle 

and found the dry skull of a weasel fixed by the jaws to his throat. The supposition is that the eagle had pounced 

on the weasel and the weasel swiveled and bit as instinct taught him, tooth to neck, and nearly won. I would like 

to have seen that eagle from the air a few weeks or months before he was shot: was the whole weasel still attached 

to his feathered throat, a fur pendant? Or did the eagle eat what he could reach, gutting the living weasel with 

his talons before his breast, bending his beak, cleaning the beautiful airborne bones?... 

 

I would like to learn, or remember, how to live. I come to Hollins Pond not so much to learn how to live 

as, frankly, to forget about it. That is, I don’t think I can learn from a wild animal how to live in particular—shall 

I suck warm blood, hold my tail high, walk with my footprints precisely over the prints of my hands?—but I might 

learn something of mindlessness, something of the purity of living in the physical sense and the dignity of living 

without bias or motive. The weasel lives in necessity …I would like to live as I should, as the weasel lives as he 

should. And I suspect that for me the way is like the weasel’s: open to time and death painlessly, noticing 

everything, remembering nothing, choosing the given with a fierce and pointed will… 

 

I think it would be well, and proper, and obedient, and pure, to grasp your one necessity and not let it go, 

to dangle from it limp wherever it takes you.  

 

THE SERMON 
Etty Hillesum was a Dutch Jew who lived in Amsterdam and died in Auschwitz in 1943, at the age of 29.     

She started a diary nine months after Hitler invaded the Netherlands and continued her narrative for two years.  

What makes her story so unusual is that Hillesum's passion, even in the lengthening shadows of Hitler's genocide, 

was for self-scrutiny. She possessed a lucid, unfettered mind, capable of imaginative leaps of intellect. Her diary 

is a chronicle of an intellectual and spiritual development that in normal times might take a leisurely lifetime but 

out of necessity was fitted into the brief aperture of two years.  

The first page of her diary contains the sentence "I am accomplished in bed." The last entry, roughly two 

years later, reads simply, "We should be willing to act as a balm for all wounds." Between these two statements, 

the first boastful, the last wise, lies a profound internal transformation in which the volatile, self-absorbed girl 

leaves behind her Bohemian sensibilities and evolves into a compassionate, ethical and profoundly awake woman.  

This two year spiritual journey begins with a liberated Hillesum, living with one man and in love with 

another.  Her attention is on her friends and lovers and career, spending her days with like-minded people also 

invested in navel gazing and gossip.  That is, until the reality of the Holocaust comes into her vision and then 

assumes her life.  She moves from avoiding the suffering of her compatriots to direct confrontation and then 



accompaniment leading to her death.   

In the beginning,  Etty avoided being sent to a concentration camp, by going to work for the Jewish 

Council in Amsterdam.  Theoretically designed as a liaison agency between Jews and Nazi’s, Etty quickly learned 

that the Council was a necessary arm of the Nazi agenda.  Much of Nazi success in the Netherlands was the result 

of the work of the Council.  Rather than stay by way of protecting herself, Etty requested a new placement.  She 

could have remained quite safe in her role with the Council, but applied instead for a job as a social worker at the 

Westerbrook Detention Center where Jews were sent before being transferred to a death camp.   

Over the course of the next year, Etty was given several options for hiding or otherwise escaping death, 

but each time she chose her place in the madness of the day as an active participant in healing and moved deeper 

into what she called an intimacy with an internal god calling her to greater and greater compassion.  She  was in 

an unusual position of being able to care for people in their most frightened moments, to hear them and touch 

them right before getting on cattle trains headed for Auschwitz.   She wrote "In short, my life is an uninterrupted 

listening... The most essential and profound part of me that listens to the most essential and profound part of the 

other.”  That was her task, that was her ministry.  During the days when millions of voices had been silenced, she 

stayed to listen, to witness, to confront what most of the world was denying. 

Hillesum wrote in her diary: "Sometimes when I stand in some corner of the camp, my feet planted on 

earth, my eyes raised towards heaven, tears run down my face, tears of… gratitude."  In the midst of horror, 

Hillesum still knew gratitude.  This isn’t the same as Ann Frank’s “people are really good at heart” naiveté, but 

the reflection of a woman who has been witness to great suffering and still stands as a bearer of enthusiasm, a 

woman who still had access to hope and love and beauty. 

It is unlikely that any of us will be forced into such an abbreviated maturation process.  Most people have 

the leisure of a lifetime.  But there are those times, those defining moments when pain is profound.  It’s life 

changing and character altering.  When my father was first diagnosed with cancer about 15 years ago, I remember 

feeling like my soul was growing.  (I don’t have language for that experience, so a “soul” metaphor will have to 

do.)  My soul, that part of myself that holds love and fear and hope and suffering and compassion and instinct and 

anger and honesty, that part of my being without which I am not myself, was expanding and deepening, it started 

to push out to make room for more.  And a good thing too because when my infant daughter died, when my father 

died recently after many years of suffering, when this that and the other thing happened, there was room.  There 

was a continued expansion, and there was room.  And there’s room for other people to, for their pain, for their 

love, for their anger and hope and gratitude and sadness.   

And with each experience, there’s a decreasing of personal fear. Part of the maturation process is an 

acceptance of the possibility of pain and a willingness to move ahead anyway, to take the risk of being alive. It’s 

an integration of fragility and hope. A recognition that suffering is real and always possible, that at any moment 

we could experience a life-altering event, but it’s also the unwillingness to allow that reality to define every day, 

every choice.   

Today’s sermon topic was inspired by the Sean Kimmerling story.  The Kimmerlings came to us after 

Sean’s death.  In case you missed the explanation of the Share the Plate collection today, Sean was 37 when he 

died of testicular cancer.  Within 30 days of diagnosis, he was gone.  A vibrant, active young man, an Emmy 

winning sportscaster and a local celebrity. The Kimmerlings came to us after his death, so our shared experience 

hasn’t been with Sean but with a family transformed.   

Grief is a complicated combination of sadness and anger often peppered with joy in memory and a slow 

awakening to beauty and gratitude.  But, as a process, there’s often an experience of simultaneously moving 

through and carrying sorrow.  That’s part of recovery from grief.  Long, slow integration and the extension and 

deepening of soul.  And as Etty Hillesum demonstrates, maturation results in an expansion wide enough to include 

the other. 

The spiritual path is intentional.  We don’t mature simply by being alive, but by seeking our own growth.  

Introspection is necessary but only affective when paired with honesty and modesty.  We have to find a place of 

peace, a place of acceptance.  That alone could be a lifetime pursuit.  We are of little use to the world if we can’t 

reconcile some of our own anger and fear, some of our own internal fragmentation.  We cannot create wholeness 

if we are not whole, so we begin by turning our attention to our selves. 

Of course, if we stop the process there, we become 21st century Narcissus, staring at our own reflections 

for a lifetime.  The word Narcissus is derived from words meaning sleep and numbness.  This kind of self-



reflection isn’t spiritual maturity but the work of an ego too weak to discover other people.  Spiritual maturity 

comes from the ability to hold a clear sense of the self and a clear sense of the other.  And, I’d like to suggest, a 

clear sense of the world for what it is, in all its complexity.   

Congregations grow in maturity not unlike people.  Groups start with concern for the self and deepen and 

expand until they have room for the other and become a balm for the world.  Being engaged in congregational 

life is, I believe, an assurance that we don’t live small.  It’s how we engage self-discovery without having the 

opportunity to become too caught in our selves, being presented always with the opportunity to hear and see the 

other. 

To be holy, I believe, is to be whole.  To find a way to end the internalized fragmentation that defines our 

modern world, to unify the disparate pieces into one well integrated life.   

In my own practice, I sit still with what is.  I allow the reality of each day to wash over me such that I can 

be present to the grief I was witness to or the beauty I couldn’t escape or the anger I wanted to flee.  I take 

inventory of my day.  It’s a practice my husband and I have started with our son, who’s three.  We call it 

“high/low”.  What was the high point of the day, what was the low point?  And who was your most valuable 

player? Not someone at the table!  But who made your life better.  Some of you have made it to our dinner table 

when I’ve declared you my MVP.   

This is the start of an important pattern.  When did I feel good?  What did I enjoy?  About what can I be 

grateful?  And what didn’t go well?  Was I responsible?  How can I change that for tomorrow?  Is there something 

to do, or something to accept?  And who entered my day and just made it better? Inventory taking is both an 

ancient and a modern spiritual practice and it helps to shore up the foundation and end that experience of 

crumbling that can happen when there’s too much to do and not enough time to do it, too much to think about and 

worry about and too many people to carry.  Spiritual exhaustion inspires small lives.   

And we have only one life.  One chance for all this.  I’m reminded of those famous poems When I Am 

An Old Woman I Will Wear Purple or If I Had My Life To Live Over.  Both poems are written in the voices of 

women who are waiting to live boldly, who dream of the day they climb mountains and swim rivers and spend 

their pensions on brandy and summer gloves, who walk barefoot and wade in public fountains, who travel without 

umbrellas and wear purple.   They are women who are waiting for their lives to begin, who live inside the lines, 

women who, if they don’t get started, might find that they’ve lost their chance.   

Our own Unitarian forbear Henry David Thoreau, a man committed to the spiritual life, is famous for his 

writing on being awake, taking risks and living boldly.  Thoreau lived at Walden Pond for two years as something 

of a declaration of independence, an intentional spiritual journey of self-discovery. In chapter two of Walden he 

memorably says: “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of 

life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived. I 

did not wish to live what was not life, living is so dear…I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of 

life…  

Thoreau lived without modern-day extravagancies for the sole purpose of discovering himself without 

them and he crafted his book as a window into the interior life which was then to serve as a mirror for all  society.  

He wanted to be fully alive and he wanted to live with others who were also willing to chew on the bones of 

human existence.  He goes on after that famous line about sucking the marrow of life and talks about living 

sturdily and Spartan-like, to cut a broad swath and shave close, to drive life into a corner, to get to know the whole 

and genuine meanness of it. 

I’ve read a lot of spiritual leaders, mystics and masters from thousands of years and they all lay out similar 

paths for the spiritual life.  We begin where we are, we move deeply, integrate, discover contradiction, integrate 

again and ultimately find ourselves loving so well we heal our corners of the world.  I’d like to add a step, or at 

least a consequence illustrated so well by Hillesum and Thoreau and the writer of today’s reading, Annie Dillard.  

In addition to becoming profoundly aware of ourselves, of integrating both grief and joy into one life and 

ultimately learning to love so well we become a balm for the world, the spiritual path has an unintended, life-

affirming consequence.  Spiritual maturity inspires a life lived boldly.  There is an embrace of fear, having 

confronted it before and a life accepting of the wild and unpredictable.  The life of the weasel.  The life Thoreau 

discovers, grabbing on with full jaw, sinking our teeth in, tasting warm blood and bone and marrow.   

Etty Hillesum knew this.  I’m not talking about her early life, the smaller life she left behind -living with 

a man in 1943.  I’m sure that was bold living in its own way at the time.  But that was personal.  She later grew 



that spirit of adventure to include an embrace of life that incorporated death and the possibility of pain and the 

witness of suffering.  She could have hidden, escaped.  She could easily be living in New York right now, telling 

people about all those she lost and we’d love and admire her for what she’d been through.  But the path Etty chose 

was even bigger than that.  She integrated the reality of our fragility and an unending sense of hope.  She reported 

to work every day, work at a detention camp sending people to their deaths where her only power was to listen 

and befriend.  She was living deliberately, living like the weasel, holding on to whatever was in front of her, 

noticing everything, living wildly present to the moment.   

We are all called to live a life larger than ourselves.  Moving away from sleep, away from the numbness 

of modern-day fragmentation and grief, we are called to grow in acceptance and honesty and modesty.  But our 

paths don’t end there.  We are also called to embrace the other in love and companionship.  The spiritual life is 

for people who want to live boldly, live into the madness of the world, our world, with its sorrow, its beauty and 

its joy.  The spiritual life is for all of us who want to end fragmentation and live clear-sighted, to live inside the 

reality of both fragility and hope, to live without fear regardless of its reasonableness.  The call of the spiritual 

life is to live so intentionally that our souls push at the seams, the margins of our being.  The call of the spiritual 

life is to live like Etty, allowing our lives to become an uninterrupted listening, a confrontation with real suffering 

and still find joy, still find tears of gratitude. It is the call to become a balm for the world.  It is also the call to 

drive the meanness of life into a corner and live as fiercely as the weasel as to let life’s warm blood drip down 

our necks, to be whole and holy, even when it means we will be wild-eyed and bloody grasping onto life’s neck 

without letting go with the ferocity and single-mindedness of the weasel, dangling from it limp wherever it takes 

us. 

 

 


