
SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 8, 1985 

"REACH OUT AND LIVE!" 

LUKE 6:27-36; 9:23-25 

I'VE BEEN BROODING OR REFLECTING A BIT MORE 

THAN USUAL THIS SUMMER. MAYBE IT'S MY AGE. 

BUT I THINK THERE'S MORE TO IT THAN THAT. 

WHAT CONCERNS ME IS THIS--OUR SOCIETY SEEMS 

TO BE INCREASINGLY FULL OF FEARFUL, DEFENSIVE, 

AGGRESSIVE PEOPLE ANXIOUSLY CLINGING TO THEIR 

MONEYJ THEIR PROPERTY AND INCLINED TO LOOK 

AT THEIR SURROUNDING WORLD WITH SUSPICION, 

ALWAYS EXPECTING AN ENEMY TO SUDDENLY APPEAR, 

INTRUDE AND DO HARM. 

HERE IN NEBRASKA, WE'VE HEARD AND READ OF 

GROUPS WHO HAVE ARMED THEMSELVES HEAVILY 

BECAUSE OF SUCH FEARS. To ME, THERE SEEM 

TO BE MORE PEOPLE WHO ARE NOT ONLY AFRAID, 

BUT ANGRY AND MEAN. 

MY INCREASED BROODING BEGAN EARLY LAST SPRING. 

IT WAS TRIGGERED BY AN INCIDENT THAT MY WIFE 

AND I OBSERVED AS WE WERE DRIVING TO OMAHA, 

ONE SUNDAY AFTERNOON. WE WERE PROCEEDING 

NORTH ON 180 TOWARD INTERSTATE 80. WE WERE 

IN THE RIGHT LANE GOING ABOUT 55 MILES PER 

HOUR. 
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ALONGSIDE OF US WAS ANOTHER AUTOMOBILEJ GOING 

THE SAME SPEED IN THE PASSING LANE. IT WAS 

DRIVEN BY AN OLDER WOMAN, SHE NEITHER PASSED 

US OR DROPPED BEHIND. IN MY REAR VIEW MIRRORJ 

I COULD SEE ANOTHER VEHICLE APPROACHING--

A FOUR-WHEEL-DRIVE BLAZERJ AND THE MAN DRIVING 

IT WAS IN A HURRY, HE WANTED TO PASS USJ 

BUT THE PASSING LANE WAS BLOCKED BY THE CAR 

ALONGSIDE OF US, HE BLINKED HIS LIGHTS SEVERAL 

TIMES TO TRY TO GET THE DRIVER'S ATTENTION, 

SHE WAS DAYDREAMING OR HER MIND WAS OTHERWISE 

OCCUPIED FOR SHE WOULDN'T SPEED UP TO PASS 

US OR SLOW DOWN TO DROP BEHIND SO THAT THE 

BLAZER COULD PASS. 

THE DRIVER IN THE BLAZER WAS GETTING MORE 

AND MORE IMPATIENT. ALL OF A SUDDENJ HE 

PASSED OUR CAR BY DRIVING ON THE SHOULDER 

OF OUR RIGHT SIDE AND THEN HE CUT OVER IN 

FRONT OF US AND ON INTO THE LANE IN FRONT 

OF THE WOMAN. As SOON AS HE WAS DIRECTLY 

IN FRONT OF HERJ HE BEGAN TO SLOW DOWN. WE 

CONTINUED AT OUR REGULAR SPEED) BUT THEN I 

COULD SEE THROUGH MY REAR VIEW MIRROR THAT 

NOT ONLY HAD HE SLOWED DOWN) BUT SUDDENLY 

STOPPED, THIS CAUSED THE WOMAN BEHIND HIM 

TO CRASH INTO HIM AND DAMAGE HER CAR MOR.E 

THAN HIS. BOTH HAD TO PULL OVER ONTO THE 

SHOULDER AND STOP. IF THE DRIVER OF THE 

BLAZER WAS IN SUCH A HURRYJ HE WAS MORE 

SLOWED DOWN THAN BEFORE. AT ANY RATEJ HE 

HAD DELIBERATELY CAUSED AN ACCIDENT. 
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SOON AFTER) I READ ABOUT A SIMILAR INCIDENT 

L 
IN ANOTHER STATE, JOSEPH SINGER) 83) WAS 

OUT FOR A DRIVE WITH HIS WIFE IN THEIR 1976 

CHEVY. ROBERT BRIGAERTSJ 37) WAS BEHIND THE 

SINGERS IN HIS 1977 MERCURY AND WAS DISPLEASED 

WITH THE SPEED OF THE SINGERS, 

AFTER BRIGAERTS COULD NOT COAX MORE SPEED 

OUT OF SINGER BY HONKING HIS HORN AND TAIL­

GATING) HE PULLED AROUND THE SINGERS AND 

SLAMMED ON HIS BRAKES) FORCING THE 83 YEAR­

OLD TO STOP. BRIGAERTS GOT OUT OF HIS CAR 

AND WALKED TOWARD THE SINGERS. FRIGHTENED ✓ 

THE 83 YEAR-OLD SINGER POINTED A STARTER'S 

PISTOL AT BRIGAERTSJ WHO THEN RETURNED TO 

HIS CAR. THE SINGERS DROVE AWAY. MOMENTS 

LATER) BRIGAERTS PULLED UP TO THE LEFT SIDE 

OF THE CHEVY AND SHOT OUT TWO WINDOWS IN THE 

SINGER'S 76 CHEVY) WITH A .38 REVOLVER. 

LAST WINTER THE WHOLE COUNTRY.READ ABOUT THE 

BERNARD GOETZ CASE IN NEW YORK CITYJ AS HE 

ACTED OUT THE FRUSTRATION AND ANGER OF MILLIONS 

OF CITY DWELLERS BY SHOOTING FOUR YOUTHS WHO 

HAD ACCOSTED HIM ON THE SUBWAY. 

THEN I CAME ACROSS ANOTHER STORY OF AN INCIDENT 

IN SAN FRANCISCO. A MAN NAMED FRANKLIN LEVI 

CLINGENPEEL WAS SHOT TO DEATH BY TONY C. 

THOMASJ A 68 YEAR-OLD RETIRED GARDENER AND 

RESIDENT OF A TENDERLOIN TRANSIENT HOTEL, 

THOMAS· TOLD POLICE THAT CLINGENPEEL CAME FACE-

\ 



TO-FACE WITH HIM ON THE STREETJ CALLED HIM 

SOME BAD NAMES AND ADDED, ''WATCH WHERE YOU'RE 

GOING.n THEY EXCHANGED SOME MORE WORDS WHICH 

CAN'T BE REPEATED. CLINGENPEEL THEN ALLEGEDLY 

SHOOK HIS FISTS AT THOMASJ AT WHICH POINT 

THOMAS DREW A .357 MAGNUM FROM UNDER HIS 

SWEATER AND FIRED. ONE WITNESS SAID THOMAS 

PUMPED TWO EXTRA ROUNDS INTO HIS VICTIM WHILE 

HE LAY ON THE SIDEWALK. "HE HAD IT COMING,n 

THOMAS TOLD POLICE. " I  DIDN'T LIKE THE WAY 

HE WAS ACTING. " 

Now ADMITTEDLY TH�SE ARE �XTREME EXAMPLESJ 

BUT THE POINT I WANT TO MAKE IS THAT IN OUR 

TIME THERE SEEMS TO BE AN OVER-CONCENTRATION 

ON DEFENDING OURSELVESJ OR OUR OWN WELL-BEING. 

PEOPLE DO NOT PRAY--nTHY KINGDOM COMEJ THY 

WILL BE DON.EJ " BUT RATHER, nMy KINGDOM COME, 

MY WILL BE DONEJ AND IF YOU GET IN MY WAY 

AND DON'T GET OUT OF MY WAYJ THEN WATCH OUT!" 

EVEN IN RELIGION THERE'S AN INCREASING EMPHASIS 

ON SELF. BECAUSE THIS CHURCH IS CONSIDERING 

REACHING OUT THROUGH TELEVISIONJ I'VE BEEN 

WATCHING AS MANY RELIGIOUS PROGRAMS AS POSSIBLE 

TO SEE WHAT'S ON. THROUGHOUT MOST OF THESE 

PROGRAMSJ THERE IS AN EXTREME EMPHASIS ON 

PERSONAL SALVATIONJ ON SAVING ONESELFJ ON 

HOW TO GET YOURSELF TO HEAVEN. IT'S A RELIGIOUS 

VERSION OF "LOOK OUT FOR NUMBER ONE." 

RARELY DO I HEAR MESSAGES ON WHY AND HOW TO 
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REACH OUT AND LIVE; ON WHY AND HOW TO CONNECT 

AND LIVE IN HARMONY WITH OTHERS; ON WHY AND 

HOW TO BUILD COMMUNITY; ON WHY AND HOW TO 

TREAT THE OUTCASTS OF SOCIETY SO AS TO INCLUDE 

THEM. 

YET JESUS' LIFE WAS ONE OF CONTINUAL REACHING 

OUT--AND HIS MESSAGE WAS THE SAME. HE RARELY 

TALKED OF PERSONAL SALVATION. RATHER HE 

TALKED OF GIVING ONE'S LIFE AWAYJ NOT SAVING 

ONE'S LIFE. LISTEN TO SOME OF HIS WORDS READ 

EARLIER FROM THE GOSPEL OF LUKE--"LOVE YOUR 

ENEMIES;DO GOOD TO THOSE WHO HATE vou� BLESS 

THOSE WHO CURSE YOUJ PRAY FOR THOSE WHO ABUSE 

YOU I . I I IF YOU LOVE THOSE WHO LOVE YOUJ 

WHAT CREDIT IS THAT TO YOU? BE MERCIFULJ 

BE COMPASSIONATEJ EVEN AS GOD IS MERCIFUL 

AND COMPASSIONATE, " 

"IF ANY ONE WOULD COME AFTER MEJ LET THEM 

DENY THEMSELVES AND TAKE UP THEIR CROSS AND 

FOLLOW ME. FOR THOSE WHO WOULD SAVE THEIR 

LIFE WILL LOSE IT; AND THOSE WHO LOSE THEIR 

LIVES FOR MY SAKE WILL SAVE IT. " 

ONE FINDS LIFE AND MEANING IN LIFE BY GIVING 

ONESELF AWAY--BY REACHING OUT, THE MEANING 

OF LIFE IS TO BE FOUND IN OUR CONNECTIONSJ 

IN OUR RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHERS AND WITH 
. . 

GOD, AND THE TWO ALWAYS GO TOGETHER. THE 

BIBLE REMINDS US IN ANOTHER PLACEJ " IF ANYONE 

SAYS 
1

I LOVE GOD AND HATE HIS BROTHER OR 
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SISTER) ' THAT PERSON IS A LIAR. " IN OTHER 

WORDS1 WHEN WE REACH OUT TO OTHERS} WE ARE 

REACHING OUT TO GOD. THE WAY WE TREAT PEOPLE 

IS THE WAY WE TREAT GOD. 

OUR PURITAN FOREFATHERS AND MOTHERS KNEW THIS. 

JOHN WINTHROP) THE FIRST GOVERNOR OF THE 

MASSACHUSETTS BAY COLONY) IN A SERMON ABOARD 

SHIP BEFORE THEY LANDED IN THIS COUNTRY) 

DESCRIBED THE KIND OF COMMUNITY THEY INTENDED 

TO FOUND: "WE MUST DELIGHT IN EACH OTHERJ 
# 

MAKE OTHERsCONDITIONS OUR OWNJ REJOICE TOGETHER) 

MOURN TOGETHER� LABOR AND SUFFER TOGETHER� 

ALWAYS HAVING BEFORE OUR EYES OUR COMMUNITY 

AS MEMBERS OF THE SAME BODY." 

THE PURITANS WERE NOT UNINTERESTED IN MATERIAL 

PROSPERITY AND WERE PRONE WHEN IT CAMEJ 

UNFORTUNATELY) TO TAKE IT AS A SIGN OF Goo's 

APPROVAL. YET THEIR FUNDAMENTAL CRITERION 

OF SUCCESS WAS NOT MATERIAL WEALTH) BUT THE 

CREATION OF A COMMUNITY IN WHICH A GENUINELY 

ETHICAL AND SPIRITUAL LIFE COULD BE LIVED. 

DURING HIS TWELVE TERMS AS GOVERNOR) WINTHROP) 

A RELATIVELY RICH MAN FOR �HOSE DAYSJ DEVOTED 

HIS LIFE TO THE WELFARE OF THE COLONY) 

FREQUENTLY USING HIS OWN FUNDS FOR PUBLIC 

PURPOSES. NEAR THE END OF HIS LIFEJ HE HAD 

TO STEP DOWN FROM THE GOVERNORSHIP BECAUSE 

HIS NEGLECTED -ESTATE WAS THREATENED WITH 

BANKRUPTCY, 
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OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH REMINDS US THAT WE LIVE 

IN AN INTER-CONNECTED WORLD. THUS JESUS KNEW 

THAT THERE IS NO BEING OR BECOMING WITHOUT 

RELATIONSHIP., WITHOUT REACHING OUT TO OTHERS. 
. . 

OUR VERY SURVIVAL DEPENDS UPON OUR RELATIONSHIPS. 

IN CHILDHOOD., IF WE ARE DENIED LOVING ENCOUNTERS 

WITH HUMAN BEINGS., WE WITHER1 FALL INTO PSYCHOSIS) 

IDIOCY., OR DIE. 

As ADULTS., WE CONTINUE TO DEPEND UPON OUR 

INTERACTIONS IN TOGETHERNESS FOR OUR GREATER 

JOYS AND OUR MOST SIGNIFICANT GROWTH. WE 

TAKE THIS PROCESS FOR GRANTED, WHEN WE 

EXPERIENCE DISCONNECTIONS., TIMES WHEN WE ARE 

SEVERED FROM CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS--EITHER BY 

DEATH ., DIVORCE., OR PHYSICAL SEPARATIONS THAT 

TEAR OUR CLOSENESS APART AND LEAVE US ALONE-­

THEN WE KNOW HOW MUCH OUR HUMAN CONNECTIONS 

MEAN. 

NOTHING IS SADDER THAN A DIS-CONNECTED HUMAN 

BEi NG., A FORGOTTEN PERSON. I RECENTLY READ 

OF A YOUNG MAN IN HIS MID-TWENTIES WHO WAS 

FOUND DEAD IN HIS APARTMENT OFF THE CAMPUS 

OF THE UNIVERSITY OF MIAMI., WHERE HE WAS A 

STUDENT, IT WAS REPORTED THAT HE WAS LAST 

SEEN PRIOR TO THANKSGIVING. WHEN THEY FOUND 

HIM., HE HAD BEEN DEAD FOR TWO MONTHS. HE 

HADN'T EVEN BEEN MISSED BY ANYONE AT CHRISTMAS. 

ON HIS APARTMENT DOOR WERE TWO EVICTION NOTICES 

AND HIS TELEVISION SET WAS STILL ON. 
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THIS MATTER OF REACHING OUT TO LIVE TOUCHES 

EVERY ASPECT OF OUR LIVING. SOME TIME AGO) 

IN ORDER TO LEARN WHAT ERROR YOUNG PEOPLE 

STARTING OUT ON THEIR FIRST JOBS SHOULD BE 

WARNED ABOUT) A GROUP OF VOCATIONAL TEACHERS 

WROTE TO SEVERAL THOUSAND EMPLOYERS ASKING 

THEM TO LOOK UP THE LAST THREE PERSONS DISMISSED 

AND TELL WHY THEY HAD BEEN LET GO. THE TEACHERS 

EXPECTED A LONG LIST OF REASONS. THEY WERE 

AMAZED THAT MORE THAN TWO-THIRDS OF THE PERSONS 

LOSING THEIR JOBS HAD BEEN FIRED FOR ONE REASON. 

IT WAS THE SAME IN EVERY SORT OF BUSINESS--

FOR WORKERS OF ALL AGES AND BOTH SEXES. IT 

AMOUNTED SIMPLY TO THIS: THEY COULDN'T GET 

ALONG WITH OTHER PEOPLE .. 

IT SHOULDN'T SURPRISE US. WE'VE KNOWN FOR 

A LONG TIME THAT SECURITY) JOY AND SUCCESS 

IN LIFE ARE DIRECTLY CORRELATED TO OUR ABILITY 

TO RELATE ONE WITH ANOTHER WITH SOME DEGREE 

OF COMMITMENT) DEPTH AND LOVE. WE HAVE 

LEARNEDJ MOST OF US FROM EXPERIENCE) THAT 

OUR INABILITY TO LIVE IN HARMONY WITH OTHERS 

IS RESPONSIBLE FOR OUR GREATEST FEARS) 

ANXIETIESJ FEELINGS OF ISOLATION AND EVEN 

SEVERE MENTAL ILLNESS. 

REACH OUT AND LIVE! BEGIN TO GIVE YOUR LIFE 

AWAY, JESUS TELLS US THAT THE GREATEST JOYS 

IN LIFE COME FROM WORKING IN HARMONY WITH 

OTHER HUMAN BEINGS IN ANY WORTHWHILE PROJECT. 
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IT IS WHEN WE BEGIN REACHING OUTJ GIVING 

OURSELVES AWAYJ THAT GOD'S CREATIVE LOVE AND 

ENERGY TRULY BEGINS TO FLOW THROUGH US. As 

ST. PAUL SAIDJ "THEN IT IS NO LONGER I WHO 

LIVEJ BUT CHRIST LIVES IN �E." 

LAST EASTER J I TOLD THE TRUE STORY OF BELLE 

COGDELLJ BUT I WANT TO TELL IT A.GAIN FOR IT. 

ILLUSTRATES WHAT CAN HAPPEN WHEN WE START 

TO REACH OUT AND LIVE. 

" I'M SORRY HONEYJ BUT YOU'RE ON OUR OWN. · I 

CAN'T TAKE CARE OF YOU ANYMORE." TOUGH WORDS 

FOR A 14 YEAR-OLD BLACK GIRL TO HEARJ OR ANY 

OF US TO HEAR. FOR BELLE COGDELLJ THEY MARKED 

THE BEGINNING OF A 40 YEAR SLIDE WHICH WOULD 

FIND HER MIGRATING FROM MISSISSIPPI TO NEW 

YORK AN.D RAISING ELEVEN FOSTER CHILDREN ONLY 

TO WATCH EVERY ONE OF THEM FALL VICTIM TO 

THE VICES OF THE STREET--DRUGSJ PROSTITUTIONJ 

AND HARD-CORE CRIME. AT LAST THE KINDJ OLD 

WOMAN BOTTOMED OUT WHEN THE FINAL CHILD BECAME 

REBELLIOUSLY PREGNANT AND BROKE HER HEART. 

FOR OVER A YEAR BELLE WEPT CONSTANTLY. SHE 

LOCKED HERSELF IN HER HARLEM APARTMENT AND 

STAYED THEREJ COMING OUT ONLY TO GET ESSENTIAL 

SUPPLIES. THE WALLS WERE CLOSING IN. As 

SHE PUT IT J "I THOUGHT I WAS GOING DOWN. " 

THEN THE MIRROR DID HER A FAVOR. ONE DAY, 

AS SHE STOOD STARING AT HER WRINKLED FACEJ 
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GNARLED HANDS) AND DEEP-SET EYESJ SHE STARTED 

TALKING TO HERSELF. "OLD WOMAN, YOU ALWAYS 

BEEN OLD, You NEVER TRIED BEING YOUNG. WHEN 

YOU WERE A CHILD) YOU LIVED LIKE AN OLD PERSON, 

Now YOU'RE OLDJ WHY DON'T YOU TRY LIVING LIKE 

A CHILD? WHY DON'T YOU TRY GIVING YOURSELF 

AWAY. " 

SINCE THENJ BELLE COGDELL HAS DONE JUST THAT, 

HER COMMITMENT TO OTHERS HAS GIVEN HER A NEW 

LEASE ON LIFE, SHE ALSO HAS A NEW NAME. THEY 

CALL HERJ "SENIOR HEALTH COORDINATOR AND LEADER 

OF THE SRO OUTREACH TEAM FOR THE EAST HARLEM 

COMMUNITY HEALTH CENTER. " 

SHE IS A MOVING CHURCH, WHEN BELLE WALKS 

THE UPPER WEST SIDE OF MANHATTAN) THE STREETS 

PART, THEY WAIT FOR HERJ THE SWOLLEN-FOOTED 

DIABETICS AND THE FUGITIVES TEEN MOTHERS) 

THE DISCARDS WITH RHEUMY EYES OR A WHISKEY 

LIST .. WORD PASSES AMONG THE WOBBLY�MINDED 

ONES EMPTIED OUT OF THE STATE'S HUGE MENTAL 

INSTITUTIONS) THOSE WHO HAVE NOT YET CRAWLED 

INTO A CORNER TO ROT, SHE LOOKS FOR THEM 

AND THEY LOOK FOR HER) THE ONE THEY CALL MA 

BELLE. " 

WE CAN ALL REACH OUT IN SO MANY LITTLE WAYS, 

BE NICEJ POLITE) COURTEOUS TO PEOPLE YOU MEETJ 

TO YOUR COLLEAGUES AT WORKJ TO FAMILY MEMBERS, 

BE COURTEOUS IN YOUR DRIVING. REACH OUT AND 

LIVE! AMEN. 


