
Let Be What Is 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 6/10/18 

Reading: “When I Am Among the Trees” by Mary Oliver 

When I am among the trees,  
especially the willows and the honey locust,  
equally the beech, the oaks and the pines,  
they give off such hints of gladness.  
I would almost say that they save me, and daily. 

I am so distant from the hope of myself,  
in which I have goodness, and discernment,  
and never hurry through the world  
but walk slowly, and bow often. 

Around me the trees stir in their leaves  
and call out, “Stay awhile.”  
The light flows from their branches. 

And they call again, “It’s simple,” they say,  
“and you too have come  
into the world to do this, to go easy, to be filled  
with light, and to shine.” 

Let Be What Is 

Next week is Flower Communion and the week after that, Peter House will be here in this 
pulpit and I’ll be … sleeping in!  And so we’re taking off into the future—again.  We do that 
every morning, of course, but this morning is one of those times when it gets our attention. This 
interim year, this year of ending one thing and preparing for something new, is itself coming to 
an end. Last September I preached about the year ahead.  I talked about how change never stops, 
and that’s a good thing!  And I talked about how the year would have a beginning and a middle 
and an end, and that the end would also be a new beginning. And so here we are, ready to make a 
good ending and a good new beginning. 
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I have a mantra that serves me well in times of change and challenge. Four words: let be 
what is.  It reminds me to be open—open to myself and whatever I find in myself; open to others 
and whatever I find in them; open to whatever happens; open to possibility and to growth.  It is 
the ultimate in simplicity because I don’t need a lot of other rules for living. Just this.  No matter 
what I’m faced with, it helps me to stop, quiet down, look at what is there, accept it, and then 
respond from my heart rather than my anxiety. Perhaps you’re familiar with the poem “The 
Guest House,” by the 13th-century Sufi mystic Rumi: 

This being human is a guest house.  
Every morning a new arrival. 

A joy, a depression, a meanness,  
some momentary awareness comes  
As an unexpected visitor.  

Welcome and entertain them all!  
Even if they're a crowd of sorrows,  
who violently sweep your house 
empty of its furniture,  
still treat each guest honorably.  
[They] may be clearing you out  
for some new delight.  

The dark thought, the shame, the malice,  
meet them at the door laughing,  
and invite them in.  

Be grateful for whoever comes,  
because each has been sent  
as a guide from beyond. 

I first heard the phrase “Let be what is” a couple of years ago when my spouse, Marie, was 
taking an online course that focused on the contemplative journey of Lent [“The Gift of Life,” 
Spring 2016, www.SpiritualityandPractice.com]. She came out of the second session with these 
words—let be what is—as her Lenten commitment.  I liked the phrase immediately.  It spoke to 
me of the kind of acceptance I’d been trying to learn from Buddhist teachings: to give up my 
illusions of control, including the illusion that the more in control I am, the better things will be.  
That illusion is the promise, always just outside our grasp, that with enough effort on our part, 
everything will be okay. From the Buddhist standpoint it is a trap, because to be in control you 
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always need to know more and do more and be more, and it never ends. So the challenge is to 
allow, to let be what is. 

My introduction to this idea came almost twenty years ago from a Presbyterian minister who 
I saw for counseling after my father died. During our conversation she told me of her first 
experience with a significant death. She was in college, and she had traveled to be with family, 
and she found, in the room she was staying in, a couple of suitcases that had belonged to the 
person who had died, with his name tags still on them. She said she remembered staring at those 
suitcases and all that they represented of a life cut short, and she asked herself, “Am I OK with 
this?” And her answer was “Yes. This is part of the circle of life.”  I was stunned. Death was not 
OK with me at that point.  It was wrong. But that conversation, and that image, opened up for me 
the possibility of acceptance of the way things are. 

Who was it who said we have two choices in life? We can be dragged through life kicking 
and screaming, and have an awful time of it, or we can somehow say OK, this is OK, I’m OK 
with this. One of the notes taped over my desk at home is a quote from the American Buddhist 
nun Pema Chödrön: “Every day, at the moment when things get edgy, we can just ask ourselves, 
‘Am I going to practice peace, or am I going to war?’” [Pema Chodron, When Things Fall Apart, 
p. 11, Shambhala, 1997]. 

Of course, it isn’t always about life and death.  On the afternoon that I planned to sit down 
and work on this sermon, I found myself dealing with one obstacle after another—a supposedly 
quick task that took three times as long as I expected, a phone call from a friend who needed to 
be heard, an email asking for some information that I wasn’t ready with, and so on.  I wasn’t 
willing to give up my hour working in the garden at the end of the day, so by the time I started 
writing I only had one hour left.  I wrote for an hour and a quarter—this is typical for me—and 
then I hurried outside, and I found myself clenching my jaw with the effort of pruning a vine, 
and then I thought to myself, what about “let be what is?” And my first reaction was “Well, no, 
not my sermon!  I can’t let that be just anything.” And then, “And I’m feeling stressed. I don’t 
want to let stress be.” And then, “So … what am I saying in this sermon?” And meanwhile I was 
continuing to prune and weed, and then I hurried inside to wash up and start supper, making even 
more of a mess than usual in the kitchen. And as I brought our dinner plates to the table, the 
thought came to me, “This is about time. Things take time. Maybe time is what I need to let be.” 
Very often things take more time than I expect, or more time than I allow myself. And later, I 
thought about how there’s always the same amount of time in every single day, and there’s 
always enough time, when I can let go of trying to do everything (perfectly). So if I’m running 
low on time then maybe I have to let something go, or ask for help. Let be what is.  
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So when I say to myself, “Let be what is,” I start a process.  I start to discern what it is that 
I’m fighting, what it is that I need to let be. 

Often it’s about difficult emotions—things we’re feeling that we’d rather not be feeling, like 
the depression or the meanness in Rumi’s poem. During my chaplain residency at Strong a few 
years ago, one of the things I learned, through a lot of training and support, was to deal with my 
own difficult emotions by actually feeling them.  As chaplains, we never know what we’re going 
to walk into when we enter a patient’s room, and if something we encounter is a trigger for us, 
we have to be ready to handle our own feelings so that we can actually focus on the patient. 
Many of us handle difficult emotions by either venting them or squashing them, but if we let 
them be what they are, make space for them, and feel them—including the physical parts, like 
butterflies in the stomach or the clenched jaw—then their hold on us lessens.  

There’s a wonderful Buddhist story called King Sakka’s demon. One day while the King was 
away from his throne, his demon climbed onto it.  The King’s advisors yelled and threatened and 
tried to force the demon off, but the demon only grew larger, breathing fire and terrifying 
everybody. Then the King returned and he smiled and said “Hello, how can I make you 
comfortable? Can I offer you something to eat?” And the demon calmed down and grew smaller 
and smaller until the King was able to easily move it out of the way [“You Can’t Get Rid of Your 
Anger—and That’s OK,” Lion’s Roar, July 2016, p. 55].  We can get to know our demons, and 
we can even learn what they have to teach us.  Strong emotions always teach us things about 
ourselves—what’s important to us, or what we need. Thus they are our friends, our “guides from 
beyond,” you might say. Let be what is. 

Joan Chittester, Benedictine nun and author, wrote an article entitled “Danny Comes Home: 
A Puppy Teaches a Lesson in Acceptance” [Parabola, Summer 2016, pg. 30-33]. Danny was a 
big red Irish setter who did not want to sleep in the dog bed Chittester made for him at the foot of 
the basement stairs in the convent. For the first three nights he howled, and on the fourth night, 
Chittester, totally sleep-deprived, brought him upstairs and settled him on the throw rug next to 
her bed. She woke up three more times that night to take him off the bed and put him back on the 
floor. The fourth time she figured out the solution: she attached his leash to his collar and put the 
other end around the leg of a dresser on the other side of the room. When she woke the fifth time, 
the dog had jockeyed the dresser across the room and was back on the bed, where he belonged. 
“Danny knew what his priorities were,” Chittester writes. “I had misunderstood mine.” She 
continues with a quote from Lao-tzu, founder of Taoism: “Life is a series of natural and 
spontaneous changes. Don’t resist them; that only creates sorrow. Let reality be reality. Let things 
flow naturally forward in whatever way they like.” And Chittester concludes, 
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It is [in] those times of acceptance that our souls come to peace with the world. 
Acceptance becomes the sacrament of the present moment, the point at which our 
struggle becomes useless and the unknown becomes the next step in life.  If we 
learn to accept life as it is, as it must be—despite our best efforts to change it—we 
can keep growing, even when we least want to [emphasis mine]. 

And here’s one more way of putting it—a haiku by Mizuta Masahide: “barn’s burnt down; // now 
I can see // the moon.”  

None of this means that we accept injustice or that we don’t work to change things.  As 
Martin Luther King, Jr. said, “injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere,” and there are 
“things in our social system to which all of us ought to be maladjusted” [from RR 584, “A 
Network of Mutuality,” Singing the Living Tradition].  I think of President Trump’s immigration 
policies, for example, and the tactic in the news recently of separating children from their parents
—refugees at our border—and sending them to different detention areas.  It is inhumane and 
immoral. The last thing I want is for us to let that be.  But we do our best work when our work, 
our resistance, comes from a place of deep acceptance of life and of the human condition, a place 
of peace within. The Tao Te Ching asks, “Do you have the patience to wait // till your mud settles 
and the water is clear? // Can you remain unmoving // till the right action arises by 
itself?” [Stephen Mitchell, Tao Te Ching: A New English Version, Ch. 15, Harper Perennial, 
1988].   

Only from that place of grounded acceptance can we respond to life or to others not out of 
anxiety or frustration or hatred, but out of love and compassion.  A colleague of mine says that 
every sermon should be about how to choose love [Tom Schade], and I agree. Frustration and 
hatred can never fix things, only love can do that. And the same is true when the change we seek 
is in ourselves.  We grow and heal and come alive—and choose love!—not when we push 
ourselves or punish ourselves but when we give ourselves the understanding and the compassion 
that we need. 

Let be what is.  Trust the life force, trust that which lies deep within you, trust each other. 
And when you don’t know what to trust, trust the questions, the not knowing, the mystery of life. 

For me, to “let be what is” is often about feeling like there’s never enough time, which means 
that this transition into retirement will be both a huge gift and a huge challenge, I suspect.  I’m 
retiring and I haven’t yet done everything, so there’s that! For you, to “let be what is” might be 
something very different. For this congregation, to “let be what is” is a call to be open to this 
summer and this next year, this next minister. May we all be open and grateful for whatever 
comes, for every guide from beyond. 
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I’ve now taken 15 or 20 minutes to describe something that I claim is very simple. James 
Taylor says “there ain’t nothing to it [“Secret O’ Life”].  Mary Oliver says it’s simple, too; or at 
least that the trees say it is. “The light flows from their branches. / And they call again, “It’s 
simple,” they say, / “and you too [you too!] have come into the world to do this, to go easy, to be 
filled / with light, and to shine.”  It’s not about being perfect, it’s not about getting everything 
done; it’s about shining. It’s about going easy. It’s simple. Let be what is. 

Thank you.
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