Life as a Birthday Party

Rev. Louise Green

August 2, 2009

Reading: Jalāl ad-Dīn Muḥammad Rūmī
The poet known as Rumi in the English-speaking world was born in 1207, in what we now call Afghanistan or possibly Tajikstan, then part of the Persian Empire. His family emigrated to Konya, Turkey, a crossroads city with many travelers who were Muslim, Christian, Hindu and Buddhist.  While he was studying to be a religious academic, Rumi had a surprise encounter with a wandering mystic and dervish named Shams of Tabriz. This life-changing relationship developed into deep and passionate teaching and companionship.  Rumi’s poetic voice evolved as his life became more unsettled and unorthodox.  His literary work celebrates both the sacredness of everyday life and the deepest existential mysteries.

Your way begins on the other side.

Become the sky.

Take an axe to the prison wall.

Escape.

Walk out like someone suddenly born into color.

Do it now.

Birthdays are a time when it’s possible to feel suddenly born into color, as if moving from a black-and-white comic strip to a vivid Technicolor movie.  It’s difficult to imagine in this constantly wired age, yet there are those of us who remember when TV was only in black and white.  Really, it’s true—you can Google it if you don’t believe me!  

A clear memory from my childhood is seeing the Rodgers and Hammerstein TV special Cinderella, the one with Lesley Ann Warren, on my grandparent’s color television. We only had black-and-white and my sisters and I definitely wanted to see the Grand Ball in full color. We sprawled across the living room, mesmerized by the transformation of the pitiful young woman--unfairly forced into the oppression of fireplace clean up--into a glowing princess. In that spectacular scene of radiant color, I remember many tones of gold, silver, coral and peach. My younger, 5-year-old sister Allyson--the one who still loves art, creativity, and theatrical magic—suddenly started sobbing and threw herself on the carpet. The Prince and Cinderella were dancing in a vision of loveliness, so she should have been cheering. When the confused adults asked her what in the world was going on, she replied with passionate tears, “It’s so be-yoo-ti-full!!!” 

Ally had a true sense at a young age that beauty and celebration were vivid parts of life.  In our family, birthdays were key moments of sudden color in the kaleidoscope of living, and she inherited that idea from my mother, another artist and lover of romance. In my family, on birthdays you basically have permission to have it all: special food that you choose, some kind of party with friends or family, gifts that bring love, and some moments of surprise and wonder. I am under no illusion that all of us share that happy history, and I know that we were very lucky birthday children. 

The Greek roots of kaleidoscope mean “beautiful form.” Aren’t we always choosing how we put together the bits of color and glass that paint our own perspective? It’s as if we are looking at our own living through a kaleidoscope we create.  In our grown-up lives, we do have the opportunity to make our own traditions, and not just the little ones.  We have the chance to make birthdays special for ourselves, in fact, to make day-to-day life special, if we just say “yes,” as Rumi calls us to do.

Sometimes we do give ourselves that permission as adults, creating days or times that offer celebration, most especially on round-decade birthdays.  Yet, at times we are a little stingy in the giving, dutifully withholding the things that bring us joy. We wait until we think it’s the right time, or when we aren’t too busy, too worried, or too distracted. Yet that “perfect time” may stay delayed and deferred.  The result can be a prison of the mundane, imaginary walls determining where we move, the illusory sense of no options. 

This seems to be special hazard of human existence, and so we have almost all experienced this kind of dreary living at particular periods of our life. We go along in rote form, fulfilling responsibilities, checking off lists, and isolating our spirits from the very things that could send us into vivid color.  Meanwhile, the days, months, years are accumulating, a fact that we know, and still take for granted in the daily grind and rapid pace of modern life.  

Then, when we reach a major crossroads and life suddenly appears achingly precious. We face a significant birthday, or the marriage of our last child, an empty nest when kids move out, a painful divorce, a life-threatening disease, the illness or death of a parent, or even our own process of dying. In these junctures, life feels significantly more sharp and acutely poignant.  

In those times, no one wishes they had worked harder or spent more hours on email. Instead, we often wish we had created more birthday parties, or more color and celebration, more vivid living with our loved ones and time in beautiful places.  I admire the tough love of Rumi, predating the Nike slogan by centuries, essentially saying, just do it: 

Your way begins on the other side.

Become the sky.

Take an axe to the prison wall.

Escape.

Walk out like someone suddenly born into color. Do it now.


I recently saw a card with tranquil green pond and white lotus blossom. The cover quote was from the Buddha: Be happiness itself.  Inside the card read, Be the birthday. Be the birthday. One aspect of that being is to be open to the sudden birth into color, as Rumi put it. Life does not suddenly become completely magical, mirroring the plot of a Cinderella movie. There will always be suffering, always loss. Being the birthday is showing up for celebration. Being available for surprise, being present when wonder drops by.   


We experienced a summer day like that a few weeks ago when my partner Regina and I went to Sugarloaf Mountain, with a simple plan to hike to the top. All along the way, we kept encountering the kind of things you could just drive by: Sugarloaf Winery with a folk singer and guitar, a beautiful country inn with red roof, a glittering nighttime carnival. We did hike that mountain, yet we also paused for unexpected wine tasting and music, an impromptu dinner with a spectacular sunset over the mountain.  That night, we decided to turn around and go find the distant carnival we could see from the highway. Following the glowing multi-colored lights, we arrived. 

Surveying the landscape, we chose two scary and exhilarating midway rides, set like jewels amidst the cotton candy and funnel cakes, the Future Farmers of America and country rock band.  One ride pulled you way up high and dropped you down suddenly, evoking gleeful terror. The other spun you around so fast that gravity pressed you against a wall, a state both joyfully strange and painfully nerve-wracking.  On both journeys, we were accompanied by 6-year-olds who seemed to take it all in stride.  It was a perfect ending to a day of surprise, a wild celebration of the unexpected.


Life goes on, day by day, and we create the kaleidoscope, the forms of beauty. There will always be suffering, and still, there is such joy, opportunity for deep connection, moments of startling beauty.  Living life as a birthday party is being open to celebration, available for beauty, ready to leap into sudden color when the opportunity arises.  


I close with more words from Rumi, the scholar who became a mystic, a religious academic drawn into strangely unsettling encounters with a dancing dervish.

Stop the words now.

Open the window in the center of your chest.

Let spirit fly in and out.

As we arrange the jewels of glass, the kaleidoscopic view of our living, may we find birthday celebration on any day. May we know that, at any moment, we can be the birthday.  Blessed Be and Amen.
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