THINGS OUT OF SEASON

Pilgrim Church, Duluth - May 7, 1978 Royal F. Shepard, Jr.

For everything there is a season and a time for every matter
under heaven: : :
A time to be born, and a time to die...

Ecclesiastes 3:2,

Sooner or later it is bound to come, that warm spring day that is
warmer by far than all the days since winter began. Then one knows that
winter is past, that "flowers /will/ appear on the earth" and that '"the
time for singing has come." Everything is made new, including oneself.
All old and dying things are forgotten, for this is the season of promise.

Yet when that day arrives my mind has a way of looking back, rather
unseasonably, to my friend Sergei. I cannot say that he was a close friend
as that expression ordinarily is understood. .I never spent much time with
him or spoke with him very intimately.  Over a period of about two years we
happened to belong to the same church and were enrolled at the same college.
" Once in a while I saw him at the one place or the other. Yet it is clear
to me now that no one of my own generation whom I knew in those days gave
more lasting gifts to me. T

Sergei's picture in my college yearbook is out of place both respect-
ing space and time. Spacewise the editors gave it a special page. Timewise
Sergei had belonged to an earlier class than I, but his college career was
interrupted by civilian service that he pursued as an alternate to the
draft. Timewise, too, the picture is strange because it was taken at the
time of his high school graduation. Evidently it was the 'latest picture -
his parents could find. ' K-

On his father's side Sergei came from an old Quaker family. His mother
had joined the Quakers too, but she was a Russian by birth, hence a first
name that went rather strangely with his last name. The Quaker heritage

‘ran deep in Sérgei, but his Quakerism was more than heritage. Qualities

of spiritual experience and of human concern were uniquely present and
alive in him. b

‘Sergei was a very quiet person as many Quakéis are. His quietness
camé not so much from shyness as from deepness. There were still wat?rs
in him past all sounding. To change the image, there was a tap root in

him that probed springs far below the surface where most of us live most
of the time.

In his quiet, Quakerly way he was a leader. He had a way of gathering
people up for purposes that mattered. As I look back I find that mearly
all my remembrances of him have to do with being recruited for something,
recruited so gently and subtly that I hardly knew that I was.b§£§gjtic
cruited. : R

=St T
Sergei's leadership bridged a gap that opened up in W‘g‘ e =
which still opens up in these days. Our time at college was ome f th ; -
times of a "return to religion." People were preoccupied with th inward N
eéxperience. Sometimes that preoccupation was accompanied hf*y’ ad A
despair regarding the state of the world. An editorial in the
newspaper blasted the campus mystics whom they accused of conmt _
their navels while ignoring the problems of the world. That promy
furious letter to the editor from yours truly. T

te.



wére ufified in Sergei. It was he who gathered
what ﬁ’iﬁi’ﬁ?ﬁceu group", students who met regularly at the home
of a professor for silent meditation and reading from ?he devotional
classics. He recruited me for that. Yet it was Sergei too who organized
a meeting in the neighboring community that was addressed by a rising pol-
itical reformer of the day. He recruited me for that too.

Sergéi put prayer and social action together. However, even that com-
bination did not comprise the whole of him. He was a regular on the soccer
team at a school where soccer was the major sport. And one day he appeareg

. with a girl from North Carolina. I barely glimpsed her shy profile, her
color high as she moved with some embarrassment among those strangers who
. saw her for the first time as Sergei's choice. > e

- Soon afterwards Sergei appeared to recruit me for still another thing.
I was sitting in the dining hall exchanging banter with another student
when Sergei sat down opposite us. He remained silent until we concluded
our bit of nonsense. Then he informed me that in June he was going to
marry the girl from North Carolina. They would be married in her local
church, or "meeting" as the Triends call it. Presumably it was to be a
traditional Quaker wedding without benefit of clergy or groomsmen or any
of the usual folderol. But it would be very much with the benefit of the
two meetings to which the bride and groom belonged. According to estab-
lished procedure an official representative of the groom's meeting should
be present. Sergei asked me to be that representative. ’

I was excited at the prospect. I had never been to North Carolina.
I had never attended a Quaker wedding. Indeed, I had attended only two or
three weddings in my life. But what moved me most was the ;sense that I
had received a high and signal honor. L f pan g :

Some weeks went by and then there came that very warm .spring day. It
was a Sunday. :My roommates were away as I sat alone in the late afternoon
reading the Sunday comics. I do not recall who brought the news or- -whether

1. his clothes were rent, or whether earth and ashes were heaped upon: his head.
« Only the news itself registered. Sergei and another student went canoeing
that day on the Delaware River near Trenton. Caught in a wild current,
the boat overturned. While the other student clung to the canoe, Sergei
tried to reach a paddle. He went down in a kind of .whirlpool and was not
Bseen glive again, Fully dressed I went outside and began to run around
. the college track, around and around and around, faster and.faster until
I was exhausted, ‘ . bl g UL oabe

-

. he heard I vas a friend of Sergei and perhaps I might care to contribute

~to a memorial fund. You could tell that he felt it inappropriate that he

. 8hould be alive and I confess that I was inclined to agree. My mother
told me that I should write to Sergei's parents, so I wrote something on
the table next to the bunk beds in my dormitory room. I do not remember
seeing his parents after that, but for a long time in my mind's eye I kept

seeing their faces and also the face of o Carolina that
1 had glimpsed 80 briefly. , ,\,;\L?“&?IM fﬁ‘ﬁﬂ; a0,
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And now again when one of those sudden spripg days arrives, a day of
unseasonable warmth, full of the promise of life, I see those faces again
and I think of death out of season. I wonder what might have become of
Sergei had he lived, what he might have given to the -world, and I think of
death out of season. I see those faces again and I see him dropping by my
room to recruit me for something in which I only half believe, coming by

with barely a word, but with a knowing smile that hints without saying that
life is more than myself and reality is more than meets the eye, that the
neighbor lies in the ditch and that God goes with us down the road. I
wonder at the mystery of my hearing him saying these things more clearly
now than I did then, that his death gives me distance and distance gives
me perspective. I wonder th t with the passage of time he becomes not
less, but more for me. I wonder at times and seasons.

* = =

While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat,
summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease.

That is the assurance God delivered to Noah after that vast and unseason-
able flood. It is meant to be a word of comfort. We may not see it that
way. We often protest against these grinding regularities. Oh, for a year
without winter, for a day with no night! We feel that the cyetle of seasons
imprisons us. And so with the seasons within ourselves: the trauma of
birth, the agony of adolescence, the midlife crisis, the burdens of age.

We long for a way around these inevitabilities.

Still, there is comfort in the seasoms. Like all creatures we find
solace in regular patterns, even those patterns that tell us that what we

have begun must also end. We are built for such patterns from the pulse
in our veins to the logic in our thoughts.

Therefore, though we rebel against them, it is not the cycle of sea-
sons that puts us to our greatest test. Rather it is the things that come
out of season. Death is not the only such thing. Birth too may come out
of season. Many a middle-aged Sarah has laughed at the thought o?ly ?o
find an Isaac on the way, sometimes to her joy, sometimes to her initial
consternation, but always to the blowing of her mind. -

All sorts of things in life may happen out of season. Sometimes like
Jeremiah a mere youth must accept the assignment of speaking the hard 2
truth to his elders. Sometimes in his professional prime a person may find
his job cut out from under him. When Dr. Sundquist was here he alluded .
in his sermon to having to cope with an unexpected change in his story.t e
had turned down a better position at another place on the assurance thath
the graduate school where he was teaching was secure. Two years tatert e
school éollapsed and he found himself at the age of fifty having ; pti
together a new carer. Sometimes a person who has retired and is oomeng
forward to a life of ease finds himself summoned back to undertake so
task more demanding than he had ever tried. ‘ ‘ i

i | in so magy'ways. We may
Thi out of season. They may come at us
think th:isour situstion in life has donned us in a bullet pro:f ;es; and
then without warning cupid's arrow strikes us through the hear > ;t ;?
suddenly take up some new interest that becomes so consuming tha t leads
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