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Reflection by Pastor Tom Kinder: 
    

Martha would have loved many things about this service.  She loved the church, she loved 

each of us, she loved thoughtful, carefully crafted words, and one of the parts that would have 

moved her most is what just happened—Annemieke playing a beautiful piece on the piano that 

Martha and Mike gave to the church.   

Martha had not been able to get here for a long time when Covid began, and had missed it.  

Then suddenly nobody could get to church and we posted our services on our website.  Martha 

wrote, “I actually was able to hear Annemieke’s Pavane (tears of pleasure sprang to my eyes).”  

We can picture Martha with us here now, her eyes shining. 

When I told Martha that I was cutting back on my ministry, she asked if I would still speak 

at her service, and I of course said yes.  But this week I found that what I really wanted was for 

Martha to speak, so I went back through dozens of emails that Martha sent in the first year and a 

half of Covid responding to our online services.   

Taken together they paint a portrait of Martha’s heart, mind and soul as she traveled 

through not only the pandemic but a time of crisis for humanity and our nation and planet.  The 

emails say much about who Martha was and who she calls us to be. 

I expect most of us heard Martha say, as she wrote to me even before Covid began, “I, at 

95, am struggling with the need to be useful and finding it hard to find acceptable and manageable 

ways.”  That struggle to be of use to the world made Martha extraordinary, but even more 

extraordinary was where it led her next.   

A year later she wrote, “At 96, I feel the need for [a] change in consciousness, though I 

have long struggled to become the openness to new life that we need now. I know perfectly well 

that it has to happen to each of us, wherever we are.”   

A few weeks later she wrote, “I am not young. Even so, my brain is changing all my 

previous understanding of the way the world works…. I can feel the change turning, churning in 

my head.”   
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And then two months later, “I am in the midst of yet another shift in consciousness, one of 

several major ones in my life. At 96, I thought I was through! No, this new world has again 

expanded the need for a bigger view, and it is happening... I must find a way to help it along.” 

And later she wrote “I think I am seeing my way past 97 to do what I can do, the biggest 

challenge in living.” 

Tomorrow here we will read the words of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. who said, 

“Only through an inner spiritual transformation do we gain the strength to fight vigorously the 

evils of the world in a humble and loving spirit…. Let us rededicate ourselves to the long and 

bitter—but beautiful—struggle for a new world.”   

We saw that spiritual transformation and that struggle in Martha, and they were indeed 

beautiful. 

Martha came to understand that life is about learning and growing for a purpose, and 

church is all about helping us undergo that personal evolution.  The ultimate purpose is to create a 

world shaped by the ideals of compassion and love, justice and peace, inclusivity and oneness that 

are at the core of all spiritual traditions. 

Literature and life experience served the same purpose to Martha—helping us learn and 

evolve into greater instruments for world transformation.  She wrote about Dostoevsky’s “images 

of the oneness of all creation and selfless devotion to the other,” and she also wrote about the 

poor Russian family during the Depression who brought the potatoes they had grown and shared 

them with Martha’s equally poor family.   

Martha wrote, “The struggle of our family through that period was a testing that left us 

stronger, as it testified to the goodness of other human beings. I consider it a boon. And it may 

well explain my devotion to Russian literature; the Russians knew all about suffering, and their 

religion saw them through.” 

As Martha struggled through Covid and the physical afflictions of her 90s, something 

remarkable happened.  Early on she wrote, “I have increasingly bad hearing and eyesight, so I 

cannot say, as I would like to, that I can participate in the work the church may do about racism.  

But I strongly support action.”   
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But as the change of consciousness took place in her, she began to say things like “I just 

can’t keep from hoping that the Good will triumph….  Every assertion of the good matters, 

especially now.” 

She wrote, “I felt justified in my angry responses to the evil that is happening.  

Fortunately, I live alone and can shout at the television set. You should hear some of my 

excoriations….  [Yet] the kindness rampant around here melts the rage.” 

And then she came up with this formulation: “Releasing the understanding that we manage 

to achieve into generous behavior is the way.”  [Read again.] 

I think this captures the change Martha felt herself making.  She was still engaged with the 

problems of the world, but her definition of success shifted from the amount she accomplished to 

simply putting her wisdom to work in generous actions, however limited the scale or reach.   

Martha said, “My joy is just struggling against the massive problems.”   

Martha spoke increasingly of the value of love.   

“It is truly amazing to me how the kindness I am experiencing in my old age here in 

Strafford is my ideal of human behavior.… My dream of goodness includes the idea that it is 

possible in real human life, complex as it is.” 

 “This community is full of that spirit. People literally shine at each other.” 

“Love is strong in this church and in this town.” 

Martha valued this church because it dedicates itself to helping people create a more loving 

community, and a new world ruled by universal laws of love.  She valued it also because it helped 

her keep evolving spiritually toward her most useful self at each stage of life to serve the purposes 

of love. 

One of her last notes to me said, “There are gleams of new interest in [the] spirit…  Eager 

as I am to die, I can’t help thinking about what form the new world will take.   

“And there is a new world coming.”   

Amen. 

 


