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Life is Messy 

Rev. Lynn Kerr 

 

Reading  HOW TO SING THE BLUES: A PRIMER    Charles Johnston 

1. Most Blues begin with: "Woke up this morning...." 

2."I got a good woman" is a bad way to begin the Blues, unless you stick 

something nasty in the next line like, "I got a good woman, with the meanest 

face in town." 

3. The Blues is simple. After you get the first line right, repeat it. Then find 

something that rhymes... sort of: "Got a good woman with the meanest face in 

town. Yes, I got a good woman with the meanest face in town. Got teeth like 

Margaret Thatcher, and she weigh 500 pound." 

4. The Blues is not about choice. You stuck in a ditch, you stuck in a ditch--ain't 

no way out. 

5. Blues cars: Chevys, Fords, Cadillacs and broken-down trucks. Blues don't 

travel in Volvos, BMWs, or Sport Utility Vehicles. Most Blues transportation is a 

Greyhound bus or a southbound train. Jet aircraft and state-sponsored motor 

pools ain't even in the running.  

6. Teenagers can't sing the Blues. They ain't fixin' to die yet. Adults sing the Blues.  

7. Blues can take place in New York City but not in Hawaii or any place in 

Canada. Hard times in Minneapolis or Seattle is probably just clinical 

depression. Chicago, St. Louis, and Kansas City are still the best places to have 

the Blues. You cannot have the blues in any place that don't get rain. 

8. Breaking your leg 'cause you were skiing is not the blues. Breaking your leg 

'cause a alligator be chomping on it is. 

9. You can't have no Blues in a office or a shopping mall. The lighting is wrong. 

Go outside to the parking lot or sit by the dumpster. 

10. Good places for the Blues: 

highway, jailhouse, empty bed, bottom of a whiskey glass 

11. Bad places for the Blues: 

Nordstrom's, gallery openings, Ivy League institutions, golf courses 
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No one will believe it's the Blues if you wear a suit, 'less you happen to be a old 

ethnic person, and you slept in it. 

12. Do you have the right to sing the Blues?      

Yes, if: you older than dirt, you blind, you shot a man in Memphis, you can't be 

satisfied 

No, if: 

you have all your teeth, you were once blind but now can see,  

the man in Memphis lived, you have a 401K or trust fund 

13. If you ask for water and your darlin' give you gasoline, it's the Blues.   Other 

acceptable Blues beverages are:  cheap wine, whiskey or bourbon, muddy 

water, nasty black coffee 

The following are NOT Blues beverages:  Perrier, Chardonnay, Snapple, Slim Fast 

14.  I don't care how tragic your life: if you own a computer, you cannot sing 

the blues. 

************* 

 

 

“Some people might fear girls not liking them back. Some people might fear 

sharks. Some people might fear death, says Kevin Breel, a stand up comedian.  

He continues, “But for me, for a large part of my life, I feared myself. I feared my 

truth, I feared my honesty, I feared my vulnerability, and that fear made me 

feel like I was forced into a corner, … and there was only one way out, and …I 

thought about it every single day, and if I'm being totally honest, standing 

here I've thought about it again since, because that's the sickness, that's the 

struggle, that's depression, and depression isn't chicken pox. You don't beat it 

once and it's gone forever. It's something you live with. It's something you live in. 

It's the roommate you can't kick out.”  

 

Breel is not talking about the blues or the even the emotional ups and downs 

that we all have responding to everyday life events.  He is describing what 

happens when life gets messy- the kind of messy that  

UU minister, Richard Gilbert talks about in his poem, “Life is Messy” which says,   

It is hard to be virtuous when life assaults us  

And our very being is a pilgrimage from bad to worse to worst. 

It is hard to be happy when pain and fatigue best us  
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and we wonder if we can go on. 

 

When life is messy for most people, they recover.  For those with depression, life 

continues to assault, and the pain and fatigue never go away.     

 

I’d like to talk about that kind of depression.  It isn’t about feeling sad.  It isn’t 

about people who just can’t get it together, or can’t be happy with what they 

have, or simply need to buck up.  I’d like to talk about depression-- the leading 

cause of disability worldwide according to the World Health Organization.   

Ironically, it is so common; we hardly ever talk about it in public.   Even though 

people are unable to cope with work, school, or family and leads to over 

800,000 suicides each year-- the second leading cause of death in 15-29-year-

olds after traffic accidents, even though it can be effectively treated.  

 

But only half of those affected around the world, receive treatment. Lack of 

resources and health care contributes to that statistic, but so does the stigma. 

People don’t seek help, minimize their problem, doctors make inaccurate 

diagnoses and even prescribe the wrong medicine.   We still only whisper about 

depression.  Even though, according to author Andrew Solomon, it is the family 

secret that almost everyone has.     

 

Can you imagine what it was like before we became so open minded about 

mental illness?  Here’s an example. 

 

It was a crisp October afternoon in 1971 when the high school football coach 

walked out on the practice field and told one of the players to go home.  My 

husband immediately went home to find that his 17 year-old twin brother 

had committed suicide.  

 

Terry had always had what the family called mood swings and chalked it up 

to his juvenile diabetes and constant medical problems. He was thought of 

as frail and as he reached adolescence, some people thought he might be 

a bit more anxious about it. But in those days, they didn’t have language for 

those feelings and you didn’t talk about your problems.  So when Terry, the 

relatively happy teen with the good looks and fantastic grades received a 

note from his girlfriend breaking up with him, he saw no other choice.  My 

husband’s uncle remarked that the suicide was a result of not going to 

church enough.  Walking into my in-laws home today, you would never know 

Terry existed unless you asked to see an old photo album.  
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Depression is not quite so secret today, but it will always carry baggage.  It 

would be hard to breakthrough all negative stereotypes when its been 

around for centuries.  Ancient Greeks identified depression as one of the four 

humours we must expel, the black bile called “melancholia.” It’s been 

treated as an evil possession and hysteria and hormonal imbalances in 

women, and has caused mass homelessness during a period of 

deinstitutionalization.  The one time it was desirable was during the 

Renaissance when melancholy was thought to be inspiration in artistic 

expression.  

 

No matter the era, the depressed person suffers, sometimes greatly and 

many times, silently.  Surprisingly though, it is often the person with depression 

that imposes the worst stigma upon it. Andrew Solomon provides a great 

illustration.  He tells this story,  

  

“I went to a [three-day] conference, and on Friday…one of the participants 

took me aside, and she said,  

‘I suffer from depression and I'm a little embarrassed about it, but I've been 

taking this medication, and I just wanted to ask you what you think?’ 

And so I did my best to give her such advice as I could. And then she said,  

‘You know, my husband would never understand this. He's really the kind of guy 

to whom this wouldn't make any sense, so, you know, it's just between us.’  

And I said, ‘Yes, that's fine.’  

On Sunday of the same conference, her husband took me aside, 

And he said,  

‘My wife wouldn't think that I was really much of a guy if she knew this, but I've 

been dealing with this depression and I'm taking some medication, and I 

wondered what you think?’ 

They were hiding the same medication in two different places in the same 

bedroom.” 

 

It’s both funny and tragic at the same time.  Imagine feeling you can’t even tell 

the person closest to you that you are depressed.  But it causes shame and can 

even be paralyzing. Solomon describes this from his own experience,  

 

“Everything there was to do seemed like too much work. I would come 

home and I would see the red light flashing on my answering machine, and 

instead of being thrilled to hear from my friends, I would think, "What a lot of 

people that is to have to call back."  
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Or I would decide I should have lunch, and then I would think, but I'd have to 

get the food out and put it on a plate and cut it up and chew it and swallow it, 

….You know it's ridiculous while you're experiencing it. You know that most 

people manage to listen to their messages and eat lunch and organize 

themselves to take a shower and go out the front door and that it's not a big 

deal, and yet you are nonetheless in its grip and you are unable to figure out 

any way around it.” 

 

It’s difficult to completely understand what Solomon must have been through 

and how one might support someone in a situation like that.   Depression 

involves social, psychological and biological factors and that makes it 

complex.  From the outside, we might wonder how someone who seems to 

have everything going for them could feel hopeless. But depression knows no 

class, color, age or gender.  But just because it can happen to anyone, 

doesn’t mean its easy to talk about.  

 

It is easy to give statistics.  Like 1 in 10 people lives with depression.  But that is 

far less effective than telling you about a person who has successfully treated 

depression. If people who are living well tell their stories, they may compel 

others to speak up, seek treatment, or support people who need help.  

 

One UU young adult said about his depression,  “I’ll gladly talk about it. 

Depression is way too hard without also thinking you’re alone.” 

That’s why I decided to give this sermon. A counselor once said you don’t get 

over depression, you get through it.  So I have gotten through it.  I was 

diagnosed when I was in high school.  I became a master at smiling and 

showing enthusiasm to keep my secret. Eventually my depression became so 

out of control that I didn’t want to live anymore. I was ashamed, but I got help.  

I’m here today to tell you that I do understand and I believe this is the kind of 

community that will support someone like me or maybe someone like you.  By 

telling oyu, I risk having your opinion of me change, but it might help someone 

else.  

 

The reason I am okay is that I came to accept that I have the responsibility to 

continue treatment for the rest of my life. The combination of medication, 

mind/body exercises, and counseling that I have found is essential to my 

continued well-being. “Better living through chemicals,” or “happy pills” as they 

say plus other interventions help maintain my “normal.”  Yup, this is my normal- 

now that is depressing!  Solomon reminds us though, that the opposite of 

depression is not happiness, but vitality.  Being vital, living well is what our goal 
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should be.  We need to know that we will not sink to lows that we can’t rise 

above.  

 

Depression is manageable.  Hope will not make it go away, but there is hope 

that we can live well with it. And once you know how common it is and that 

you need not be ashamed, it doesn’t have so much power. Solomon says 

when you are silent about it, depression is exhausting.  Hiding it takes up too 

much time and energy so it is important to find safe places.    

 

The really good news is UU congregations can help.   As a rational and scientific 

people, we know that depression is not caused from poor upbringing, personal 

weakness, lack of character or demons; so I can’t think of any better place to 

go to feel embraced and welcomed.   Here we are treated as worthy, worthy 

of befriending, worthy of saving.  Most of all, we are worth of telling our stories.  

And when someone hears your story, they may decide to tell their own and live 

another day.  May it be so. 

 

 


