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Advice. (Solicted) 

June 28, 2020 

Delivered via zoom to OUUF by Joseph Bednarik 

 

In the early days of our global pandemic, when I heard word that the singer John Prine died of 

complications brought on by Covid-19, I started playing his entire catalog in chronological order.  

It proved to a powerful soundtrack for a pandemic, as I organized and sorted and weeded and 

cleaned the basement and the mud room, as I found evidence of rats in the woodshed, as I 

wondered when it was, exactly, when anyone in the family last dusted the furniture. 

I wondered what kind of songs John Prine would write if he were under “Stay Home, Stay Safe” 

orders. My guess is that he would trade anything to be where we are:  Alive and wondering about 

how all this will turn out.  

For those of you who don’t know John Prine’s music, the thing to know at the present moment is 

that you are experiencing the first homily ever delivered in the history of religion that references 

John Prine. Maybe the second. 

Prine was a brilliant singer songwriter, comically insightful and fiercely independent, and he was 

both loved and loathed for writing lines like this in an anti-war song from the 1970s, about the 

personal agonies, family tragedies, and lethal consequences of a traumatized soldier returning 

from the war in Vietnam:  

There’s a hole in Daddy’s arm, where all the money goes 

Jesus Christ died for nothin’ I suppose. 

 

A devastatingly deep and provocative few lines if ever there were. So devastating that when 

Johnny Cash covered that song he blinked and changed the Jesus line. 

When the Man in Black blinks, you know you’re in the tall corn.  

Another one of John Prine’s songs is called “Dear Abby,” about the newspaper advice columnist 

back in the day. Here are the first two verses: 

Dear Abby, Dear Abby; My feet are too long, 

My hair's falling out and my rights are all wrong. 

My friends they all tell me I've no friends at all, 

Won't you write me a letter, won't you give me a call. 

Signed, Bewildered. 

 

Bewildered, Bewildered you have no complaint, 

You are what you are and you ain’t what you ain’t. 

So listen up buster and listen up good, 

Stop wishing for bad luck and knocking on wood. 

Signed, Dear Abby. 

 

Take that line deep into this Sunday morning: “You are what you are and you ain’t what you 

ain’t.” 
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My guess is that most people gathered here this morning have read advice columns like “Dear 

Abby,” or some version of Dear Abby, with interest.  

It’s fascinating to read the problems and challenges and wonderments of people trying to make 

their way in the world, to carefully consider how you would respond, then read the advice 

offered by a quote-unquote professional.  

How close did your advice align?  

How on point or off point… or pointless… was Abby’s advice. 

And how, on God’s green earth, did Abby get so freakishly good at this? 

[pause] 

The seeking of advice is probably as old as the human wonderment over how to improve things, 

which means the dispensing of advice is just about as old. 

That exchange can be incredibly useful and empowering if the advice is genuinely sought and 

the advice is freely given. 

The exchange feels a bit imbalanced when advice is dispensed before being sought, and I have 

the sneaking suspicion that many people unattracted to religious practice feel that religion is sort 

of like a sacred and oppressive “Dear Abby” column that is forced upon you with advice on how 

to live your life while saving your soul. 

Don’t do this, do that. Don’t do that, do this. No. Nope. Can’t. Shan’t. Shouldn’t. Over here. This 

way. Watch this. Pay attention. Et cetera, et cetera… 

We’ve all been there. 

After I listened to John Prine sing “Dear Abby” I chose to continue my long established habit of 

not-dusting, and I thought hard about advice, and the differences between guidelines and advice, 

suggestions and rules, commandments and laws, teaching and mentorship, and all the shades of 

meanings—subtle and otherwise—of all these activities. 

To feel my emotions rise when I enter the grocery store—masked as the guidelines instruct—and 

seeing my fellow shoppers without masks.  

Seeing a grandfather and his grandson, both without masks. The grandson, maybe ten, looking at 

my masked face. Our eyes meeting.  

I really dislike wearing masks for every reason you’ve already heard from or thought of.  

No matter what side of the “wearing mask” issue you are on, this phenomenon of whether or not 

to follow guidelines from “authorities” is going to be with us for the near-term, and certainly 

become a contentious political symbol in this election year. 

Just the other day a sheriff in Eastern Washington told a group of people, regarding the order 

from the Governor to wear masks, “Don’t be sheep.” 

And on this beautiful morning near the end of June, 2020, I am not going there, even though—

whether we like it or not—we’re all going there… 
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[long pause] 

The basic premise of “advice” is that someone knows something—or how to do something—that 

you don’t, or you need to improve. Early in life this usually means someone older, mostly 

because they’ve been in more rodeos. 

I love that phrase “This ain’t my first rodeo!” 

When I was a young person, I actually cultivated several relationships with elders. They were 

mostly business relationships, as I mowed their lawns and shoveled their driveways, and after my 

work would accept their invitation to sit down and chat for a while. I was grateful for the 

lemonade and egg salad sandwiches, and I listened to their stories and tried to mine what wisdom 

may have pooled in their existence.  

When I was a late-teenager, I was especially fond of hanging out with Mr. Johnson on his back 

porch after I mowed his lawn on summer days. There was a good sixty years between us, and 

after my work was done we’d sit in rockers on his back porch and talk. Usually nothing too deep, 

but if you listened close there was often something nutritious.  

He would take a drag on his cigarette, look out over the lawn I just mowed, and then take a hit 

off of his oxygen tank. He had emphysema and was a lifelong smoker. For a sixteen year old 

trying to make sense of the fast-approaching adult world, this seemed like a perfect person to 

listen to. And true enough, he told me wonderful stories and gave me good advice. 

He once gave me a large box of LIFE covers. Just the covers, not the magazine. Truly. Week 

after week, year after year, decade after decade, he’d razor off the covers of his LIFE magazines 

and place them in a box. It was an impressive collection, and he considered this a great treasure. 

And I accepted the gift as a great treasure. 

The most memorable and practical advice Mr. Johnson ever gave me was how to properly wash 

and polish windows, and I follow his method to this day!  

When I went off to college he had to find a new helper, though I always made a point to visit Mr. 

Johnson when I came home for breaks. In the summer right before my junior year I visited, and 

his emphysema was progressing steadily. Of course, he still smoked, because at this point who 

cares? We had known each other for years, and our conversation got serious.  

He said he wanted to die in his house. 

He wanted to die in the house that his father built, the house where he grew into a man, the house 

where he lived until he was this old man. 

And here’s the deal, he said:  He wanted me to help him realize his dream. “You live with me in 

this house until I die, and once I’m gone everything is yours:  House and everything in it. Car. 

All the money in the bank. My entire estate is yours.” 

I was barely twenty-one, and had maneuvered through my first two years of college without 

falling into debt. I owed nothing to nobody, I had travelled widely, and my bright beautiful life 

was stretching out before me. 

I was burning to get back to college and study philosophy, to earn my degree, to meet eccentric 

weirdos, to fall in love and have a lot of joyous sex, not necessarily in that order. 
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“Think about it,” he said. 

Long drag from the cigarette. 

“Really. Think about it.” 

Long drag from the oxygen machine. 

 

How does a person “think about it,” whatever “it” is? 

How do you “think about it,” whatever “it” is? 

 

In this scenario, I walked around town composing “Dear Abby” letters in my mind. Then I 

played the role of Abby and answered myself, working both sides of the issue.  

I talked with my parents.  

I talked with my friends.  

I realized this was one of the most consequential decisions of my young life, and that nobody 

could make this decision for me except me.  

I sought advice. I received advice. I considered advice.  

The best advice I received was this: “Whatever you do, once you decide, decide. Beware of the 

unlived life.” 

My gift to you this morning is a piece of advice I received at a major crossroads of my young 

life: “Beware of the unlived life.” 

[pause] 

When I came home from winter break I went to visit Mr. Johnson at the nursing home. He was 

depressed. He wasn’t allowed to smoke inside. He was angry with me. There were tubes snaking 

up his nostrils. His breathing was shallow. 

I was in my senior year when I received a letter from my mom that included a clipping of the 

obituary of Mr. Johnson. I cried, then cupped my hand to look like an oxygen mask—took a long 

hit of O-two—then vowed to perform a memorial practice and always think of Mr. John A. 

Johnson when I wash windows. And I always do. 

One of the primary meanings for me, in the advice “Beware of the unlived life,” is to make 

certain that you live within the life you have! 

As I mentioned earlier, the recently deceased John Prine would trade anything to be where we 

are—alive—and this human life is a great gift.  

A great and sublime and intensely complicated gift.  

And I also bring forward another phrase, “Youth is wasted on the young.” 

When I heard that as a young person my response was a dismissive double-positive: “Yeah, 

right.” 
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But now, moving ever deeper into my sixth decade, methinks there’s wisdom in that statement. 

So when my sister contacted me about my nephew’s high school graduation, and invited me to 

participate in their annual ritual of offering “Letters of Advice” to the new graduate, I readily 

agreed. 

“Sounds like fun,” I told my sister. 

Once I began writing, it was like a snowball rolling down a mountainside, gathering speed and 

size and momentum. I started dishing out advice about all the marquee issues—sex, drugs, and 

rock and roll—as well as money, habits, listening, cooking, religion.  

Five single-spaced typed pages. 

Who knew? 

My very first piece of advice? 

“Beware of Advice. Especially Unsolicited.” 

And here was my explication of that advice:  

Since this letter of advice was solicited, you can disregard this first rule for the entirety of this 

letter.  

Lots of righteous people like to tell other people what’s good for them and what they should do. 

Many of these people mean well. Listen to what they have to say and let their words steep awhile 

in your heart and mind.  If you can, take time to observe their actions, register how they present 

themselves to the world, and see what kind of life they’ve been able to build for themselves. 

They might have something worth listening to, they might not. In other words, keep fresh 

batteries in your bullshit detector. 

You have to admit, that’s pretty good advice. 

And since we’re gathered for a religious service, I’ll close with the advice I gave my nephew—

who is also my god-son, about religion: 

As you read this letter chock full of advice, know that there are over 4000 different religions 

being practiced in the world right now.  As in right now. The Big Five—Buddhism, Islam, 

Christianity, Hinduism, and Judaism—cover most of the people on the globe, which means there 

are a lot of smaller religions serving small pockets of people. Whether you choose to practice a 

religion or not, or believe in a god or not, I would advise that you keep this quote from the Dalai 

Lama close to your heart for the rest of your life:  “My true religion is kindness.”   

The human need for kindness and spiritual nourishment is as important as the nourishment we 

get from healthy food. And just like there is Italian cuisine and Chinese cuisine and Mexican 

cuisine, there is no one “right” cuisine—there is no one “right” religion, though there will be 

many people throughout your life telling you otherwise. I wish you deep wonderments about this 

fascinating topic. If you figure anything out, give me a call. 

I sent the letter weeks ago and I’ve heard no response. And you know what? I don’t expect to 

hear a response. At seventeen, he’s got bigger things to think about than some feigned 

appreciation for five pages of ceaseless yammering. 
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Though I do hope, as he moves off to college, that he follows my very last piece of advice, 

included in a P.S.: “Floss every day and brush using a toothpaste with fluoride.” 

I would advise that you religiously do the same. 

Amen 

 

# # #  

 

Advice. (Solicited.) 

Advice. We’ve all received some, we’ve all given some, and we’ve all asked for some. As part 

of her son’s graduation from high school, my sister reached out to family and friends and asked 

that we write a “letter of advice” for the fresh graduate. Five typed pages later, it became clear 

that “advice” is a rich vein to mine and this homily explores the theme of advice, who to listen 

to, and why (or why not!). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


