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Nina Simone’s Gum 

Delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship on May 22, 2022, by Joseph Bednarik 

 

Nina Simone’s Gum. I read those words on the cover of a recently published book and thought, 

“What?” 

 

I looked closer and discovered a quote from the iconic musician Nick Cave, words printed in 

very small type on the front cover, that read: “Warren [Ellis] has turned this memento, snatched 

from his idol’s piano in a moment of rapture, into a genuine religious artifact.” 

 

What is the equal sign between the three words “Nina Simone’s gum” and the three words 

“genuine religious artifact”? 

 

Sufficiently intrigued to the point of pulling out my wallet, I bought the book and opened to the 

copyright page. As a publisher, I always read the fine print on the copyright page. Then I 

dutifully read the dedication page, which says, gracefully and gratefully, “For Our Teachers.”  

 

Seems like a perfect dedication to this sermon:  “For Our Teachers.”   

 

So I dove into the book. Somewhere in the middle of this fantastical and true tale about how an 

object as worthless as a chewed piece of gum turned into a priceless relic displayed behind 

bullet-proof glass in an exhibit, I was gifted a copy of the book by someone who sensed I needed 

Nina Simone’s Gum. Now I had two!  When I finished reading the book I bought, I sent that 

copy to a dear friend. It’s pleasant to realize that both copies of Nina Simone’s Gum that have 

flowed into and out of my library have been presented as gifts. 

 

And here is a gift of words that Nina Simone—the great musician and singer and activist—gave 

to the world: “You’ve got to learn to leave the table when love’s no longer being served.”  

 

Wise counsel indeed. 
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So the story that inspired the book is this, as cribbed from the dust jacket:   

 

In July of 1999, Dr. Nina Simone gave a rare performance as part of music festival in the UK. 

After the show, in a state of awe, the musician Warren Ellis crept onto the stage, took Nina 

Simone’s piece of chewed gum from the piano, wrapped it in her stage towel and put it in a 

Tower Records bag. The gum remained with him, carefully protected: a sacred totem, his 

creative muse, growing in significance with every passing year.  

 

Twenty years after that rare performance, fellow musician and band-mate Nick Cave asked 

Warren whether there was any object he could contribute to display in a forthcoming exhibit 

called “Stranger Than Kindness,” scheduled to appear at the Royal Danish Library in 

Copenhagen.  

 

Warren realized the time had come to release the gum from his personal possession and share it 

with the world. 

 

Together, the two musicians agreed that the chewed gum should be housed in a glass case like a 

holy relic. Worrying the gum would be damaged or lost, Warren decided to first have it cast in 

silver and gold… 

 

Nina Simone’s Gum reveals how something seemingly insignificant and disposable can form 

beautiful connections between people. It is a story about the meaning we bestow on objects and 

experiences, and how these things can become imbued with spirituality. It is a celebration of the 

artistic process and the incomparable power of art, friendship, understanding and love. 

 

It’s a fascinating book, and truth be told I was completely seduced. I loved how something so 

small and worthless became such a potent force in the lives of many people. And the book, with 

its suggestions of religious and spiritual meaning, inspired me to think about and consider 

religious relics—what they are, how they came to be, if I quote unquote “believe” in the power 

of relics, and how far I might travel in body, mind, and spirit to engage a holy relic. 
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Growing up Lutheran, I had no formal religious instruction regarding the importance and power 

of holy relics, because holy relics—essentially—weren’t important. Lutherans, in trying to 

reform the Church—“reform” being the root-word for “reformation” in “Protestant 

Reformation”—had a direct and personal relationship with God and did not need any 

intermediaries—saints or priests or relics or indulgences—for that relationship to exist. For 

Lutherans, holy relics were essentially ignored because God was on speed-dial through prayer, 

and it made no difference whether the person dialing was an impoverished peasant or an exalted 

priest—God’s phone rang and God picked up… 

 

And yes, I realize the illustration isn’t perfect, since the Protestant Reformation predates 

telephones by four centuries. But we get the gist… 

 

Fast forward from Lutheran Sunday School as a young teenager to being in San Francisco on a 

business trip in my late thirties, where I had my first—and very profound—experience with 

religious relics. I’ve told a version of this story in a homily about labyrinths, so some of the 

elements may sound familiar.  

 

A friend and I were strolling through Chinatown on a lazy Saturday morning, with the ultimate 

destination of experiencing, first-hand, the famous labyrinth at Grace Cathedral. 

 

During our Chinatown stroll we discovered a poster, stapled to a telephone pole, that informed us 

that the “Heart Shrine Relic Tour” was in town and, in fact, these sacred Buddhist relics were 

only a few blocks from where we stood. 

 

Since fate brought us to the perfect alignment of place and time, we considered that a sign and 

decided to visit the relics, which were at the Sun Yat-Sen Memorial Hall. Once there, we 

discovered a very long and winding line of people moving slowly into deeper recesses of the 

building. 

 

There were bilingual signs in Chinese and English asking that prayers and blessings be made to 

bring peace to the world.  
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This was 2003, and the stressed world was in the midst of hot wars, high-alert fears from  

terrorism, and the Taliban had blown up the massive Buddhas of Bamiyan, showing the world 

that sacred art carved into mountains was not sacred to everyone…  

 

As my friend and I entered Memorial Hall, we were handed an English-language brochure that 

read: 

 

“Relics are the remains of beings who have devoted their entire lifetime to virtuous spiritual 

practice dedicated to the welfare of sentient beings…  

 

every part of their body and remains carries positive energy to inspire goodness and reduce 

negativity… 

 

Due to the power of the Relics, anyone who sees; hears of; touches or even thinks of Relics will 

receive their blessings.” 

 

Since you are hearing about these relics—during this sermon dedicated “For Our Teachers”—

consider yourself blessed! 

 

The flyer concluded:   

 

“Most of us have delusions and the holy Relics can purify even the heaviest negative karmas 

created by us in countless lifetimes.” 

 

Keeping our place in line and moving—step by step—ever deeper into Memorial Hall, it became 

quite apparent that we did not really know what we had gotten ourselves into.  

 

Something profoundly holy, and very alien, was going on right before our eyes.  
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I started to feel uncomfortable, as if we transgressed into sacred space that wasn’t ours. I don’t 

much enjoy being a tourist, especially a spiritual tourist; I much prefer the rigors and discoveries 

of genuine travel.  

 

That said, we trusted and kept moving along the winding line, toward the altar and the relics, 

toward the monk sitting on a platform.  

 

The monk was blessing pilgrims, elders, young folk. People unscrewed the water bottles they 

were carrying, and the monk blessed the water.  

 

I was moved and could feel my eyes tear up. Something was happening in me. 

 

Candles were flickering and the light reflected off the golden Buddha statue. I could not help but 

think of the Buddhas of Bamiyan, and the pile of rubble their massive bodies became, and how 

that rubble—each small fleck of sandstone—could become a holy relic. Perhaps enough relics 

for every human being who wished to steward one.  

 

The soft sounds of feet moving forward, ever forward.  

 

Elderly women placed palm-to-palm and bowed… the line kept winding and moving forward 

and finally I arrived to face tiny dishes and glass vials of relics, apparently bone fragments of 

enlightened beings.  

 

To be honest, I really didn’t see anything, though I was feeling plenty… and the line kept 

moving past an elaborate altar toward a living, breathing holy person—a monk, a lama, I wasn’t 

sure—who was offering blessings to those who approached.  

 

At this point, I felt very conflicted—simultaneously curious while also feeling like I am not 

where I should be. I considered getting out of line, then saw two children approach the monk for 

blessing their water—and the monk puffed some air into their plastic bottles and smiled.  
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Consider that:  Cheap plastic bottles holding blessed water. 

 

Finally it was my turn. The random spotting of a poster stapled to a telephone pole brought me 

right here, to this moment.  I stepped forward and was given instructions:  I placed my palms 

together and bowed, and after what seemed like hours the monk touched my head. 

 

And for me, the swirling emotions:  The tears that welled while simultaneously the brain at full 

whirl, wondering whether I belonged, wondering whether I had the right to be present at this 

elaborate and holy place, temporarily constructed in a community center.   

 

The monk blessed me, and I accepted his blessing. 

The relics blessed me, and I accepted their blessing. 

 

It seems to me the lesson is that sometimes we need to calm our intellects and allow the 

flickering candles, the shimmering Buddha, the blessing monks, and the holy relics to do their 

work.  

 

To move beyond the gates and walls and doors and traps of who-what-where-when-why and to 

quiet the mind… and experience a different conscious space.  

 

When my friend and I walked out of the building, we saw a van with a sign on the luggage rack:  

“If no anger, then no enemy.” 

 

That remains one of my all-time favorite “if / then” statements: “If no anger, then no enemy.” 

 

Having been thusly blessed, we made our way to the labyrinth at Grace Cathedral and had 

another emotional—what I will call “spiritual” experience—though that is a story for another 

time. 

 

This story is about Nina Simone’s gum.  
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It is a legitimate question to ask: Do I believe that Nina Simone’s gum is a holy relic? 

 

A quick second story:  Last week I was in Santa Fe, New Mexico, on another business trip. 

Smoke-clouds from raging forest fires billowed over the ridgeline of the mountains. The phrase 

“world on fire” came easily to mind. 

 

One day I had the afternoon off, so I typed the phrase “Santa Fe relics” into my favorite search 

engine. 

 

Turns out that within a mile of my hotel there was the Cathedral Basilica of St. Francis of Assisi, 

which contained a reliquary. I love visiting cathedrals and allowing that specific architecture to 

work its mathematical magic on me. Once inside, I took my time to feel the place, to get settled, 

to watch the sunlight stream through stained glass, to visit each painting depicting the stations of 

the cross.  

 

Eventually I found myself at the reliquary, in the presence of nearly two dozen relics, including a 

piece of Mother Teresa’s hair, a bone chip of St. Francis of Assisi, a piece of the Blessed Virgin 

Mary’s veil, and most astonishing to me, a piece of the Holy Cross, the so-called “True Cross.” 

 

Most of the relics were displayed in special containers of metal and glass, finely crafted with 

symbols and artistic effects, such as sun-bursts. I slipped a few folded bills through the donation 

slot, lit two candles, took a flyer describing the relics, and snapped a few photos. In looking over 

brochure I noted this sentence, printed in bold on the lower back panel:   

 

“The Church”—that is capital-C Church—“The Church approves honor being given to the relics 

that with reasonable probability can be considered authentic.” 

 

The phrase  “with reasonable probability can be considered authentic,” seemed like a big exit 

ramp to me, while sitting in a pew next to a font that burbled holy water that spilled into a walk-

in baptismal pool. There I was, in a cathedral in the high desert, with forest fires billowing 
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smoke, listening to water burble and fall, astonished to be near a piece of the “True Cross” used 

to brutally crucify a teacher called Jesus. 

 

That wood chip would be over two-thousand years old. The piece of veil from his Mother, the 

Blessed Virgin, would be over two-thousand years old.  

 

Sunlight was flaring through the stained glass… And then it happened.  

 

I watched an elderly woman dip her fingers into the burbling water of the font and cross herself. 

Soon thereafter, an elderly man did the same.  

 

Water, no doubt, that flowed from the city’s pipes. The same water that flowed into hotels and 

homes, restaurants and wading pools. And this water, burbling in the Cathedral Basilica of St. 

Francis of Assisi, was holy. 

 

Believers dipped their fingers into the holy water and performed a ritual that has been repeated 

billions of times over the past two thousand years.  

 

Millions, if not billions, of believers are doing so today. 

 

My guess is that many of us here this morning have dipped our fingers into holy water and 

crossed ourselves. 

 

I recalled the Buddhist monk from the “Heart Shrine Relic Tour” in San Francisco blessing the 

water of young children and elders. 

 

I did not dip my fingers into the font because Catholicism is not my religion. I did return to the 

hotel and researched the “True Cross,” and discovered that I could buy a sliver of the “True 

Cross” on Ebay for the starting bid of one thousand dollars.  
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This seemed to reinforce the phrase “with reasonable probability” these relics “can be considered 

authentic.” 

 

Every Catholic and fallen Catholic I talked with in preparation for this sermon told me a story 

about their engagement with holy relics, always mentioning a healthy skepticism about the 

veracity of relics. 

 

“You can buy a piece of the True Cross on Ebay,” I would say. “Exactly,” they would respond. 

 

Which, to close, leads us back to the holy relic of Nina Simone’s gum. Objectively, this piece of 

gum chewed by an iconic musician is simultaneously worthless and priceless.  

 

The original piece of gum is currently on display in Montreal in the “Hall of Gratitude” as part of 

the exhibit called “Stranger Than Kindness,” 

 

Strange indeed. 

 

This single piece of gum—complete with teeth-marks and back-story—sits atop a marble stand, 

tastefully lit within a recessed cabinet fronted by bulletproof glass.  

 

This gum and its museum-quality presentation is both an absurd and a glorious monument to 

human creativity and meaning making.  

 

This gum can be rationally dismissed out-of-hand as refuse—and I use “refuse” intentionally, as 

both refuse and refuse— and treated like a holy relic.  

 

In a few weeks I am going to visit my elderly parents in my hometown in western New York. I 

will attend a Lutheran worship service with them, inside a glorious cathedral that houses an 

amazing pipe organ. I will open my heart and allow the architecture and the swelling organ to 

inspire as much spiritual loft as possible. I will listen intently to the gospel reading and hope the 

sermon will be moving. If offered, I will take communion, and this will be exceedingly pleasing 
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to my devout mother. All the believers who take communion that fine summer morning will be 

eating the body and drinking the blood of Jesus Christ. This belief is called “The Real Presence,” 

where “the consecrated wine and bread are united with the real body and blood of Jesus.” 

 

And so, please consider: 

• Holy Water in the high desert. 

• The body and blood of Christ in western New York. 

• Bone chips from enlightened beings in Memorial Hall. 

• The True Cross on Ebay. 

• Rubble from the Buddhas of Bamiyan at the base of a mountain in Afghanistan. 

• Nina Simone’s gum in the Hall of Gratitude. 

 

The morning after attending church with my parents, my wife and I will drive a rented car to 

Montreal. We are making a pilgrimage to see a worthless piece of gum, once chewed by an 

iconic musician, singer, and activist. The gum is displayed in an exhibit called “Stranger Then 

Kindness.” Once face-to-face with this holy relic, perhaps I will do as instructed so many years 

ago in Chinatown:  gently place palm to palm, bow, and prepare my heart and mind to receive 

whatever blessings flow. 

 

For Our Teachers. 

 

Amen 
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