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It Must Be Said 
 
Let us pray... 
 
I grew up in a family that said “I love you” a lot.  Those words were spoken at the end of 
the day, before going to school, in every card and note, before hanging up the phone.  
When Paul and I started getting serious, we noticed this was not something we had in 
common.  Paul said his family was of the sort that believes if you say the words too 
often, they don’t mean as much.  Now that is a completely fine and reasonable 
perspective.  I just kept saying “I love you” all the time to Paul anyway.  And to his mom.  
And his dad.  Before I knew it, they all caught the “I love you” habit.  In fact, it became 
such a habit for Paul that one day he ended a phone conversation with a work 
colleague with those three little words.   
 
So clearly an argument can be made that saying a phrase like “I love you” all the time 
can turn it into a rote refrain, something you say without noticing.  But even then the 
question remains, is that such a bad thing?  Saying good words like “I love you” so often 
that they become an ingrained pattern - do they then lose their meaning, or does their 
meaning become a part of you? 
 
Today we’re going to look at four sentences that, according to experts in very different 
fields, may be important for each of us to say.  You’ve already heard one:  “I love you”.  
I’ll tell you the rest as we go along.  And just as important as the sentences themselves 
are the purposes these experts believe the sentences fulfill. 
 
We know our words matter, right?  Part of why I chose the scripture reading from 
Romans this morning is because of all Paul’s advice about not getting bossy or 
manipulative.  We’ve talked about how it takes nine positive comments to outweigh one 
negative one.  And we’ve practiced actually writing down our blessings to help us fully 
attend to them.  Well, some research indicates our words might be even more powerful 
than we thought.  In 2010, the Deepwater Horizon oil rig exploded and sank, and almost 
five million barrels of oil spilled into the Gulf of Mexico.  It was a horrific disaster, and 
many of us felt helpless as we considered the immediate impact to the animals in the 
wake of the spill, and the ongoing environmental disaster.  A scientist from Japan 
suggested that we pray.  Dr. Masaru Emoto has spent much of his professional life 
studying the way in which water responds to emotions.  Yup, water responds to 
emotions.  So in order to help the water poisoned by the oil in the gulf, Dr. Emoto 
suggested we say this prayer: 
“I send the energy of love and gratitude to the waters and all living creatures in the Gulf 
of Mexico and its surroundings. 
To the whales, dolphins, pelicans, fish, shellfish, plankton, corals, algae...  
to ALL living creatures... 
I am sorry. 
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Please forgive me. 
Thank you.   
I love you.” 
 
Dr. Emoto had prayed over water before.  In his book, “The Hidden Messages in 
Water”, he declares that just saying negative words to water turns it brackish; putting a 
label with the word “peace” on your water bottle makes you more peaceful as you drink.  
We can have a longer conversation about Dr. Emoto’s research, but for now let me just 
say that reading Dr. Emoto’s prayer for the Gulf led me to the Hawaiian practice that 
inspired it, ho’oponopono (Hoe - Oh - Pono - Pono).  Ho’oponopono is an ancient 
practice of reconciliation and forgiveness.  To make a long story short, hundreds of 
years ago South Pacific Islanders, when faced with illness, would think the sickness 
was caused by breaking spiritual laws, or being in conflict.  Now, of course, this notion 
of disease being a result of personal wrongdoing was found all over the world.  These 
days we dismiss these ideas as ignorant and outdated.  At the same time, we’re 
learning more about the mind-body-spirit connection.  While, certainly, robbing a bank 
doesn’t mean you get struck blind, when we lie or steal or gossip about someone we 
often feel sick to our stomach, right?  So maybe we shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss the 
connection between our behavior and our health. 
 
Anyway, this was the belief of South Pacific Islanders, that when someone was sick or 
upset or in conflict, it was because there was a broken relationship, or a spiritual law 
had been violated.  Not even necessarily by the person experiencing the illness or the 
conflict, but they still could do something to fix it.  The way to repair that relationship, 
make up for the broken law, was to take responsibility, apologize, name the 
transgression if it was known, then seek and receive forgiveness.  Ho’oponopono was 
the community’s ritual for making that repair.  In the 20th century, a writer named Hew 
Len expanded the theory:  the world is sick, upset, in conflict.  All of us are tied together, 
and so we are each in some way responsible.  And in the same way, all of us can help 
by taking responsibility, naming the transgression, then seeking and receiving 
forgiveness.  And that was the principle behind the prayer for the Gulf:  each of us holds 
responsibility for that spill, and so each of us can pray for forgiveness, and this act of 
apologizing and being forgiven will clean up the ocean. 
 
You might have already figured out the other three important statements, based on Dr. 
Emoto’s prayer for the Gulf:  I’m sorry, Please forgive me, and Thank you.  These 
sentences, along with I love you, are known as the Ho’oponopono chant or meditation 
or prayer, believed to be cleansing and grounding and uplifting, not only to the individual 
who prays the statements, but also to the whole created world.   
 
We’ll look closer at the sentences themselves in just a moment, but first I want to point 
out one of the things I find so interesting.  In ancient times, the Pacific Islanders 
participating in ho’oponopono because of illness or conflict felt they didn’t need to know 
what they or others had done wrong in order to seek reconciliation.  According to 
Emoto, the people praying over the Gulf oil spill didn’t need to be shareholders in British 
Petroleum.  The idea is that we are all connected, all of creation, and so as much as I 
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am hurt by the damage someone else does to the earth, so too can I begin to heal it by 
praying “I am sorry.  Please forgive me.  I love you.  Thank you.”  In the Christian 
tradition, we might compare that to the Body of Christ, all of us part of one another, 
bound together by the Spirit of God.  What one of us does, affects the others.   
 
There is a completely different field of study actually focused on the same statements 
as the ho’oponopono practitioners.  People associated with hospice, doctors and nurses 
and social workers who spend their days with those who are dying, have also identified 
these same statements as things each of us need to say before we die.  When 
someone is trying to say goodbye to this life and those in it we have loved, they are 
often helped by saying:  “I’m sorry.  Please forgive me.  Thank you.  I love you.”  Some 
writers believe - wisely, in my opinion - that in addition to “Please forgive me”, we often 
need to say “I forgive you”. 
 
The idea is that these statements are liberating, the honesty loosens things up, frees us 
and connects us, helps us let go of those things that tie us down with guilt or shame.  
So the hospice staff find, that once people start saying these things to each other, pain 
is reduced, anxiety is lessened, and life’s joy shines through. 
 
At the end of life, the conversation often goes far beyond just saying the statements; the 
statements are sometimes just the beginning.  “I love you... you have made my life so 
beautiful just by being in it...”  “I’m sorry... that I’ve spent more time focused on chores 
and work than sitting and talking with you...”  “Thank you... for the way you’ve stood by 
me, even when I was angry and pushed you away...” 
 
I know we all want to die in our sleep, at a ripe old age, with our boots on, etc.  But the 
grace of a doctor telling you you’ve got months or weeks or days to live is the sense of 
urgency that can press you on to say these powerful statements.  But here’s the thing:  
We are all going to die.  Hopefully not today, this year, for a long time!  And hopefully 
we’ll have some warning, some time to plan and have visits and get Sounds of Peace to 
come sing for us.  But it’s not a matter of “if”, it’s “when”.  So if we know we’re all going 
to die, could we practice saying those critical statements?  If they are good for us to say 
at the end of our lives, isn’t it likely they are good in the middle, at the beginning, heck 
any time? 
 
Let’s think for a minute, about what each statement might do for us, and for the people 
we say them to.  We’ve already talked a bit about “I love you.”  We know that Jesus said 
the greatest commandment is to love each other.  Saying we love someone makes us 
vulnerable, reveals our heart.  That vulnerability is a gift, and opens up a pathway with 
another person, so we can connect more deeply.   
 
And then there is “thank you”.  Through all our conversations about blessings over the 
last year, we’ve talked a lot about the importance of gratitude.  There is all that research 
declaring that a practice of gratitude brings peace and increases a sense of well-being.  
“Thank you” recognizes that we haven’t done this all on our own.  Others have helped 
us on this journey.  Even in moments when we feel like we have nothing to be grateful 
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for, the “thank you” uttered to the God who is with us, who is part of us, connects us to 
that life-giving presence. 
 
“I am sorry” are three incredibly powerful words.  When we apologize, we are taking 
responsibility for ourselves.  We are dropping the defensive posture society invites us to 
wear, so that we always look good, capable, perfect.  Instead, we admit we are fallible, 
we show our growing edges.  Somehow these words, honestly meant, can help anger to 
evaporate.  Obviously this isn’t the sarcastic “Sorry!” or “I’m sorry you’ve got a problem”.  
And “I’m sorry” is not an invitation for the other to lord it over us.   
 
And “I’m sorry” is, of course, related to “Please forgive me”.  I think this statement can 
be tricky, when spoken to another person.  Perhaps he or she isn’t ready to forgive us.  
But the request, the hope-filled statement, recognizes that the other isn’t just a “victim” 
of our mistakes, but has some power and control over returning our relationship to 
balance.  Asking for forgiveness, even if the other isn’t ready to give it, can still be a 
step toward healing. 
 
Two days ago, we celebrated the life of Warren Morse, a pillar in the town of 
Boxborough.  In the service, I offered up the pastoral prayer I usually use for funerals.  
Much of it comes from the UCC.  But I’ve added two specific components over the 
years.  The first, is a thank-you to God for the gift of the person who has died; the 
second of our four statements this morning.  And then some years ago I added a few 
more lines.  This is what I prayed at Warren’s service: 

God, help us, with honesty, to celebrate all that Warren gave us 
 and all that we gave him. 
And with the same clarity may we forgive Warren, 
and ourselves, 
for the things we should have done or not done, 
the words we should have spoken or left unspoken. 
May we release ourselves and Warren from these burdens, 
and let love flow in instead. 
 

Now, I don’t know of anything in particular for which Warren needed to be forgiven.  
Same with his family.  But often, around the death of someone we love, we’re wishing 
we could have done more, or regretting something from years ago.  Or maybe there 
isn’t even anything specific to lift up, but this blanket confession starts to set us free, 
and we invite love to come in. 
 
Now, I’ve just gone over these statements with a mostly rational treatment, presenting 
why it might be useful to say these things to people in your life.  But I think there is great 
power beyond any practical application of these sentences.  Saying them over and over 
like a mantra:  I’m sorry, please forgive me, thank you, I love you...  I’m sorry, please 
forgive me, thank you, I love you...  I think the statements can go deeper than our 
rational selves, and work on a much more mystical level.   
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This morning, I bounced out of bed.  The reason that’s weird is because it’s been a 
really full week.  I’d worked 50 hours by Friday, still had an all-day conference to face on 
Saturday, and only finished this sermon last night.  Now, don’t feel bad for me.  I’m just 
telling you this because usually, after a week like that, I’d be completely exhausted, 
strung out, and feeling sick.  This sermon didn’t quite come out the way I wanted it to, 
but otherwise I’m feeling pretty good.  I was trying to figure out why as my feet hit the 
floor this morning, and I was struck by an idea.  Could it be because, woven throughout 
everything I’ve done this week, has been this prayer:  “I’m sorry.  Please forgive me.  
Thank you.  I love you.”  I had no choice but keep returning to that prayer as I wrote the 
Prayer of Invocation and chose hymns and researched the sermon.  Without setting up 
time for meditation or specifically sitting down to pray, I ket saying these words again 
and again.  Am I calmer, more resilient, less exhausted this morning because of it?   
 
In this morning’s scripture passage, Paul writes, “Fix your attention on God.  You’ll be 
changed from the inside out.”  Repeating sentences like these changes us from the 
inside out.  Maybe we don’t feel very sorry, or very thankful for that matter, or even at all 
loving toward the world.  But we say the words anyway, over and over, day after day, 
and find they become more real, more true, more manifest in our lives.  Like my family 
saying “I love you” over and over again, until those words were woven into the fabric of 
our relationships.  And, for what it’s worth, when my father died very suddenly, alone, 11 
years ago this week, I knew the last words he’d heard from me were “I love you.”   
 
The world is a mess, from hungry children in our own community to ISIS brutally and 
senselessly killing British aid worker David Haines.  In the face of it all, it is easy to feel 
hopeless and helpless.  There is lots we can and should do, from collecting for the food 
pantry to supporting our Muslim brothers and sisters who have nothing in common with 
a group like ISIS.  But maybe we can also change things at a deeper level, praying 
these words again and again:  “I am sorry.  Please forgive me.  Thank you.  I love you.”  
Do I know how or if it will work?  Absolutely not.  But if all that comes out of it is that I 
feel calmer and stronger, I think it’s worth it. 
 
So maybe today, right now, we can start to say these four important, powerful 
sentences.  Maybe there are people we need to say them to.  Maybe there are people 
we can’t say them to.  Or maybe we’re only ready to say them to ourselves and the God 
who hears not only the words spoken by our mouths but also the words written on our 
hearts.  As Paul wrote:  “Take your everyday, ordinary life - your sleeping, eating, going-
to-work, and walking-around life” and connect to God. 
 
Someday we will die.  But today we are alive.  And so now we can say:  I am sorry.  
Please forgive me.  Thank you.  I love you.  Amen. 


