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I am a single cell in the body of six billion cells.     
The body is humankind. 

I am a single cell. 
My needs are individual but they are not unique. 

I am interlocked with other human beings in the consequences of our actions, thoughts, and feelings. 
I will work for human unity and human peace; 

for a moral order in harmony with the order of the universe. 
Together we share the quest for a society of the whole equal to our needs, 

a society in which we need not live beneath our moral capacity, 
and in which justice has a life of its own. 

We are single cells in a body of six billion cells.      
The body is humankind.    

 –Norman Cousins 
 
 
 
Four hundred and sixty one . . .   
 
There were four hundred and sixty one  parts to the bed and headboard I ordered from IKEA, the Swedish store 
that specializes in chic sleek designed furniture that is packaged in flat boxes so that a consumer can easily 
transport it home in a car or trailer and then assemble it on their own.  It is the ultimate self-serve, self-built 
consumer experience.  
 
The wordless instruction sheets diagram how to (and how NOT to) build your furniture, with only the use of 
an Allen Key and a simple screwdriver.   
 
The instructions are often baffling and sometimes unintentionally hilarious, and even if not hilarious can drive 
one into fits of hysteria.  Assembling IKEA furniture has become a bit of a rite of passage for those of us who 
have moved often.  Mine is a love-hate relationship – I love the design and ease and I loathe the prospect of 
building it myself.   
 
  



Having moved into a new home this summer, the one piece of furniture my partner and I did not already own 
was a proper bedframe, and after looking for low-cost alternatives that would be able to fit up a narrow 
staircase in our hundred-year-old home, it seemed IKEA was our best solution.  “It’s a bed,” I reasoned.  
“What’s a bed?   It’s just a box . . .with another box for a headboard . . . how complicated can it be?”   
 
Four hundred and sixty one parts.   
 
There were four hundred and sixty one individual parts, including boards, braces, screws, stays, handles,  nuts,  
bolts,  washers, rivets, anchors, rollers, spacers, dowel pins. . . 
 
I did not count the two Allen Keys. . . . (four hundred and sixty THREE). . .  
 
I unpacked the first part of the project, sorted the box of fasteners, and faced phase one of building the bed 
with dread.   
 
There were so.many.parts. . .  the path from this seemingly infinite collection of similar parts to completion was 
daunting:   
  
You may know from experience that in an IKEA build, these things only fit together one way,  and if you 
mismatch a part or side, you could naively build for hours only to find out something is backwards, and you 
have to backtrack,  take everything apart again and start again.   
 
The only thing worse than building it in the first place is having to undo it and start again . . .  
 
This is brain-numbing work, this one piece at a time, comparing each bit to other bits to be sure you have that 
particular hardware in a particular spot, comparing the baffling line diagrams to the objects in front of you,  
Discerning, fine-tuning  things that look the same, but not . . . quite.  
 
And you do that . . . four hundred and sixty one times.   
 
And I’ve built enough of these projects to know the danger zone:  that just when you THINK you have it 
sorted out, THAT’s when the mistakes happen.  And they did.  Of course. 
 
But over the course of two long afternoons and a sullen night spent on the floor,  
with a fair amount of cursing, one significant ‘do-over’, four small snags, two stubbed toes, and only one 
slightly chipped board, the bed was eventually assembled.   
 
Now, all fit together, the furniture indeed looks like a simple, easy, plain ‘box’ that holds a mattress, and is 
buttressed at one end by a simple headboard that also looks like a big white box.  Looking at the sleek 
uninterrupted white lines of the finished product, you would never ever suspect how many parts went into its 
completion.  
 
Don’t we find this to be true in other aspects of our lives? 
 
  



We see the completed project:  
Think of this morning, for example, – an ordinary Sunday service . . . things running pretty smoothly . . .  
we hear the lovely song, see the lovely artwork, smile at all our volunteer greeters and ushers, and send the kids 
downstairs for their fellowship . . .  
But what’s invisible is the hundreds of “moving parts” that made this Sunday possible – dozens and dozens of 
emails and learning the music, and practicing the piano, and programming the air controls, and hiring the 
nursery staff, and paying the bills,  and hours of decisions and coordination, and remembering to send in an 
announcement on time, and writing and printing and scheduling and commitments . . . All of that preparation, 
from dozens of people, those “moving parts” are somewhat invisible even though each of those parts is 
important, creating a foundation, giving stability, forming a ritual of wholeness.  
 
For IKEA furniture, what holds it together is so many twists of an Allen Key . . .  
What holds our experiences together, like making this Sunday service fit together, 
is the practice of GRATITUDE.   
 
Reverend Galen Guengerichi (GING-rich), says  that GRATITUDE is central to Unitarian Universalism.  He 
says a discipline of gratitude reminds us that we are interdependent, not independent beings.   Guengerich 
qualifies this at the scientific atomic level – we humans are a collection of relationally affiliated but rather 
random particles that get together and cooperate for the sole (soul?!) purpose of “making you YOU.”  We 
require air to breathe, water to drink, food to eat, and other humans to relate.  The acknowledgement of our 
dependence is at its core a discipline of gratitude.   From this practice of recognition, then, flows an ethic of 
gratitude, which Guengerich calls a “natural response” to the dynamic of interdependence, calling us to 
“nurture the world that nurtures us in return.”  The myth of self-sufficiency is easily discredited – gratitude 
reminds us of literal transcendence – let us remember in awe and wonder that each of us is part of something 
bigger than ourselves alone.   
 
  
GRATITUDE asks us to stop and pay attention to all those discreet parts that make up a wholeness we can 
easily take for granted.   
 
Last week I suggested that GRATITUDE is a core personal practice that helps ground us in the present 
moment.    
 
GRATITUDE can serve as a useful bridge between our past experiences and our future hopes.  
 
GRATITUDE reminds us there is good, that our single contribution matters to the whole, and that we have 
influence – Our vote matters, our voice matters, our choice matters in the forging of a compassionate 
community.   
 
It’s like those four hundred and sixty one  pieces that went into the simple boxes that made a solid bed – every 
fastener makes a difference in its sturdiness, safety, and design.  
 
Our lives, in community, are necessarily collaborations – a wholeness created from many different moving 
parts.  May we have the wisdom to hold ourselves in wholeness with gratitude as our key.  
 
 

“Gratitude makes sense of our past, brings peace for today, and creates a vision for tomorrow.” 
– Melody Beattie 

i winter 2007 edition of UU World magazine 
                                                             


