Feathered Armor
By Karen Graham
Conversation with the next generation
I want to share a book recommendation with you. I found this book at a Barnes and
Noble in Westminster the day after my dad passed away. When I was a kid, we owned
two birds exactly like the birds on this cover. So, it felt like my Dad wanted me to buy it.
Our birds were named Frostie and Ollie.
In this book, the birds are a brother and a sister named Alastair and Aggie. Alastair is
the main characterwants only to protect Aggie and fly
escape anyway. The biggest difference between Alastair and Aggie is that Alastair
s in his life love him.
has to learn throughout the book-hard to trust again.
ze it. Do you
see his beautiful feathers? I want you to imagine that you have beautiful feathers like
Alastair. Those feathers stand for the amazing things that you have to offer. Your
loved ones can see those feathers. But sometimes when others hurt us, we forget
how to see our own feathers.
are the birds you colored. I want you to tell us one of the colors on your
parakeet and what that color stands for.
The pink wings on my
students.

Matthew 6:25-34

The Message

Feathered Armor
I know a lot about
birds because I grew up with parents who owned more than their fair share of exotic
parrots.
You see, at the age of 9, my parents decided to open a pet store and they started collecting
birds-- exotic parrots like macaws, African greys, cockatoos. Mom and Dad loved them so
show. Most of them had learned to talk. Rosita, a yellow-naped amazon parrot spoke
Spanish and sang and cried using an operatic voice that sounded like this: RRRRosita-aye aye aye aye huh aye aye aye aye.
Visitors to our house were often quite enamored by our collection of talking birds. Frosty,
- eventually rewriting the
Desiree barked like one of our dogs. And
fell into a bucket of water and Pinesol.
Are you OK? Each time I walked into the avery, that bird would ask me if I was OK. The
truth was-.
The time period just after my parents purchased the parrots, and while they owned the pet
store, coincided with a difficult time for me socially as a child.
grade.
Here goesIn fifth grade, I was the target of a group of bullies.
does for some. And unlike kids of today, there was no internet to humiliate me in
cyberspace. By the time 6th grade started that fall, they had moved on to another
target. Yet the pain stuck with me.
My greatest tormentor was a former friend. She enlisted others to bully me. Most often,
they targeted my hair. We were studying Greek Mythology in school, and they likened me
to Medusa, with the head of snakes, that would turn anyone who looked at her into stone.
Let that sink in for a moment- they were telling me that I was so hideous that just looking at
me would turn them to stone. The message was that my mere existence made their
existence less.
I was 10 when this started, and I was very confused. It all seemed so undeserved. I went to
school without any protection, without any armor. I came home each night hurt and
confused.
uld be an armor made of
feathers, not steel.
In her book, The Simple Art of Flying
parrot named Alastair, mentions growing an armor of feathers in this way:

aked. Your only job is to grow an armor of
feathers and survive.
-eat-gerbil world, everyone clawing for a
eyes.
Ah, poor Alastair.
Soon after making this statement, he starts
pulling out his own feathers. Birds, especially those in captivity, do this sometimes when
they are under stress. They become
even more vulnerable, not less.
which Jesus implores us to look at the birds. Those birds are perfect, just as they are. And
God loves them, feeds them. The birds Jesus refers to are not picking at their own
And that armor is ALL they need to
feathered hair- as my tormentors liked to remind me).
-- and my feathers, my
talents, my heart, my soul- those are enough for the world.
popping up again.
look that old? That heavy? Ugh.
quite right-hairdresser.
But wearing armor made of feathers means that I project beauty, talents, gifts from God
medieval helmet might. I can see the beauty in others. Their gifts. Their talents. Their
struggles. Their heroism.
Lookreminding kids to stand up for each other. Telling kids to be the
upstander-- the one who bucks the peer pressure and to be kind to each other. All of that is
have h
those of us who have daughters, nieces, and granddaughters.
us with sons, nephews, and grandsons, too.
ly, you should know that anti-bully education is a
thing. But antiexperience negativity. You WILL be bullied. You WILL start to doubt yourself. My message
As humans, unlike other animals, we tell ourselves stories. And we internalize the stories
others tell us about us. And for awhile, when I hear
the math told me that it was justified. It was me against a mob-right? Wrong!
ne to school without my armor.

One of my favorite authors and researchers is Brene Brown. She has written several books
about vulnerability, shame, and bravery. She warns us that when we experience fear, we
Armor, she argues, severs our connections to each other. She
cautions teachers about shaming children because when we do, children put on armor. And
.
mor-- one we
the pain more quickly.
t give away the book, but Alastair eventually stops picking his own feathers. How? By
embracing who is he. Alastair is a poet.
actually chews up the pages of books. He loves eating poetry almost as much as he loves
eating cherries. And he writes poetry, too. He likes to write tributes to poets whose poetry
:
This is Just to Say- a tribute to the poem by William Carlos Williams
I have sampled
the cherries
you abandoned
on the table
the ones
I think you
intended
for a pie
Beg your pardon
they had pits
I left those
In the bowl
And be
proud of your talents, your gifts to the world.
With no
sense, but he does learn how to get out of the weeds and soar. Poetry is his armor of
feathers.
?

Benediction:
Because
feathers are beautiful and soft and magical. And so are you.

