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Good morning and welcome to the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron’s celebration of Earth Day 2010. What a joy it is to come together to honor our marvelous planet and to explore how best we can live in harmony, rather than in conflict, with creation.

As a minister, one of my greatest joys and privileges is listening to people’s stories and spiritual journeys. Although we Unitarian Universalists follow diverse spiritual paths, one of the most striking commonalities that I encounter in listening to those stories is the prominent role played by nature and the natural world in our spiritual lives. Time and again people tell me of experiencing deep connection to something greater - call it Spirit or the Holy or God – in the midst of the beauty and the wonder of nature. 


I must say that my own spiritual journey has followed a similar path, a path leading to the beauty and the wonder of nature, and I want to begin this morning by sharing a story with you about my own encounter with the holiness of creation.   



When I was a college student I spent a semester abroad in England. During what was the equivalent of my “spring break,” I decided to visit a region in the north of England known as the Lake District. The Lake District is famous for its extraordinary beauty and for the wonderful poetry and literature it has inspired. To cite just one example - the poet William Wordsworth lived much of his life in the Lake District and described its breathtaking beauty in his many poems.


My decision to spend a week walking in the Lake District was, to say the least, out of character for me. You see, I’m a child of the city and the suburbs, and am hardly what one would call an outdoors-type. In fact, prior to my visit to the Lake District, I’d rarely spent any time in nature. For me, the natural world was different, strange, and out there somewhere. Of course, I’d never had any problem taking advantage of the natural world by consuming the food that magically appeared on my dining room table or the natural resources that provided heat for my home. Nature was fine as long as it served my needs, and I lived my life as if I stood above nature rather than as part of or in tune with it.      


And yet, the distance I kept between my life and the natural world always felt terribly – unnatural. There was an absence, a feeling that I was missing something – some truth or experience - or perhaps not listening to what was in my heart and in my spirit. The famed nature writer and founder of the Sierra Club, John Muir, once said that human beings have a “natural inherited wildness in our blood” – a wildness that leads us to experience holiness and deep connection when in nature, a connection which Muir called God. 


I must say that my time in the Lake District enabled me to experience, for the first time, that deep connection. I’d never seen such beauty or experienced such quiet. Fields and fields of colorful flowers made me feel as if I was witnessing a magnificent rainbow on the earth. And the pace of life was so very different than what I was accustomed to - slower, more deliberate, and more conducive to watching and listening for the beauty and the blessing all around me.


On one particular day, when I was hiking to a tiny village with the delightful name of Buttermere, I experienced a moment that I can only describe as divine. I’d been walking along a mountain road and as I approached the village, I caught sight of the bluest lake and the greenest valley I’d ever seen. The water reminded me of a clear, blue sky and the land seemed to be carpeted by a soft, green blanket of grass. The colors were so vivid that as I approached the lake, I remember feeling as if I was walking into a painting.


Before making my way to the village, I decided to find a spot near the lake where I could rest and enjoy the scenery. As I sat in the midst of some trees overlooking the lake, I began to hear a faint rustling sound in the distance. It didn’t sound particularly loud and certainly wasn’t threatening. But it was clear that something or someone was moving towards me. 


As I continued to speculate about what the sound could be, two sheep emerged out of the trees and walked towards me. They weren’t in any hurry as they explored the ground and munched on the grass, and didn’t seem to notice or be bothered by my presence. Soon more and more sheep appeared until I found myself in the midst of a flock of about 20 or 30 sheep, who were simply out for a late afternoon snack.


Needless to say, I’d never been this close to one sheep, much less 20 or 30. I didn’t know if I should leave, shoo them away, or simply let them go about their business. But soon it became clear that I didn’t need to do anything except sit there and be part of this remarkable moment. You see, the sheep didn’t fear me and didn’t give me reason to fear them. They simply did what sheep do – they ate, kept moving, and treated me as if I was a normal and natural part of their world, as if I was one being among the web of living things in which they existed.


And it was in that moment that I felt the depth both of my previous disconnection from nature and of my place in the interdependent web of existence. As Muir, Wordsworth, and so many others have taught us, humankind is blessed and privileged to be part of the natural world. We weren’t created to live above nature or to treat nature as something to be conquered or tamed.  Rather, we are part of nature and are meant to live in harmony with creation. And that’s precisely why I experienced a moment of transcendence and deep connection as I sat in the midst of the that flock of sheep and why so many people share similar stories of deep spiritual connection when they are surrounded by nature and wildness. We are part of nature and nature is part of us. Living as if we are separate from or above nature is to deny our essence, our purpose, our very place in the great web of existence.


And that’s precisely why we celebrate Earth Day here at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron and why we strive as people of faith to live in harmony with creation. You see, being green and caring for the environment is deeply spiritual work. Our lives, our spirits, and our world cannot be healed, cannot be made whole, cannot be at peace as long as we continue to live in conflict rather than in harmony with creation. Humankind is one part of a beautiful and intricate web of existence. We are not its rulers, its conquerors, or its overlords.


Thanks to John Muir, the Sierra Club, and so many other individuals and organizations who comprise the environmental movement, our awareness about the devastation humankind has inflicted on the earth has been raised. In the name of progress and prosperity, we have polluted the waters, leveled pristine forests, filled the air with toxic chemicals, and contributed to the threat of global climate change.


But in the midst of all the damage and devastation, there are signs of hope and change. Perhaps the most important and hopeful change is the emergence of a global environmental ethic among a growing number of individuals, institutions, and governments. Don’t get me wrong. We still have a long way to go. But when I compare the efforts being made today to recycle, to regulate industry, and to eat ethically – when I compare those efforts with the total lack of awareness and regulation 40 years ago, I do feel reason to hope.


And I’m also very encouraged and inspired by the work being done by a growing number of religious traditions and faith communities. All across our country and the world, religious communities like this one are greening themselves and encouraging their members to put their faith into action by living in harmony with creation. Right here at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron we are currently working to become a “Green Sanctuary” by not only making our building more environmentally friendly and energy efficient, but also by developing programs and activities (like today’s Green Faire) that seek to provide our members and the local community with the tools needed to be good stewards of the earth. If you are interested in learning more about the Green Sanctuary program or would like to join this wonderful effort, please speak to me or a member of the Green Team, or pick up information during the Green Faire.


Friends, we are deeply connected – connected to ourselves, to each other, and to the natural world. We cannot live the lives we yearn for – lives of spiritual depth, of personal wholeness, and of ethical integrity – we cannot live the lives we yearn for as long as we continue to treat the earth as an object to be dominated rather than as a miracle and a blessing to be cherished. We are truly part of this wondrous creation and the time has come for each and every one of us to live in harmony with the great web of existence.

