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What have you personally experienced?  That is true!  In 1968, I was a poor, pimply, scrawny 

13-year old introvert, a 98-pound weakling.  On May 1
st
, Beltane, I was baptized in a cold 

stream.  Knowing my Bible, I expected God speaking from heaven to bless me, but all I got was 

cold, wet and disappointed.  It was like yearning for Technicolor reality but living in a black and 

white world.  My true baptism into the divine mystery came the following year at 14 when I was 

at a Baptist youth retreat in the woods.  We were in a dark stuffy room watching cheap 

filmstrips.  When we broke, I dashed out into the light and was amazed to be able to see the auras 

radiating forth from all living things; the trees, the bushes, my hands, even the butterflies were 

aspects of the divine mystery; I was in awe!  What was it like?  It was like the opening scenes of 

the movie Wizard of Oz which are black and white, then Dorothy wakes up over the rainbow to 

living Technicolor.  The Earth, experienced through divine mystery can be Technicolor.  We are 

part of nature and so can share in the transcendence of this divine mystery!  Nature is in us, and 

with us, and we too are nature! 

 

I can imagine at least some of you, perhaps those newer to our community, sitting there 

wondering, “Where does he get this stuff from?”  Please turn to the front pages of your grey 

hymnal, the page that begins: We, the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist 

Association, covenant to affirm and promote.”  Covenanting together is what is special about 

being UU.  Next you’ll see our seven purposes and principles: inherent worth and dignity of 

every person, compassion in human relations, encouragement to spiritual growth, a free and 

responsible search for meaning, the right of conscience, world community, and the 

interdependent web of being.  The bottom half of this page lists the sources of our living 

tradition: beginning with our own experiences of awe and wonder, words and deeds of prophetic 

people, world religions, especially Jewish and Christian teachings, humanist teachings, and, 

since 1995, earth-centered traditions.  Now we’re on the same page. 

 

UUs covenant with the earth through sustainable living.  If we savage the earth and its ecosphere 

we fail in our love, and there is no back-up planet.  So be kind to our Mother Earth.  Earth-

centered traditions pay extraordinary attention to the cycles of the year, often dividing the year 

into eight quadrants, each 45 days or six and a half weeks, based upon the earth’s orbit and tilt.  

The first is February 2
nd

.  The Celts called it Imbolc, in Europe it became Candlemas, and 

Groundhog Day in America.  It is the dead of winter, six weeks since the winter solstice and six 

weeks until the spring equinox, a time associated with the cold and dark, purification and new 

life growing underground.  Next comes Spring, starting with the equinox on March 21
st
, known 
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in ancient times as eostar, which has come down as the Christian and pagan Easter.  This is a 

time of new life and new beginnings showing forth.  Spring is associated with dawn, the 

direction east, and the celebration of new life!  Six weeks after that is Beltane, what we know as 

May Day.  This congregation once danced around the Maypole to celebrate the overthrowing of 

ancient order and our openness to the new.  This leads to the summer solstice on June 21, when 

the day is as long as it ever gets, and opens us into the joys of summer.  We end our sanctuary 

worship for summer solstice. 

 

Then comes Lughnasad, or the early days of August, associated with energy, spirit, heat, flame, 

blood, sap, healing, destroying, the sun, the direction south, and noontime.  I love midsummer.  

But it is inevitably followed by Mabon, the Autumn equinox, where harvested fields are allowed 

to rest, healing comes through hibernation, and plants put down deep roots to survive another 

winter.  The brilliant colored leaves of Autumn are plants moving towards death and hibernation 

for the winter.  Light turns into darkness creating a sort of Sabbath for much of the earth.  This 

was historically known as a time of deep emotions, feelings, love, courage, daring, sorrow, and 

intuition.  A time associated with twilight, water and the direction west. 

 

The ending of the year begins with Samhain, or Halloween, when the fabric between the worlds 

is thought to be particularly thin.  It is a time to remember the beloved and dead.  The earth-

centered year ends with the winter solstice, Yuletide, co-opted in America by Christmas, a time 

of death and birth, a time associated with the body, silence, winter and midnight.  We’ll explore 

these last two more as the year turns towards them, but I wanted to focus today on today’s 

autumn equinox.  Most of the world’s ancient religions felt the pull of the seasons.  This is why 

important Jewish and Christian holidays so often are located around the solstices or equinoxes.  

The ancient Hindus celebrated the seasons of life and the ancient Taoists centered their religious 

practices on seasons of spirit. 

 

For a Taoist, nature is not something out there that is cycling through seasons, but it is around us 

and within us, a part of what makes us human and also drives our moods and feelings.  Many 

contemporary Chinese Taoists feel American culture has cut us off from our feelings, our sense 

of balance, our deep connection to the world, and our ability to accept suffering as a part of the 

yin and yang of life.  This loss of feelings, balance and connection is most acute this time of 

year.  For Taoists this is a time of feeling deaths large and small, a time of weeping for what we 

are leaving behind, even while we are discovering the courage to embrace something new 

emerging.  It is considered a time of dreaming and visions of what could be coming.  It is a time 

of turning; something is always lost and something gained. 

 

For many, summer is their season of joy, and this is good.  We cannot forestall any suffering by 

failing to live fully into our joy in its season, even less so by clinging to it when its time is past.   

Today begins a season of dying.  To begin with, the light is dying as the earth’s orbit and tilt of 
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its axis move our hemisphere away from the warmth and light of the sun.  The leaves on the trees 

will begin to turn glorious colors as they begin to wither and die.  Weep for what we are losing!  

Then turn to dream and envision that which becomes even more possible in our future.  For the 

next three months from this afternoon the days will be getting shorter, the nights colder, and our 

congregation will engage in a process of discernment of what joys our future may hold.  It is this 

hope that gives us courage.  But Taoists say any process rightly begins with the weeping for what 

is being left behind.  Think upon what no longer fits our future, no matter how glorious our past, 

we must let go of one season of life to embrace the next.  This is the teaching of those who live 

closest to the earth, its breathing of the seasons, its life and death. 

 

In 1993, 25 years after my baptism of the spirit, my life reached a low point.  Due to conditions 

beyond my control I had lost my business and my fortune, I was in the midst of the greatest 

depression of my life.  It was the end of the school year, near the summer solstice and my wife 

and family begged me to go camping with friends in Acadia National Park.  We camped, we 

hiked, we talked, we laughed, but I couldn’t sleep, so the early morning, before dawn, found me 

climbing up a small cliff above the campground.  The birds began to sing in the early morning 

light that was the first faint lightening of the dark.  The Hindu poet Rabinath Tagore called the 

birds that sing while it is still dark our harbingers of hope.  Then the sun rose marking a new day.  

It was glorious!  I could feel, was one with the rising sun!  The birds gleefully sang for and 

through me.  Now I knew I could go on, I could follow my bliss, build a new career and regain 

my fortune.  Over the next six summers I would do five vision quests with men from First Parish 

UU in Concord, MA, each of which we set for Lughnasad in early August.  The power of these 

vision quests in nature finally lured me to UU ministry.  I believe our spiritual journeys become 

more possible, far more joyful, when we pay attention to the seasons and are in community.  We 

are part of nature and share in the transcendence of the divine mystery.  We need only recognize 

our own harbingers of hope!  Nature is in us, and with us, and we too are nature. 

 

We can enjoy spring, or summer, but cannot ignore the dying of the year.  We can embrace all 

the seasons, exploring the earth as it enters its time of Sabbath; the already harvested fields, 

healing the earth through hibernation, and putting down deep roots for the winter.  We can enjoy 

the turning of the leaves even knowing they will soon be dead and brown.  As UU minister 

Marta Valentin writes: “In [fall] we are stirred like the leaves of the season, rustling around 

sacred trees, tossed hither and yon until we come to rest together, quietly, softly…  We come to 

gather strength from each other.  We come to give strength to each other.  We come to ask for 

strength from the Spirit of All That is and is not.  When our hearts sing or when they frown it is 

the way of compassion telling us to give.  It is the way of peace telling us to share our gifts, for 

we are happiest and most powerful when Love is made apparent in and through us.”  We can 

enjoy the crisp short days and the darker longer nights.  This is a time of deep emotions, feelings, 

love, courage, daring, sorrow and intuition; this is all around us and we are filled with it.  Nature 

is in us, and with us, and we too are nature.  I love you all dearly.  Amen and Blessed Be. 


