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Quotation for Reflection before Service 
 

“Home is where one starts from. As we grow older 
The world becomes stranger, the pattern more complicated …” 

      (T. S. Eliot, excerpt from “East Coker V,” Four Quartets)  
 
Lighting of Chalice  
 
As is the tradition in most Unitarian-Universalist congregations, our services begin with 
the lighting of the flaming chalice. I invite you to light your own chalice or candle at 
home following our chalice lighting words, which, this morning, are the Covenant 
Statement of the Quimper Unitarian Universalist Fellowship in Port Townsend, where 
I’m Minister Emeritus: 

 
 We are travelers.  
 We meet for a moment in this sacred place to love, to share, to serve.  
 Let us use compassion, curiosity, reverence, and respect while seeking our truths.  
 In this way we will support a just and joyful community, and this moment shall 
endure.  
 
Opening Hymn: “Where Do We Come From?” (#1003 in Singing the Journey) 
 
Our music this morning will be provided, live, by the combined musical talents of LeRoy 
Davidson, on the keyboard; Grace Yelland, on the flute, and vocalists: Florence Bucierka, 
Ren Garypie, Harmony Rutter, and Joel Yelland.  
 
The lyrics of our Opening Hymn “Where Do We Come From?” consist of three 
quintessential human questions, which are the title of a well-known painting by the 
French artist Paul Gauguin: “Where do we come from? What are we? Where are we 
going?”  
 
Reading  
 
My sermon this morning will use as its text a deeply personal poem by the American poet 
Stanley Kunitz, who lived a long and productive life of one hundred year’s length – 
1905-2006.   
 



In his adult life, Stanley Kunitz split his time between New York City and Provincetown, 
Massachusetts, where he kept “a legendary garden at his seaside Provincetown home.” 
(Three years ago, my wife Flossie and I visited Provincetown and were able to look over 
a fence into that “legendary garden” of the poet.) 
 
Both gardening and poetry were Stanley Kunitz’s passions, and, in an interview with 
journalist Bill Moyers, he was asked, “What does gardening have to do with poetry?” … 
to which Kunitz replied:  
 

“It has everything to do with poetry. When I work in my garden I feel that it is 
myself being planted, nourished, reborn. I am enchanted with every step in the 
process of making things grow. In the grand view, I see gardening as a ritual drama 
in which the whole cycle of death and rebirth is enacted annually. But that doesn’t 
prevent me from undertaking the most lowly tasks and truly enjoying them, even 
weeding and grubbing.” (The Language of Life: A Portrait of Poets, p. 252)   
  

Provincetown was also the home of poet Mary Oliver, born thirty years after Kunitz in 
1935. Mary Oliver knew Stanley Kunitz and his twin passions of poetry and gardening, 
and she looked up to him as a mentor. Here’s a tribute poem she wrote about the 
mentorship that she received from him, which you can follow on the screen as I read it.  
 
  Stanley Kunitz 
    by Mary Oliver 
 

I used to imagine him 
coming from his house, like Merlin  
strolling with important gestures 
through the garden 
where everything grows so thickly,  
where birds sing, little snakes lie 
on the boughs, thinking of nothing 
but their own good lives,  
where petals float upward,  
their colors exploding,  
and trees open their moist 
pages of thunder – 
it has happened every summer for years.  
 
But now I know more 
about the great wheel of growth,  
and decay, and rebirth,  
and know my vision for a falsehood. 
Now I see him coming from the house – 
I see him on his knees,  
cutting away the diseased, the superfluous,  
coaxing the new,  



knowing that the hour of fulfillment 
is buried in years of patience – 
yet willing to labor like that 
on the mortal wheel.  
 
Oh, what good it does the heart 
to know it isn’t magic!  
Like the human child I am 
I rush to imitate – 
I watch him as he bends 
among the leaves and vines 
to hook some weed or other;  
I think of him there 
raking and trimming, stirring up 
those sheets of fire 
between the smothering weights of earth,  
the wild and shapeless air.   
    (“Stanley Kunitz,” Mary Oliver, from Dream Work) 

 
Special Music: “Down to the River to Pray” (Traditional, Sheldon Curry, arr.) 
 
Our Special Music for this service is a traditional song titled “Down to the River to 
Pray,” made popular by the movie “O Brother, Where Art Thou?”  
 
This song doesn’t relate so much to the theme of this service; rather, it’s a tease for this 
afternoon’s 2pm “Music in the Garden” event, a “Farewell Concert & Party for Joel & 
Grace Yelland.”  
  

Sermon: “REFLECTING ON YOUR LIFE’S JOURNEY” 
 
Introduction 
 
I grew up on a fifteen-acre farm about a mile-and-a-half from the Canadian border, three 
miles north of Lynden, Washington, which, in turn, is about twelve miles north of 
Bellingham, Washington. 
 
One of the memories I carry from my childhood years is that of reading books in the heat 
of the summer on our lawn under the shade of a large maple tree.  
 
The books I read came from a traveling county library, “The Bookmobile,” which toured 
the county roads – still does – stopping here and there, including at the corner of the 
Benson and Pangborn roads, where my family lived.  
 
The summer provided the time and space to read things of interest to one and to think 
about one’s life … questions like those of Paul Gauguin that we sang at the beginning of 
the service: “Where do we come from? What are we? Where are we going?”  
 



In such a mood, I invite you to reflect on your life’s journey this morning. Our guide for 
this reflection will be the poet Stanley Kunitz and his late-life poem titled “The Layers.” 
Here’s the poem, which you can follow on the screen, as I read it.   
 
    The Layers 
     by Stanley Kunitz 
  

I have walked through many lives, 
some of them my own, 
and I am not who I was, 
though some principle of being  
abides, from which I struggle 
not to stray.  
When I look behind, 
as I am compelled to look 
before I can gather strength 
to proceed on my journey, 
I see the milestones dwindling 
toward the horizon 
and the slow fires trailing 
from the abandoned camp-sites, 
over which scavenger angels 
wheel on heavy wings.  
Oh, I have made myself a tribe 
out of my true affections, 
and my tribe is scattered! 
How shall the heart be reconciled 
to its feast of losses? 
In a rising wind 
the manic dust of my friends, 
those who fell along the way, 
bitterly stings my face. 
Yet I turn, I turn, 
exulting somewhat, 
with my will intact to go 
wherever I need to go, 
and every stone on the road 
precious to me.  
In my darkest night, 
when the moon was covered  
and I roamed through wreckage, 
a nimbus-clouded voice 
directed me: 
“Live in the layers, 
not on the litter.” 
Though I lack the art 



to decipher it, 
no doubt the next chapter 
in my book of transformations 
is already written. 
I am not done with my changes. 

     (Stanley Kunitz, “The Layers,” The Collected Poems, pp. 217-218) 
 
Walking through the poem 
 
Stanley Kunitz said of the origin of this poem:  
 

“I wrote ‘The Layers’ in my late seventies to conclude a collection of sixty years of 
my poetry. Through the years I had endured the loss of several of my dearest friends, 
including Theodore Roethke, Mark Rothko, and – most recently – Robert Lowell 
[1917-1977]. I felt I was near the end of a phase in my life and in my work. The 
poem began with two lines that came to me in a dream, spoken out of a dark cloud: 
‘Live in the layers, / not on the litter.’” 
 

I’m not sure when Stanley Kunitz made this statement about his poem, but it may have 
been many years after he wrote it, for, as I said, he lived to be one hundred years old. The 
poem was published in 1979, actually some years before his late-seventies; and also it 
was published with respect to a collection of poems from 1928-1978, that is, fifty years 
of poems, not sixty. 
 
But putting aside these nitpicks, this is the poem of a person late-in-years who has come 
to another bend in the road of his life and is now, once again, in deep wonderment and 
questioning about his identity.  
 
You might think that by late-life the question of personal identity would be resolved. But 
it turns out that that’s a younger person’s view/hope/wish … because the basic human 
question of “Who am I?” only shifts, changes, and deepens with the passing of years, and 
as we make our journey through life.  
 
Indeed, in older age more layers to the question are revealed … something it would be 
good to know so that one is not surprised to find this question of identity coming round 
again and again and again in new and ever-surprising ways. 
 
And when the poet concludes his poem saying, “I am not done with my changes,” that 
certainly proved to be the case for him, since he had over twenty-five years ahead of him: 
more books of poetry to write, and a number of recognitions and honors to receive, 
including being named the tenth Poet Laureate of the United States in the year 2000 when 
he was in his mid-nineties. 
 
So, let’s look at this poem a bit more systematically to see something of what it contains. 
I’ve divided the poem into five parts, but I’ll spend the majority of my time on the first 
part, which is the following sentence: 
 



I have walked through many lives, 
some of them my own, 
and I am not who I was, 
though some principle of being  
abides, from which I struggle 
not to stray.  

 
1. “Some principle of being” ties our various lives together 
  
What an arresting and evocative sentence with which to begin a poem!  
 
And I don’t know about you, but this is certainly how I feel about my life, particularly as 
I get older. The older I get, the more I feel that it’s not one life I have lived but a whole 
series of lives … a whole set of lives that I’ve walked into and out of … to the point that 
it’s sometimes hard to see or feel the connection between these lives:  
 
 Did I really live that life?  
 Did that actually happen to me?  
 Did I really have that experience?  
 Did I really think/believe/act that way?  
 
I believe – and want to believe – that there’s a connection between these lives, some 
abiding “principle of being,” as the poet puts it, which provides identity and continuity. 
But sometimes in looking back at my life, there’s a remoteness … to the point of feeling 
like that was a completely different person. Sometimes I find myself saying, “Ah, that 
belonged to a former life; that was in another lifetime; that was another incarnation.”   
 
Boyhood small farm 
 
Over the years of my life, many times I’ve physically visited the small farm that I 
mentioned at the beginning of this sermon and which I lived on between the ages of six 
and eighteen. It’s no longer a farm … but what memories it holds for me. Just across the 
gravel road – now black-topped – from our small farm was a large woods that I have 
returned to over and over. And as I walk in those woods, I remember: 
  
 - where the cow trails were, though there are no cows there now;  
  - where the fox den once was, but no foxes now;  
 - where the great cedar snag once stood; it fell some years ago;   
 - where the pollywogs swam in a ditch of stagnant water; 
 - where the hazel-nut trees could be harvested for their small, hard-shelled fruits, as 
well as for shafts for bows and arrows;  
 - where the vine maple trees were tangled along the ground; they are still there; 
 - where the trillium can be found; I can still find them.  
 



This was once a large part of my life, and I wonder what part it still plays in my life … 
what “principle of being” is still there … so much so that I am drawn back to those 
woods and to that childhood home.  
 
Thus, I wander these woods to re-collect myself, to connect to some important part of my 
being. And, as I wander, feelings arise … feelings deep, tender, and oh-so-hard to put 
into words. 
 
Life as student and athlete 
 
Then another life I lived, following this first life, was the life of a student and an athlete. 
 
Seven ago in the summer of 2014, Flossie and I went to Fairbanks, Alaska. She had never 
been to Alaska and wanted to see it. And I wanted to re-visit an earlier life where I had 
played baseball during my college years for the Bellingham Bells against the Fairbanks 
Goldpanners. (This, incidentally, is the same kind of Bellingham Bells semi-pro baseball 
team that I watched play against your Port Angeles Lefties a few weeks ago in Port 
Angeles.) 
 
Fairbanks, Alaska is also where, in 1970, I served a summer ministerial internship for 
another denomination during my seminary years. Thus, my first sermons were given in 
Fairbanks over fifty years ago. Flossie and I discovered that the church building where 
those sermons were delivered is now an apartment complex … but I had no recognition 
of that building at all.  
 
And, on that visit, I delivered two sermons in the same city but not for the same 
denomination … this time to the Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Fairbanks, a 
congregation with a very different orientation than the denomination in which I had 
grown up.  
 
So what “principle of being” abides and holds these two lives together? I’m still giving 
sermons, as you see and hear … and yet what would be the same and what be different:  
 
 - in my religious philosophy,  
 - in my manner of speech,  
 - in the feeling tone,  
 - in my energy and enthusiasm?  
 
As to baseball: on the internet while visiting there in Fairbanks, Flossie and I happened 
across a sports report in the Fairbanks Daily News-Miner from July 11, 1966 about a 
game I had pitched against the Anchorage All-Stars. I was still a teenager eighteen years-
old then … over 55 years ago. 
 
These are two lives out of several that I have walked through … which I mention not 
only for my own reflections but also to jump-start memories for you in relation to your 
own life’s journey. 



Lives not our own 
 
And, as the poet suggests, there are also other lives we walk through: 
 
 - lives that are not directly our own 
 - lives that we live vicariously  
 - lives, perhaps, that we’ve read about in books and we were drawn to 
 - or lives, say, of ancestors or parents or friends that affect us 
 - and yet other lives that we considered pursuing but choose not to 
 - or lives we would have liked to have pursued, but were prevented from pursuing. 
 
Kunitz and his father 
 
In the case of the poet Stanley Kunitz, one of the lives not his own with which he had to 
reckon was the life of his father.  
 
Born in Worcester, Massachusetts in 1905, the youngest of three children, to parents of 
Jewish Russian Lithuanian descent, Kunitz’s father, after going bankrupt, committed 
suicide in a public park six weeks before Stanley Kunitz was born … an act that so 
horrified and upset Kunitz’s mother that she tried to remove all traces of her husband’s 
life from their house … but she could not succeed in removing such traces of Kunitz’s 
father’s life from her son’s mind. 
 
In this regard, I will read one of Stanley Kunitz’s more well-known poems titled “The 
Portrait,” written when he was sixty-four years. Again, you can follow it on the screen, as 
I read. 
 

   The Portrait 
    by Stanley Kunitz 
 
My mother never forgave my father 
for killing himself, 
especially at such an awkward time 
and in a public park, 
that spring 
when I was waiting to be born. 
She locked his name 
in her deepest cabinet 
and would not let him out, 
though I could hear him thumping.  
When I came down from the attic 
with the pastel portrait in my hand 
of a long-lipped stranger 
with a brave moustache 
and deep brown level eyes, 
she ripped it into shreds 



without a single word 
and slapped me hard. 
In my sixty-fourth year 
I can feel my cheek 
still burning. 

  (Stanley Kunitz, “The Portrait,” The Collected Poems, p. 142) 
 
In an interview with Bill Moyers, Kunitz explained that the portrait shredded by his 
mother was a portrait of his father he had discovered in a trunk in the attic in which his 
mother kept a few things of her first husband … though, as Kunitz says to Moyers, “No 
mention of him ever crossed her lips.” (The Language of Life: A Portrait of Poets, p. 247) When he 
brought the portrait down from the attic to show his mother, she tore it up. 
 
As Stanley Kunitz says, he had walked through many different lives, some of them his 
own … and one of the lives not his own that he was compelled to walk through was that 
of his absent and forsaken father. And, as we can see from this poem, he was still dealing 
with his father’s life and his mother’s response to his father’s life and death when he was 
in his sixties. 
 
With each turn of life, or with each added layer of life, you deal with the major events of 
your life from a different place. You are not who you were … and Kunitz advises us to 
recognize that life has moved on, and not imagine that we can make it other than it was. 
 
Again, in an interview with Bill Moyers, Moyers asked him: “Have you ever changed a 
poem you wrote long ago?” Kunitz replied:  
 

“There are a few old poems I’ve tinkered with, correcting a word here or a phrase 
there that was obviously wrong, but I think it’s fool-hearty to attempt radical 
revisions of early work. You are no longer the poet who wrote those lines in his 
troubled youth. Time itself is stitched into the fabric of the text. 
         (The Language of Life: A Portrait of Poets, p. 241) 

 
A thread you follow 
 
And, yet, though one is no longer who one was, there’s another side to this, which Kunitz 
picks up on: some “principle of being,” some essence of soul, that provides a connecting 
link between all these actual, imagined, and vicariously-lived lives … and the poet makes 
a conscious effort to stay true to that “principle of being,” and not to stray from it.  
 
I am reminded, in this regard, of what poet William Stafford wrote in his short poem 
“The Way It Is.” Again, you can follow it on the screen, as I read it.  
 
   The Way It Is 
    by William Stafford 

 
There’s a thread you follow. It goes among 
things that change. But it doesn’t change. 



People wonder about what you are pursuing. 
You have to explain about the thread. 
But it is hard for others to see. 
While you hold it you can’t get lost. 
Tragedies happen; people get hurt 
or die; and you suffer and get old. 
Nothing you do can stop time’s unfolding. 
You don’t ever let go of the thread.   
   (William Stafford, “The Way It Is,” The Way It Is: New & Selected Poems, p. 42) 

 
2. The need to look back 
 
As I mentioned at the beginning of this sermon, I said I would be spending almost all my 
time this morning on the opening sentence of this poem … and, hopefully, that will give 
you enough, if you wish, to continue your own reflections on the poem. But before 
concluding my sermon message, let me bring forward just a couple more things from the 
rest of this poem. 
 
Overall, to me, this is a poem about going forward in life, and how you go forward when 
you’ve come to a transition point in your life. And in order to go forward in your life, and 
in order to keep faith with the “principle of being” related to your identity so that you can 
go forward, it’s first necessary, says the poet, to look behind:  

 
When I look behind, 
as I am compelled to look 
before I can gather strength 
to proceed on my journey, 
I see the milestones dwindling 
toward the horizon 
and the slow fires trailing 
from the abandoned camp-sites, 
over which scavenger angels 
wheel on heavy wings. 

 
Again, what an arresting image! Our former lives spoken of as “abandoned camp-sites” 
… perhaps with some coals from those fires not completely out … and great beasts of 
prey circling those campsites … an image of loss and sorrow and grief … and then even 
more sorrow and grief in the next lines: 
 
3. Grief at the loss of friends 
 

Oh, I have made myself a tribe 
out of my true affections, 
and my tribe is scattered!  
How shall the heart be reconciled 
to its feast of losses? 
In a rising wind 



the manic dust of my friends, 
those who fell along the way, 
bitterly stings my face.  

 
For the poet, as I said earlier, these lines have to do with his grief at the loss of his heart-
companions, his artist friends, his “tribe,” those of his “true affections,” those who most 
deeply understood him and whom he most deeply understood.  
 
Their loss along the way makes the going forward difficult: How can he bear it? How can 
he stand it? How can he live without these heart-companions? And what a phrase: “feast 
of loses”!  
 
For those, like Kunitz, who live a long life, how difficult, how lonely, how bitter, to have 
those that you lived with and those that you have lived for fall along the way!   
 
4. Turning and going forward 
 
But, ultimately, this is a poem of courage and of moving forward, a poem of embracing 
necessary loss and necessary sorrow, which is a prerequisite for not getting stuck in life 
… and so that one is in a position to move forward … thus, the lines:  
 

Yet I turn, I turn, 
exulting somewhat, 
with my will intact to go 
wherever I need to go, 
and every stone on the road 
precious to me.  

 
The poem turns from looking at the past to looking toward the future; and the poet, 
having recognized and honored his losses, and thus with his identity and will intact, is 
poised to go forward … wherever that might be and whatever might be required … but 
still alive, still open, still curious … the losses and sorrows, perhaps, making more 
precious to him what remains and what is ahead. 
 
5. Live in the layers 
 
And, finally, finding that as you go forward, you are being true to the deepest urge of life 
… which is to go forward.  
 
Not only that, but it’s as though the life-force is already ahead of you and wants to 
support you … for when you are at your lowest, and when all around you see nothing but 
wreckage, there is a voice, an interior voice, that calls to you:  
 

In my darkest night, 
when the moon was covered 
and I roamed through wreckage, 



a nimbus-clouded voice 
directed me: 
“Live in the layers, 
not on the litter.”  
Though I lack the art 
to decipher it, 
no doubt the next chapter 
in my book of transformations 
is already written. 
I am not done with my changes.  

 
What is one to make of this mysterious, other-worldly message, “Live in the layers, not 
on the litter”?   
 
Perhaps, life might be thought of as a series of layers that progressively pile one on the 
other through your life. Live inside each layer as it comes your way, and not on the litter, 
the debris, the waste that is the residue of each layer after it is lived. Rather, use the 
“litter” as compost for enriching your life, an image that might appeal to a gardener such 
as Kunitz.  
 
However one might specifically interpret this mysterious message, the general message is 
clear: There’s more ahead, the great adventure continues; and though one may not 
consciously know what the next transformation will be in one’s life, of this you can be 
certain, there will be change.  
 
Though you may not know what the future holds for your life, or for the life of your 
loved ones, or even for the life of this planet, in this you can put your faith: the life-force 
is forward-looking and already preparing you for the next transformation in your personal 
“book of transformations.”   
 
Your job, therefore, is to get with the program and to live into that future; or, as Stanley 
Kunitz puts it, again in his interview with Bill Moyers: 
 

“We have to invent and reinvent who we are until we arrive at the self we can bear to 
live with and die with.” (The Language of Life: A Portrait of Poets, p. 244) 

 
Closing Hymn: “Just as Long as I Have Breath” (#6 in Singing the Living Tradition) 

        
Spoken Benediction 
 
Our Closing Words of Benediction are from Ralph Waldo Emerson: 
  

“Finish each day and be done with it. You have done what you could; some blunders 
and absurdities have crept in; forget them as soon as you can. Tomorrow is a new 
day; you shall begin it serenely and with too high a spirit to be encumbered with 
your old nonsense.”  



 
Extinguishing of Chalice 
 

We extinguish this flame, 
But not the Light of Truth, 
The Warmth of Community, 
The Fire of Commitment,  
Or the Power of Transformation. 
These we carry in our hearts 
Until we are together again.  
 

(NOTE: This is a manuscript version of the live-Zoom sermon given by the Rev. Bruce 
A. Bode at the Olympic Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Sequim/Port Angeles, WA 
on July 18, 2021. Rev. Bode retired as senior minister of the Quimper Unitarian 
Universalist Fellowship in Port Townsend, WA in June 2018, and is now minister 
emeritus.) 
 


