
“A Child Said What Is the Grass?”  
Olympic Unitarian Universalist Fellowship 

Sunday, August 8, 2021 
Speaker: Rev. Bruce A. Bode 

Service Leader: Dianne Whitaker 
Musicians: Harmony Rutter, LeRoy Davidson, Dan Parrish 

Media: Sandy Goodwick 
 
Quotations for Reflection before Service 
 
 “I loaf and invite my soul, 
 I lean and loaf at my ease observing a spear of summer grass.”  
      (Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself,” chant 1, Leaves of Grass) 
 
 “Loafe with me on the grass,…”  
      (Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself,” chant 5, Leaves of Grass) 
 
 “And there is no object so soft but it makes a hub for the wheel’d universe,…”  
      (Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself,” chant 48, Leaves of Grass) 
 

“To see a World in a Grain of Sand 
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower, 
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand  
And Eternity in an hour.” 

      (William Blake, from “Auguries of Innocence”) 
 
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 these chalice lighting words from the naturalist philosopher and author 
Loren Eiseley: 
 
 We come together, compounded of the ancient elements, 
 mud and fire within it we call life, vast waters, and something – the intangible 
substance of hope –  
 out of which the human dream is made.    
 
Opening Hymn #16: “‘Tis a Gift to Be Simple” (pre-recorded)  
 
Our music this morning will be provided by the combined musical and technical talents 
of Harmony Rutter, LeRoy Davidson, and Dan Parrish. All of this music, with the 
exception of our Gathering Song, which you just heard, has been pre-recorded. Thank 
you, Harmony, LeRoy, and Dan for the time, effort, and skill you’ve put into the music 
for today’s service! The first of these pre-recordings is our Opening Hymn, “‘Tis a Gift to 
Be Simple” with LeRoy Davidson on the organ, Harmony Rutter doing the vocals, and 
Dan Parrish as the sound engineer. The words will appear on the screen.  



 
Reading 
  
In my sermon three weeks ago titled “Reflecting on Your Life’s Journey,” I invited you 
in these “lazy, hazy, crazy days of summer” to reflect on the trajectory of your life, using 
poet Stanley Kunitz’ poem “The Layers” as a starting point for your reflections.  
 
This Sunday, since we’re still in the midst of these languid days of summer, I’d like to 
invite you into another reflection, not this time so much on your individual and personal 
journey but on the nature of Reality itself. 
 
One of our guides for our reflection this Sunday will be the poet Walt Whitman, who, 
near the beginning of his most famous and far-reaching poem “Song of Myself” from his 
book Leaves of Grass, wrote: 

 
“I loaf and invite my soul, 
I lean and loaf at my ease observing a spear of summer grass.”  
            (“Song of Myself,” chant 1) 
 

And, then, shortly afterwards, he invites us to join him, saying,  
 
 “Loafe with me on the grass,…”  
       (“Song of Myself,” chant 5) 
 
And then a short time later he has a child asking, “What is the grass?”  
             (“Song of Myself,” chant 6) 
 
I have two readings in relation to loafing with Walt Whitman in the summer sun on the 
grass, the first by the contemporary American poet Mary Oliver, who once wrote an 
essay titled “My Friend Walt Whitman” in which she says that “Whitman was the brother 
I did not have.” (Blue Pastures, p. 13) 
 
The poem I will read is the opening poem from my favorite of her many books House of 
Light. In this poem, the poet poses a series of questions on the nature of the soul, 
implying that, at bottom, all things share a common soul. The poem ends, not 
accidentally I think, with the question that Walt Whitman asked about grass. 

 
Some Questions You Might Ask 
     

Is the soul solid, like iron? 
Or is it tender and breakable, like 
the wings of a moth in the beak of the owl? 
Who has it, and who doesn’t? 
I keep looking around me. 
The face of the moose is as sad 
as the face of Jesus. 
The swan opens her white wings slowly.  



In the fall, the black bear carries leaves into the darkness. 
One question leads to another. 
Does it have a shape? Like an iceberg? 
Like the eye of a hummingbird? 
Does it have one lung, like the snake and the scallop? 
Why should I have it, and not the anteater 
who loves her children? 
Why should I have it, and not the camel? 
Come to think of it, what about the maple trees? 
What about the blue iris?  
What about all the little stones, sitting alone in the moonlight? 
What about roses, and lemons, and their shining leaves? 

 What about grass? 
    (Mary Oliver, “Some Questions You Might Ask,” from House of Light) 

 
So, what about grass?  
 
My second reading is both a light-hearted and philosophically serious poem about what 
cows think about grass. Since cows are ruminating on grass all day, every day, it might 
be well to attend to their perspective on grass. At least poet Ruth Schwartz thinks their 
perspective is worthy of consideration in this poem, which is simply titled “Grass.”  
 

    Grass 
   

 Yesterday, and the day before that, 
 the cows ate grass. 
 Tomorrow, and the next, and every day after that, 
 the cows will eat grass. 
 They’ll eat until they can’t stand up, 
 and even then, collapsed upon the earth in their last hours, 
 if they can reach it with their mouths, they’ll eat grass. 
 They’ll eat until they’ve eaten it all, until there are only 
 a few stray blades 
 halfway buried under boulders – then 
 they’ll nudge aside the boulders  
 with their large and knowing lips, 
 and eat that grass, too. 
 Only the smallest calves, today, 
 the ones no bigger than dogs, are lying down. 
 They gaze out onto the landscape like dreamers: 
 the sky marbled with fatty clouds; 
 the cherry trees beginning to leaf; 
 the first few poppies, unfurling their cadmium banners; 
 the fences making some things possible, and others difficult; 
 the shadows falling from, and following, each thing; 
 and the world seems so strange, so common and wondrous 
 at once, that the calves ask the cows eating grass, 



 Is this all there is? 
 And the answer comes back from mouths full of grass: 
 This is all there is.  

(“Grass,” Ruth L. Schwartz, from dear good naked morning) 
 

Meditation Hymn #94: “What Is This Life” (pre-recorded) 
 

Picking up on the ruminations and musings of our bovine friends, our Meditation Hymn 
is titled “What Is This Life.” LeRoy Davidson is on the organ, with Harmony Rutter 
doing the vocals. The words will appear on the screen.  
 

Sermon: “A Child Said What Is The Grass?” 
 
Introduction 
 
In today’s sermon, I will endeavor to do three things: 
 
 1) First, to introduce a type of meditation called “single-pointed meditation;” 
 2) Secondly, to look at this type of meditation through the thought of scholar of 
world-mythology Joseph Campbell; 
 3) And, thirdly, to give an example of “single-pointed meditation” through a poem of 
Walt Whitman. 
 
“Single-Pointed Meditation”  
 
The Eastern religions of Hinduism and Buddhism have developed a number of mental 
and spiritual disciplines for calming and stabilizing the mind.  
 
One of those disciplines has been called “single-pointed meditation” or “single-pointed 
concentration” … which, in concept, is very simple … namely, focusing on/concentrating 
on a given object such as the flame of a candle, a spot on a wall, a photo of a loved one. 
 
It is suggested that you begin by setting a timer for a couple of minutes, then focusing 
your attention on your chosen object so that it “fills your mind.”  
 
You can anticipate, of course, that after a bit, “monkey mind” will take over and your 
attention will wander off from the object. When your mind does wander off, as it 
inevitably will, try not to beat yourself up … but do try to notice at what point it wanders 
off, and then re-focus your attention on the object. Says an instructor, in this regard:  
 

 “When your mind wanders away from your object, try to notice right away, and 
then bring it back. The exercise of noticing your mind wandering and practicing 
bringing it back is the true purpose of this activity. Keep practicing until your timer 
goes off.” (See article from Little Flower Yoga at https://www.littlefloweryoga.com/blog/single-pointed-
focus-meditation/) 

 
Two uses of “single-pointed meditation” 



 
Such “single-pointed meditation,” of course, has many practical, useful applications in 
our often frenzied lives. As mentioned, it is useful in calming and stabilizing the mind 
and in dealing with one’s anxiety and stress. 
 
But such “single-pointed meditation” is also a helpful technique for gaining clearer 
insight into the nature of Reality itself and for living into those insights. That is to say, 
“single-pointed meditation” is useful for religious and philosophical reasons, which is 
where I wish to go with you this morning. 
 
In preparing for this sermon, I came across excerpts from a book by a Tibetan Buddhist 
teacher, Lama Doboom Tulku by name, who speaks of a type of “single-pointed 
meditation” called zhiney in the Tibetan language; it’s a meditation that aims not only at 
calming and stabilizing the mind but also at deeper philosophical and religious 
realization. Here’s the quote from Lama Doboom Tulku:  
 

 “When we have achieved a single-pointed mind our thoughts become clear, 
calm and stable. In that state we can reason effectively, penetrating deeply into any 
object of meditation and thus attaining pure realization of its true nature. This 
penetrative mind is called Lhag-mthong in Tibetan, from the Sanskrit visashyana, 
which means ‘special insight.’ 
 “The difference between single-pointed meditation and ‘special insight’ is that 
the former principally has the function of pacifying our mind, and thus enabling us to 
concentrate more deeply on a given subject. ‘Special insight,’ on the other hand, has 
the ability to analyze and penetrate into the subtle nature of an object.  
 “Thus, if we sincerely seek the realization of truth we should first develop 
clarity and strength of mind by means of the zhiney training, and then turn this force 
toward the cultivation of ‘special insight’.”  
 (See “The Buddhist Path to Enlightenment, ch.3, from The Nature of Buddhist Meditation, by Lama 
Doboom Tulku, Point Loma Publications 1996. Link: http://www.katinkahesselink.net/tibet/meditation.html) 

 
So that, briefly, on “single-pointed meditation” from the Tibetan Buddhist tradition. 
 
Joseph Campbell 
 
Now, I turn to scholar Joseph Campbell, who studied the Eastern spiritual traditions very 
deeply, and who taught women students at Sarah Lawrence College in New York City for 
thirty-eight years, learning how to translate Eastern concepts in very down-to-earth and 
practical ways for his students. Here’s how Campbell speaks of this type of single-
pointed meditation in his book The Flight of the Wild Gander:  
 

 “Take, for example, a pencil, ashtray, anything, and holding it before you in 
both hands, regard it for a while. Forgetting its use and name, yet continuing to 
regard it, ask yourself seriously, ‘What is it?’ As James Joyce states in Ulysses (and 
here is the touchstone of art): ‘Any object, intensely regarded, may be a gate of 
access to the incorruptible eon of the gods.’ Cut off from use, relieved of 
nomenclature, its dimension of wonder opens; for the mystery of the being of that 



thing is identical with the mystery of the being of the universe – and of yourself.” 
     (Joseph Campbell, The Flight of the Wild Gander, Gateway Editions, p. 196) 

 
And, in the popular six-part PBS series of interviews that Bill Moyers conducted with 
Joseph Campbell titled The Power of Myth, there’s an exchange between Moyers and 
Campbell, fairly lengthy, in which Campbell gets at the same notion, again in very down-
to-earth, concrete language. In this particular interview, Campbell brought up the subject 
of mystical experience, which is at the heart of religion, and, at one point, he says to 
Moyers:  
 

CAMPBELL: The person who has had a mystical experience knows that all the 
symbolic expressions of it are faulty. The symbols don’t render the experience, they 
suggest it. If you haven’t had the experience, how can you know what it is? Try to 
explain the joy of skiing to somebody living in the tropics who has never even seen 
snow. There has to be an experience to catch the message, some clue – otherwise 
you’re not hearing what is being said. 
 
MOYERS:  The person who has the experience has to project it in the best way he 
can with images. It seems to me that we have lost the art in our society of thinking in 
images.  
 
CAMPBELL: Oh, we definitely have. Our thinking is largely discursive, verbal, 
linear. There is more reality in an image than in a word. 
 
MOYERS: Do you ever think that it is this absence of the religious experience of 
ecstasy, of joy, this denial of transcendence in our society, that has turned so many 
young people to the use of drugs? 
 
CAMPBELL: Absolutely. That is the way in. 
 
MOYERS: The way in? 
 
CAMPBELL: To an experience. 
 
MOYERS: And religion can’t do that for you, or art can’t do it? 
 
CAMPBELL: It could, but it is not doing it now. Religions are addressing social 
problems and ethics instead of the mystical experience. 
 
MOYERS: So you think religion’s great calling is the experience. 
 
CAMPBELL: One of the wonderful things in the Catholic ritual is going to 
communion. There you are taught that this is the body and blood of the Savior. And 
you take it to you, and you turn inward, and there Christ is working within you. This 
is a way of inspiring meditation on experiencing the spirit in you. You see people 
coming back from communion, and they are inward-turned, they really are.  

 



[And now here’s the most important part of this interview exchange for my purposes this 
morning.] 

 
CAMPBELL: In India, I have seen a red ring put around a stone, and then the stone 
becomes regarded as an incarnation of the mystery. Usually you think of things in 
practical terms, but you could think of anything in terms of its mystery. For example, 
this is a watch, but it is also a thing in being. You could put it down, draw a ring 
around it, and regard it in that dimension. That is the point of what is called 
“consecration.” 
 
MOYERS: What do you mean? What can you make of the watch you’re wearing? 
What kind of mystery does it reveal? 
 
CAMPBELL: It is a thing, isn’t it? 
 
MOYERS: Yes.  
 
CAMPBELL: Do you really know what a thing is? What supports it? It is something 
in time and space. Think how mysterious it is that anything should be. The watch 
becomes the center for a meditation, the center of the intelligible mystery of being, 
which is everywhere. This watch is now the center of the universe. It is the still point 
in the turning world. 
 
MOYERS: Where does the meditation take you? 
 
CAMPBELL: Oh, it depends on how talented you are.  

 
Drawing a red circle 
 
I’m so taken by this practice of which Campbell speaks about drawing a red circle around 
an object. And, as he says, it can be any object: a stone, a watch, a tree, a flower, a child, 
a cow … anything that grabs your attention. (see Joseph Campbell, The Power of Myth) 
 
By drawing a red circle around an object, as Campbell says, you change your orientation 
to it. It is no longer object; now it is subject, and you are subject to it.  
 
You take it out of what I like to call the “horizontal plane” and you behold it in the 
“vertical plane.” You behold the “suchness” of the object, so that you now see it as part 
of the wonder of being. 
 
Moses and the Burning Bush 
 
In this regard, I think of the story in the Hebrew scriptures of Moses before the burning 
bush in the wilderness. That ordinary bush had a red circle drawn around it for Moses, so 
that he saw it in another way; he saw the flame of the fire of the eternal energy of all 
Being leaping from it, and never diminishing. 



 
When you draw a red circle around an object, it is no longer something to be used merely 
in a practical or instrumental way. Now there is: 
 
 … a string attached to the object from yourself drawing you all the way into the very 
depths of matter and beyond;  
 … a string drawing you all the way through to the very end of the universe and even 
beyond this present universe; 
 … a string drawing, connecting, and attaching you to the central mystery of Being 
itself, and to the question of “Why is there something; why not nothing?” 
 
And: the dawning awareness that that object – and you yourself – are part of that central 
mystery. You, also, are part of that Creative Power of all Being. “Tat t’vam asi,” cry the 
Hindu mystics, “That thou art,” “That thou art.” 
 
This is the insight and experience of those called the “mystics.”  
 
But you don’t have to make a profession of it. We’re all mystics … in the sense that we 
all have the possibility open to us of connecting with the “realm of mystery” … any time, 
anywhere.  
 
So, that from Joseph Campbell on “single-pointed meditation.” 
 
Walt Whitman as meditation guide 
  
Thirdly, let’s turn to Walt Whitman, who can function more specifically as our guide this 
morning in regard to beholding the “suchness” of an object. 
 
So far as I know, Walt Whitman did not have a disciplined “single-pointed meditation” 
practice; but, at some point in his life, he had some kind of breakthrough into the nature 
of ultimate reality.  
 
Whitman biographers speak of some kind of overwhelming mystical experience of the 
unity and oneness of Being that Whitman had when he was in his mid-thirties, and which 
he tried to communicate to others through his poetry for the remainder of his life. The 
sixth section out of fifty-two sections of his signature poem “Song of Myself” begins:  

 
A child said What is the grass? fetching it to me with full hands; 
How could I answer the child? I do not know what it is any more than he. 
        (Walt Whitman, chant 6 of “Song of Myself,” Leaves of Grass) 
 

And, thus, in this poem, Whitman begins a kind of “single-pointed meditation” on grass.  
 
He posed that simple question of “What is the grass?” in his book with the title Leaves of 
Grass, a book he spent his whole life working on, adding to, revising … nine different 
editions … a type of literature never seen before … “leaves” having the 



single/double/triple meaning of: 1), literal blades of grass; 2), the pages of a book; 3), and 
the individual poems in the book.  
 
What is the grass? 
 
“What is the grass?” 
 
Whitman has a child asking the question: “A child said What is the grass? fetching it to 
me with full hands;…” 
 
You can imagine a child doing that … pulling up some grass, bringing it to an adult, and 
innocently asking, “What it this?,” as if expecting an answer. 
 
What is the grass? If you could answer that question, wouldn’t you have the answer to all 
questions? 
 
By asking a question about something so simple, so common, and so ephemeral as grass, 
one is asking the ultimate question of Being itself … what theologians and philosophers 
refer to as the “ontological question,” the how, the why, and the wherefore of Being 
itself. How is it that anything at all is? 
  
With such a question, one is not asking first of all about the constituent parts of grass or 
of what it is composed. This is not that kind of question … not a question for the 
scientific laboratory … though an individual scientist in a scientific laboratory studying 
grass might well be led even more deeply into the child’s question … which is the first 
and last question we humans ask, “What is something really?” “And how is it that 
anything is?” 
 
And so to return to Walt Whitman and his adult response to the child’s question of “What 
is the grass?” Says Whitman:  
 
 “How could I answer the child? I do not know what it is any more than he.” 
 
Walt Whitman’s reverie about grass 
 
But then Whitman goes into a reverie about grass. He makes some guesses about what 
grass is; he brings forth some reflections about grass. He writes: 
 
 “I guess it [the grass] must be the flag of my disposition, out of hopeful green stuff 
woven.”  
 
I take this to mean that grass for Whitman is an emblem or banner of his mindset and 
temperament, his attitude and approach to life, which is forever hopeful in its nature – 
grass in its ubiquity and persistence and greenness being a symbol of hope springing 
eternal. 
 



 “Or [says the poet] I guess it is the handkerchief of the Lord, 
 A scented gift and remembrancer designedly dropt, 
 Bearing the owner’s name someway in the corners, that we may see and remark, and 
say Whose?” 

 
Is the grass a product of some kind of larger intelligence and design, a token of some 
greater power and process whose effects we can see but whose full reality and nature will 
always be hid from our eyes? The poet wonders. 
 
And, then, changing direction, the poet says: 
 

“Or I guess the grass is itself a child, the produced babe of the vegetation.” 
 
At the beginning of this poem it was the child with hands full of grass asking about the 
grass, but here the grass is itself a child, the offspring of vegetative life.  
 
And so, here, the distance between human life and vegetative life is collapsed. And, in 
Whitman’s next lines, we see even more deeply how grass and humans are linked.  
 
 “Or I guess it is a uniform hieroglyphic, 
 And it means, Sprouting alike in broad zones and narrow zones, 
 Growing among black folks as among white, 
 Kanuck, Tuckahoe, Congressman, Cuff, I give them the same, I receive them the 
same.” 
 
Here grass, like a picture in the Egyptian writing system, is an egalitarian symbol … it 
grows everywhere and among peoples and tribes of all sorts … and, as such, it is a lesson 
in the equality and unity of things.  
 
And, then, another change in direction for Whitman, when he says: 
 

“And now it seems to me the beautiful uncut hair of graves.” 
 
Grass, of course, has a long association with graves and death. Grass grows in burial 
places and from burial places. And the ephemeral and anonymous nature of grass 
suggests human temporality and mortality:  
 
 “All flesh is grass,” cries the Hebrew prophet Isaiah, 
 “and all its beauty is like the flower of the field. 
 The grass withers, the flower fades, 
 when the breath of the Lord blows upon it; 
 surely the people is grass.” (Isaiah 40:6,7) 

 
But what an image this is: “beautiful uncut grass” as the hair of graves! 
 
If you look upon grass as the hair of graves, grass as flowering spears growing from the 



bodies of loved ones … if you look in this way, you will walk a little differently and 
more tenderly upon the grass. Thus: 
 
 “Tenderly will I use you curling grass, 
 It may be you transpire from the breasts of young men, 
 It may be if I had known them I would have loved them, 
 It may be you are from old people, or from offspring taken soon out of their mother’s 
laps, 
 And here you are the mothers’ laps. 
 
 This grass is very dark to be from the white heads of old mothers, 
 Darker than the colorless beards of old men, 
 Dark to come from under the faint red roofs of mouths. 
 
 O I perceive after all so many uttering tongues, 
 And I perceive they do not come from the roofs of mouths for nothing.” 
 
For the poet, there is some meaning to all of this. But what is that meaning?  
 
 “I wish I could translate the hints about the dead young men and women, 
 And the hints about old men and mothers, and the offspring taken soon out of their 
laps. 
 
 What do you think has become of the young and old men? 
 And what do you think has become of the women and children?”  
 
And the poet’s answer:  
 
 “They are alive and well somewhere, the smallest sprout shows there is really no 
death, 
 And if ever there was it led forward life, and does not wait at the end to arrest it, 
 And ceas’d the moment life appear’d.” 

 
Death, concludes the poet, is a part of the larger process of life and being, not something 
separate and different. 
 
Through his reflections on the grass – its commonness, its humbleness, its tenaciousness, 
its ubiquity – the poet perceives that Reality is of one piece, each individual blade of 
grass part of a larger reality and process. When one has that perspective then one may 
find, as the poet does, that: 
 
 “All goes onward and outward, nothing collapses, 
 And to die is different from what any one supposed, and luckier.” 

 
The poet here affirms a mystical connection with a larger Reality that embraces and 
encompasses individual death. His reflection on grass has led him into a different zone of 



consciousness, a consciousness that sees beyond the parts to a larger wholeness and unity 
of Being. 
 
Somehow by reflecting with a “single-pointed type of meditation” on that which is so 
ephemeral and so ordinary, the poet has broken through to something eternal and 
extraordinary of which he is and always has been a part! 
 
Closing Hymn #266: “Now the Green Blade Riseth” (pre-recorded) 
 
My sermon message concludes with a haunting Easter hymn from our Singing the Living 
Tradition hymnbook titled “Now the Green Blade Riseth.” LeRoy Davidson on the 
keyboard; Harmony Rutter doing the vocals; Dan Parrish, the sound engineer.  
 
Closing Words:  
 
Our Closing Words of Benediction are the very last words of Walt Whitman’s lengthy 
signature poem “Song of Myself,” where he says to his readers: 

 
 I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love, 
 If you want me again look for me under your boot-soles. 
 
 You will hardly know who I am or what I mean, 
 But I shall be good health to you nevertheless, 
 And filter and fibre your blood. 
 
 Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged, 
 Missing me one place search another, 
 I stop somewhere waiting for you. 

    (Walt Whitman, from chant 52, “Song of Myself,” Leaves of Grass)  
 
Extinguishing the 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 August 8, 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.) 
 


