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Quotes for reflection prior to service  

  

“The poet is the sayer, the namer, and represents beauty. He is a sovereign and 

stands on the center. For the world is not painted or adorned, but is from the 

beginning beautiful; and God has not made some beautiful things, but Beauty is the  

creator of the universe.”  (Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The Poet,” The Essential Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, p. 

289)   
  

“Are not roses also – even as the owl is – excessive?  Each flower is small and 

lovely, but in their sheer and silent abundance the roses become an immutable force, 

as though the work of the wild roses was to make sure that all of us, who come 

wandering over the sand, may be, for a while, struck to the heart with a simple joy.” 
                            (Mary Oliver, “Owls,” Blue Pastures)  

  

  “...why, how,  

      whence such beauty and what  

the meaning;...” (Mary Oliver, “First Snow,” American Primitive)  

  

Lighting of Chalice  

  

Our services continue to be hybrid services … and, Sandy Goodwick, our Media Maven, 

continues to be off-site and will be taking some of her cues from me here in the sanctuary. 

We in the sanctuary will see the same words and images on our screen as those of you 

tuning in will see on your screens.  

  

So, Sandy, could you, please, bring up the words for the Lighting of our Chalice. These are 

the words of author Lawrence Collins from his book Only a Little Planet. And, whether 

tuning in virtually or here in the sanctuary, please, join me in reciting the words for the 

lighting of our chalice, saying together in unison:  

  

Beautiful is thy light –  

  Sunlight streaming through windows,  

  The soft glow of candles,  



  The flaming sky before darkness,  

  The moon and the stars that light the night  

  And the dawn breaking endlessly  

  Over the bright rim of creation. (Lawrence Collins, from Only a Little Planet)  

  

Welcoming Hymn #21: “For the Beauty of the Earth”  

  

Our Welcoming Hymn this morning is a familiar one, and a favorite of many: “For the 

Beauty of the Earth.” Harmony and LeRoy will lead us in singing this hymn, the words of 

which will appear on the screen.   

1. For the beauty of the earth, for the splendor of the skies, for 

the love which from our birth over and around us lies: Source 

of all, to thee we raise this, our hymn of grateful praise.  

2. For the joy of ear and eye, for the heart and mind’s delight, 

for the mystic harmony linking sense to sound and sight: 

Source of all, to thee we raise this, our hymn of grateful praise.  

3. For the wonder of each hour of the day and of the night, hill 

and vale and tree and flower, sun and moon and stars of light: 

Source of all, to thee we raise this, our hymn of grateful praise.  

4. For the joy of human care, sister, brother, parent, child, for 

the kinship we all share, for all gentle thoughts and mild: 

Source of all, to thee we raise this, our hymn of grateful praise.  

                   (Words: Folliott Sandford Pierpoint, adapted)  

Responsive Reading  

  

Since we are live here in the sanctuary, I’ve prepared a responsive reading for this service 

that consists of a selection of statements from the writings of the 20th century American 

poet Robinson Jeffers, whose poem titled “The Excesses of God” will serve as the primary 

text for my sermon message this morning.  

  

Robinson Jeffers had what, I would term, a “naturalistic” religious philosophy … and his 

understanding and use of the word “God,” therefore, is not a traditional theistic 

understanding of the word in which “God” is conceived as outside of and apart from nature; 

rather, his is a naturalistic and pantheistic understanding in which “God” is essentially 

equated with the power and dynamic of Nature. And that power and dynamic for Jeffers 

tends toward beauty, the beauty of what is natural. That sense of beauty is expressed in the 

statements of our Responsive Reading.  

  



MINISTER: To feel and speak the astonishing beauty of things: earth, stone, water, sun, 

moon, stars, plants, beasts, man, woman. Unbridled and unbelievable beauty covers the 

world.  

  

CONGREGATION: To feel greatly, and understand greatly, and express greatly the hushed 

magnificence of things.   

  

MINISTER: Look how beautiful are all the things that God does. God’s signature is the 

beauty of things.  

  

CONGREGATION: The greatest beauty is organic wholeness, the wholeness of life and 

things.   

  

MINISTER: However ugly the parts sometimes appear, the whole remains beautiful.  

  

CONGREGATION: Love that, and not humans apart from that, or else you will share our 

pitiful confusions, or drown in despair when our days darken.   

  

MINISTER: And know that the enormous invulnerable beauty of things is the face of God.  

  

CONGREGATION: Worship it, give you hearts to it, labor to be like it.  

  

MINISTER: And live gladly in its presence, and so die without grief or fear knowing it 

survives us.        
(Lines from poems of Robinson Jeffers, adjusted for gender)  

  

Story for All Ages: “The Empty Pot,” by Demi; read by Sandy Goodwick  

  

Reading: Excerpts from The Red Queen: Sex and the Evolution of Human Nature, by 

Matt  

Ridley   

  

This morning, for your reflection and consideration, I will be putting before you the 

hypothesis of poet Robinson Jeffers that “beauty” is the engine that drives things – not 

“goodness,” not “harmony,” not “love;” nor, again, the biological aim of survival and 

reproduction; but “beauty.” “Beauty,” the poet contends, is the inner aim, urge, and thrust 

of Nature or God, the ultimate purpose and pleasure of the power of Being.  

  

In order to set the contrast between the poet’s hypothesis and that of a biological aim of 

nature, let me read a couple of statements from Matt Ridley, who is the author of several 

works of popular science. In his book, The Red Queen: Sex and the Evolution of Human 

Nature, Ridley takes the position that survival and reproduction is the aim of nature for us 

humans, and that everything can be subsumed under a biological end.   

  



With regard to our species, Ridley writes:   

  

 “ ... reproduction is the sole goal for which human beings are designed; everything 

else is a means to that end.”  

  

Again he writes:   

  

  “ ... I know of no other way that human nature can have developed except by 

evolution, and there is now overwhelming evidence that there is no other way for 

evolution to work except by competitive reproduction.  Those strains that reproduce 

persist; those that do not reproduce die out.”   

  

Even our vaunted free will, says the author, is designed for the purpose of reproductive 

competitiveness. I quote one more time:   

  

“ ... free will was not created for fun; there was a reason that evolution handed our 

ancestors the ability to take initiatives, and the reason was that free will and initiative 

are means to satisfy ambition, to compete with fellow human beings, to deal with life's 

emergencies, and so eventually to be in a better position to reproduce and rear children 

than human beings who do not reproduce. Therefore, free will itself is any good only 

to the extent that it contributes to eventual reproduction.”  
(Matt Ridley, The Red Queen, quotes form pp. 4-5)  

  

Meditation Hymn #79: “No Number Tallies Nature Up”  

  

The words for our next hymn, “No Number Tallies Nature Up,” are pieced together from a 

lengthy poem of Ralph Waldo Emerson titled “The Song of Nature.” And the original poem 

is a “first-person song, sung by Nature!” The Rev. Kimberly Debus, a Unitarian 

Universalist minister and musician, commenting in her blog on this poem, writes:   

  

“The point of the poem is Nature, recounting with joy the long expanse of time 

through which she has stood and watched sometimes happily, sometimes sadly, as 

humans play their human games of birth, inspiration, anger, war, peace, and death. 

That’s the point – Nature sees the long arc of the universe, moral or otherwise, and 

sings an ode to it.”  
(Kimberly Debus. Link to blog from which quote it taken: https://farfringe.com/stlt79-no-number-tallies-nature-up/)  

  

I suspect this is not a very familiar hymn to most of us, but I’ve appreciated it for many 

years … and I appreciate Harmony and LeRoy and Dan for preparing it for us. Those of 

you in the sanctuary here are invited to rise in body or spirit as Harmony and LeRoy lead 

us in singing “No Number Tallies Nature Up.”   

1. No number tallies nature up, no tribe its house can fill; it is the 

shining fount of life and pours the deluge still. And gathers by 



its fragile powers along the centuries from race on race the 

rarest flowers, its wreath shall nothing miss.  

2. It writes the past in characters of rock and fire and scroll, the 

building in the coral sea, the planting of the coal. And thefts 

from satellites and rings and broken stars it drew, and out of 

spent and aged things it formed the world anew.  

3. Must time and tide forever run, nor winds sleep in the west?  

Will never wheels which whirl the sun and satellites have rest? Yet 

whirl the glowing wheels once more, and mix the bowl again; 

seethe, Fate, the ancient elements, heat, cold, and peace, and pain.  

4. Blend war and trade and creeds and song, let ripen race on 

race, the sunburnt world that we shall breed of all the countless 

days. No ray is dimmed, no atom worn, the oldest force is new, 

and fresh the rose on yonder thorn gives back the heavens in 

dew.  

Sermon: “THE EXCESSES OF GOD”  

  

Introduction  

  

I don’t know how many of you may be familiar with the naturalistic poetry of Robinson  

Jeffers, whose years are 1887-1962, and who lived almost of his adult life in Carmel, 

California, perched right on the ocean’s edge.   

  

Robinson Jeffers’ work has been very important in my own life, as his poetry first took me 

by storm in the early 1980s – the first poet to grab me in a really deep way, influencing my 

own religious philosophy.  

  

And many times since the 1980s I have made a pilgrimage, as it were, to his home in 

Carmel, California … which is a stone house and a four-story stone tower – “Hawk Tower,” 

as Jeffers named it – that he himself built from stones that he hauled up from along the 

beach in that rugged coastal area.   

  

Docents representing the Jeffers’ Poetry Foundation provide weekend visitors a very fine 

two-hour tour of the house, garden, and tower, which I’ve taken a number of times.  

  

The area is all built-up now, but at the time when Jeffers and his wife, Una, first made their 

home there in the early 1900s, it was just open field above the wild Pacific Ocean.  

  

And they chose the place they built at because of its physical beauty. Indeed, the natural 

beauty of things was the primary sermon that Jeffers preached through his poetry, calling 



upon humans to turn away from their inward, narcissistic concerns and to turn outward to 

focus instead upon the natural beauty of rock and hawk, of sky and sea.    

  

And, as I said in my introduction to my reading a few minutes ago, Jeffers came to believe 

that “beauty” is the engine that drives things. It is the inner urge/ push/ thrust/ direction/ 

purpose/ striving of the power of Being.   

  

Beauty is, as Jeffers puts it, “the face of God” … and, as I am saying, the “aim” of God. 

That is the hypothesis that I will put before you this morning.  

  

The inadequacy of language  

  

Of course, no human word or combination of words can possibly characterize Reality or 

express its nature and inner dynamic. The opening lines of the Tao te Ching caution us 

about this when it says:  

  The tao that can be told  

 is not the eternal Tao.  

   The name that can be named  

   is not the eternal Name. (Tao te Ching: A New English Version, Stephen Mitchell)   

  

Nonetheless, Lao Tzu, the ancient Chinese sage, doesn’t stop there; he, too, goes on in that 

lovely, little volume to express in words his sense of the nature of things … as we all do, 

being creatures of curiosity, imagination, and speech.  

  

A single word to express the inner aim of things  

  

If you were to try to express the “mystery of things” and the “inner aim of things” in a 

single human word, what word might you choose? What word, given that all words are 

inadequate, would you use to characterize the nature of things?    

  

Would it be Truth? Goodness? Beauty? – the three traditional virtues.   

  

Would it be Love? Harmony? Struggle? Creativity? Experimentation?   

  

What word would you choose?  

  

For Robinson Jeffers, it was not a question which word to choose – it was “beauty,” hands 

down.  

  

The quintessential impulse of the power of Being  

  

What is the quintessential impulse of the power of Being? What is Nature after? What is 

God, the Creative Force, after? The poet’s response is “Beauty!”   

  



As with Emerson, who wrote that “Beauty is the creator the universe,” (“The Poet,” The Essential  

Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, p. 289) so, for Robinson Jeffers, “God” is a fountain out of which 

pours works of beauty … abundantly, superfluously, excessively, extravagantly. To the 

poet, it seems that God as the power of Being cannot help but create works of beauty.  

  

And we humans, then, are privileged witnesses of that beauty. It strikes deep within our 

hearts.   

  

And, oh, that we might ourselves also be beautiful! Oh, that we might be co-creators with 

Nature’s power in bringing forth works of beauty! Oh, that we might also be part of this 

overflowing, abundant fountain!  

  

Let me turn, now, to a poem in which Jeffers gives clear expression to this hypothesis that 

beauty is the inner push of things. The poem is titled, “The Excesses of God,” and it appears 

in Jeffers’s first major book of poetry.   

  

        The Excesses of God  

  

Is it not by his high superfluousness we know  

Our God? For to be equal a need  

Is natural, animal, mineral: but to fling  

Rainbows over the rain  

And beauty above the moon, and secret rainbows  

On the domes of deep sea-shells,  

And make the necessary embrace of breeding   

Beautiful also as fire,  

Not even the weeds to multiply without blossom Nor 

the birds without music:  

 There is the great humaneness at the heart of things,    

The extravagant kindness, the fountain  

Humanity can understand, and would flow likewise If 

power and desire were perch-mates.  

  

I take those last two lines, which to me are the most difficult to understand, to be saying 

that humanity understands and relates to this “fountain” that pours forth these works of 

beauty; and humanity would also flow and bubble like this fountain, humanity would also 

pour forth works of beauty, if only it could bring power and desire together … if only it 

could do what it wants to do, if only it could bring its potentiality into actuality.   

  

The status of beauty  

   

What is the status of “beauty” in the scheme of things?  

  



Is beauty, as the poet suggests, something essential in Nature, perhaps even the most 

essential thing, the inner thrust of Being, the target towards which the power of Being, as 

it were, takes aim?    

  

Or, is beauty a secondary thing, an epi-phenomenon, an add-on, an afterthought, a 

delightful dessert but not substantial like the main meal?  

  

Beauty at the biological level  

  

From the point of view of biology, as in my reading today, you can explain that beauty is 

an inducement to use the machinery of existence. That is, beauty is a kind of “biological 

trick” to entice you to take your part in the earnest struggle for survival and reproduction.    

  

Beauty beckons to you. It shows you an ankle, so to speak. It says, “Come, hither.”   

  

And flattered, intrigued, tempted, drawn, you come forward; and, thus, you are caught in 

the machinery of existence, in the struggle to compete, in the struggle to survive and 

reproduce.   

Thus, beauty both entices you to participate in the struggle, and it makes the struggle more 

palatable.   

  

So, you could explain the human capacity to respond to beauty and to be grasped by beauty 

as part of meeting the biological need of survival and reproduction. You could, for example, 

survey a colorful field of wild flowers and say:  

  

“You know what these colorful flowers are trying to do, don’t you? They’re trying 

to attract bees and other pollinating insects with their color and scent so they can 

reproduce themselves. And they’re trying to outdo the other flowers in the field in 

color and design so that they can win out and pass on their DNA packages.  

  

 “And, you know what the tail of that male peacock is for, don’t you? It’s to make 

itself more attractive to the female peahen and keep the wheel of peacock-life turning.”  

  

Beauty beyond the biological level  

  

So, you can look at things this way. And you know what? You would not be wrong … you 

would not be wrong. As a matter of fact, you would be right, you would be quite right … 

you would right at that level.  

    

However, if you were to insist that this is the only level, or even that this is the most 

essential level, then, says the poet, you would be wrong. As a matter of fact, you would be 

quite wrong; you would be reductionistically wrong.  

  



Now, of course, the different forms of life and being must meet the minimum requirements 

of survival; and, certainly, the various faculties of the different life-forms must serve the 

purpose of survival and reproduction, or at least not be contrary to it. But does this mean 

that survival and reproduction is the end, the goal, the thrust of Nature and of Being?  

  

“No!” thunders the poet. “There is much more to the story. You have made a partial truth 

into the whole truth, and you have missed the essential thing; you have missed the 

extravagance that is at the center of Being; you have missed the heart of the 

manysplendored thing.     

  

What the poet is saying, as I understand him, is this: It is the nature of Nature to produce 

beauty. And even at the mechanical level of keeping things going, Nature can’t help but 

produce beauty. It makes, as the poet says, “the necessary embrace of breeding/ Beautiful 

also as fire.”  

  

The nature of Nature’s excess  

  

Now this, says the poet, might seem like an excess, an extravagance, a superfluousness; but 

let me tell you a little secret that I have learned, namely, these so-called “excesses of God” 

are at the very heart of things. The creation of beauty is so much a part of the nature of 

Being that beauty pours forth even in meeting the most mundane necessities of life:  “Not 

even the weeds to multiply without blossom  

Nor the birds without music.”  

  

Thus, the proper response to seeing a peacock’s tail or colorful flowers is this:   

  

“Do you mean to tell me that that colorful tail of the peacock also has a practical 

function?! And do you mean to say that those colorful blossoms of tulip and primrose 

and redbud and iris and poppy and orchid and lilac and lavender … do you mean to 

tell me that these blossoms also serve a practical function?! Who could believe that 

something that beautiful could also be practical?!”    

  

The built-in beauty of things  

  

Does this mean, then, that beauty is built-in to the universe?   

  

We commonly say that “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder;” implying that it’s not intrinsic 

in things. Is the poet saying something different than this?    

  

Oh, yes, you bet he is. The poet is saying that what we behold as beauty is not just a human 

invention or perception or projection. The poet is saying that the beauty is there; it’s builtin, 

just waiting for us to pay attention and to notice it.    

  



The poet is saying that the world is a match for us, and that we, at our best, are a match for 

the world. He is saying that when we are struck or stunned by the beauty of things, we are 

grasping and apprehending something real, something objectively real. “Beauty” is the 

shining forth of what is real.  

  

Beauty as more than subjective  

  

In giving a lecture one time, the poet Robinson Jeffers said that, of course, in one respect 

our sense of beauty is subjective – it’s in the beholder’s brain. And yet, he said, it’s also 

more than this. He said that our sense of beauty is the translation of something real … in 

the same way that our sense of the color red is the translation of something real.  

  

Let me quote the poet exactly from this lecture that he gave. This quote is something the 

poet said just prior to reading the poem, “The Excesses of God.”  

  

“I spoke a moment ago of the beauty of the universe that calls forth our love and 

reverence. Beauty, like color, is subjective. It is not in the object but in the mind that 

regards it. Nevertheless, I believe it corresponds to a reality, a real excellence and 

nobility in the world; …as the color red corresponds to a reality: certain wave-lengths 

of light, a certain rhythm of vibrations.” (The Stone Mason of Tor House, p. 185)  

  

In other words, our human sense of beauty is a translation of a transhuman, intrinsic value 

and quality in Reality.  

  

In another poem, the poet puts this even more strongly. He says that beauty is absolute. It 

stands, whether or not we notice or attend to it. The poet writes:  

  

  “The beauty of things is not harnessed to human  

 Eyes and the little active minds: it is absolute.  

  It is not for human titillation, though it serves that. It is the life of things,  

  And the nature of God.” (from The Double Axe)  

  

Look How Beautiful!  

  

After the death of the poet in 1962 at the age 75, another poem was found in his effects, a 

poem which puts the matter about as bluntly as you can in terms of the nature of things. 

Here’s what the poet wrote:  

  

 “There is this infinite energy, the power of God forever working – toward what 

purpose? – toward none.  

   This is God’s will; he works, he grows and changes, he has no object.  

 No more than a great sculptor who has found a ledge of fine marble, and lives beside 

it, and carves great images,  



  And casts them down. That is God’s will: to make great things and destroy them, 

and make great things   

 And destroy them again. With war and plague and horror, and the diseases of trees 

and the corruptions of stone  

   He destroys all that stands. But look how beautiful –    

Look how beautiful are all the things that God does. His signature is the beauty of 

things. (“Look How Beautiful,” from The Beginning and the End)  

  

The signature of God  

  

So, says the poet, if, on a given day, you should happen to behold a manifestation of beauty, 

please take note that this work of beauty is itself the signature of God. That is how you can 

identify the will and work of God. That is how you know the essential nature of the power 

of Being.     

  

The beauty of things, says the poet, is always trying to break through. All the machinery of 

survival and reproduction is part of the process to enable the beauty to come through, and 

not the other way around. It’s not that beauty is used as a means to keep the machinery 

going, though it helps to do that. But it’s more than this: the machinery is the means to 

create the beauty.  

  

Beauty beyond horror  

  

Now, sometimes we don’t see the beauty. Sometimes it’s very hard to see the beauty. We 

get distracted by the struggle for existence. We get distracted by the horror of things. We 

get distracted by focusing on the ugliness of the parts that make up the whole.  

  

And, indeed, sometimes the parts are terribly ugly. And, indeed, sometimes the horror is so 

close we can’t see through or around it. And, indeed, sometimes the struggle for existence 

is so intense that we can concentrate on nothing else.  

  

And yet none of this, says the poet, erases the beauty. The beauty stands in the “organic 

wholeness” that encompasses the parts. It exists in and through the struggle for existence 

that we and all things participate in. And it is even there beneath the horror of the world. 

Beauty is the inner drive of things.    

  

So says the poet. That’s the poet’s hypothesis.  

   

Consider the lilies  

  

And I don’t know if you buy it. But this morning I’d like to encourage you to at least 

consider … and maybe try out this perspective. That is to say: to approach life in the way 

of seeing beauty in a cosmic context … and as something built-in to the universe, as 

something essential in the structure and unfolding of things …   



  

… not something that is purely our projection, or an accidental adjunct to the necessities of 

life, or merely an inducement to operating the machinery of life …   

  

… but, rather, that beauty is at the very center and core of Being-itself.  

  

Allow yourself to be warmed and nourished by the thought that Nature wants what our 

sense of beauty wants …  

  

…  and that our desire for beauty is not just a human idiosyncrasy but is rather part of a 

larger striving in Nature.  

  

Allow yourself to be shaken by the “excesses of God” –   

  

“Rainbows over the rain  

And beauty above the moon, and secret rainbows  

On the domes of deep sea-shells.”  

  

Let yourself consider that these “excesses of God” are not excesses at all, but something at 

the very heart of matter and at the very soul of Being.  

  

Can you feel the beauty of things at the heart of life?  “I wish,” says the poet, in another 

poem found after his death:  

  

   I wish that all humans might feel it.  

 That would make joy in the world, and make men [us] a little nobler – as a handful of 

wild flowers. (from “Salvage”)   

  

Closing Hymn #1068: “Rising Green”   

  

Our Closing Hymn, “Rising Green,” is, perhaps, my favorite hymn in our two hymnals.  

The words and music are from Carol McDade.  

1. My blood doth rise in the roots of yon oak, her sap doth run in my veins. Boundless 

my soul like the open sky where the stars forever have lain. Where the stars, where 

the stars, where the stars forever have lain.  

2. My hands hold the weavings of time without end, my sight as deep as the sea.  

Beating, my heart sounds the measures of old, that of love’s eternity. That 

of love, that of love, that of love’s eternity.  

3. I feel the tides as they answer the moon, rushing on a far distant sand.  

Winging my song is the wind of my breast and my love blows over the land. And 

my love, and my love, and my love blows over the land.  



4. My foot carries days of the old into new, our dreaming shows us the way.  

Wondrous our faith settles deep in the earth, rising green to bring a new day. Rising 

green, rising green, rising green to bring a new day.  

Closing Words   

  

   We cannot be sure of life for one moment;  

 We can, by force and self-discipline, by many refusals and a few assertions, in the 

teeth of fortune assure ourselves  

Freedom and integrity in life or integrity in death.  

And we know that the enormous invulnerable beauty of things  

 Is the face of God, [...] live gladly in its presence, and die without grief or fear 

knowing it survives us. (Robinson Jeffers, from “Nova”)  

  

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 service led by the Rev. Bruce A. Bode at the 

Olympic Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Sequim/Port Angeles, WA on Sunday, July  

17, 2022. Rev. Bode retired as senior minister of the Quimper Unitarian Universalist  

Fellowship in Port Townsend, WA in June 2018, and is now minister emeritus.)  

  


