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Spirit in Nature 

Delivered on July 24, 2022, to Olympic UU Fellowship by Joseph Bednarik 

 

Good morning! 

It is absolutely wonderful to make the short road trip to Sequim and be back inside the sanctuary 

here at OUUF. 

This Sunday morning jaunt—to the foothills of the Olympics—continues the adventures of my 

summer travels, as I recently returned from three weeks of travel on the East Coast where I rode 

in planes, trains, boats, subways, and cars which brought me to  

• Airports, train stations, church services 

• Restaurants, hotels, a minor league baseball game 

• an outdoor circus, a high school reunion and museums, including the National Comedy 

Center which I highly recommend, 

and I can report that I was always—as in always—in the minority of those people wearing a 

mask. 

Which is to say:  We are all currently traveling within a global pandemic that is both intensely 

personal and very public, and that we are all interconnected on a small planet where a 

microscopic virus spread from one teensy dot on the globe to the entire globe with lightning 

speed. 

And with such interconnection in mind, let’s bring to our attention the seventh principle of 

Unitarian Universalism:  Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a 

part. 

 

Important to note the difference between “interconnected” and “interdependent”—and our 

principle consciously uses interdependent, clearly stating that beyond simply being connected to 

each other, we are mutually and inextricably dependent upon each other.  

 

“Interconnected” is imbedded within interdependent.  

 

So much for that illusory notion of “self-sufficiency.”  

 

And the interdependence we’re talking about moves beyond the human community and 

encompasses “all existence.” 
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Of our seven principles, the seventh is the guiding principle that the environmentalists among us 

focus on to find inspiration within this religion to be a positive and healthy force within 

existence.  

 

All existence.  

 

It stands to reason that if we’re all connected through an “interdependent web,” positive and 

healthy activities radiate positivity and health within the web…as do, alas, the negative and 

detrimental activities. 

 

The seventh principle also suggests that we could, with a bit of imagination, recognize that the 

“web of all existence” contains:  

• a birch tree in Finland and  

• a butterfly in Chile  

• as well as an empty potato chip bag blowing around in a parking lot in Graceland, 

Tennessee. 

 

Note what we did just there:  We took a big flossy concept like “interdependent web of all 

existence” and applied some specifics, thereby creating the thought project of connecting—

across three continents—seemingly disparate nouns:  a birch tree with a butterfly with an empty 

potato chip bag. And we threw in a sparkling Elvis Presley reference for spice. 

 

And how on earth could these things be interdependent? 

 

And just as we’re gearing up on how to imagine those connections on our blue boat called 

“home,” in comes an image that makes the quote-unquote “all existence” portion of the Seventh 

Principle all the more interesting… this from a White House press release regarding the first 

images publicly released from the latest scientific miracle—the James Webb Space Telescope—

or “J-dub-ST”—which provided “the ‘deepest’ and sharpest infrared image of the distant 

universe ever produced.” 

 

“This image is filled with galaxies, some more than 13 billion years old, which means they 

formed just after the Big Bang.” 

 

The press release continues, “Over the coming days, NASA will publish additional images,  

which reveal details about the atmosphere of an exoplanet outside our solar system, ‘stellar 

nurseries’ where stars form, galaxies that interact and trigger star formation and black holes, and 

a glimpse into how stars die.” 

 

Talk about respect for the interdependent web of all existence… of which we are a part! 
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So consider the stage set:   

• While the J-dub-ST is traveling in space, broadcasting images of galaxies and ‘stellar 

nurseries’ that make astrophysicists swoon,  

• while a butterfly is fluttering in Chile,  

• while a potato chip bag is scuttling along the asphalt in Graceland,  

I am traveling as a passenger in a small car, driving toward a second-growth forest near 

Middlebury, Vermont called “Spirit in Nature,” or “SpIN” for short.  

The car is being driven by a practicing Druid.  

I love that sentence so much I am going to repeat it: The car is being driven by a practicing 

Druid. 

The mission statement for SpIN reads as follows: “Spirit in Nature is a place of interconnecting 

paths where people of diverse spiritual traditions may walk, worship, meet, meditate, and 

promote education and action toward better stewardship of this sacred Earth.” 

Sounds intriguing! 

We arrive, park, and get our bearings by studying the map, which shows the river and creek and 

a dozen paths represented by various blazed trails that wind among the trees and ferns, rocks, and 

creeks.  

These paths are representing —in alphabetical order—the religions of  

• Bahai, Buddhist, Christian,  

• Druid, Friends (aka Quakers), Hindu,  

• Interfaith, Jewish, Muslim,  

• Native American, Pagan, and… drum roll… 

• Unitarian-Universalist.  

For a practicing UU, this came as a pleasant surprise, as the Unitarian-Universalist religion 

usually doesn’t get much public airtime.  

Along each specific path—bungee-corded to trees—there are laminated placards with quotes that 

represent or resonate with the religion. There is also a children’s trail, a sacred circle, a wetland, 

a beaver pond and, what made my heart absolutely sing, a labyrinth.  

The idea for the site Spirit in Nature came about after a four-day conference at Middlebury 

College in 1990 called “Spirit and Nature,” where “voices from the world’s major religions 

address[ed] our responsibilities to the environment, the challenges of preserving it, and how to 

foster a greater understanding of spirit and nature.”  
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Bill Moyers produced a 90-minute documentary about the conference, and the opening shot of 

that film is of the Dalai Lama—in his maroon and yellow robes—shoveling soil onto the root 

ball of a tree being planted.  

The shot then shows other religious leaders, in garments particular to their tradition, adding soil 

to the fresh planning.  

There is something inspiring about watching spiritual leaders shovel dirt to help plant a tree. 

Trees—the lungs of the earth—are essential to the salvation of this planet. It makes perfect 

symbolic sense that religious leaders would plant a tree together and help the Earth create 

oxygen to breath. To inspire literally and figuratively—to in-spirit.  

The next time I visit Middlebury, I would like to see whether this specific tree is still standing 

and continues to make oxygen. 

And before we continue, one small footnote:  The conference at the college was called “Spirit 

and Nature” while the trail system in the forest is called “Spirit in Nature.” I think the difference 

between “and” and “in” is notable: “and” connects two separate and distinct entities, while “in” 

suggests entrance and immersion. 

And I would like to point out that one of my favorite surrealist poets—when seeing an 

“entrance” sign, would pronounce the word “en-trance.” 

So there we were, at Spirit in Nature, with our host, a practicing Druid, who led us—on a 

beautiful summer day—to the beginning of the Unitarian-Universalist path, which was marked 

with blue blazes on the trees. 

I decided to allow the path to en-trance me, so along with being present in the forest, I decided to 

read all the words presented to me. In total, I discovered six quotes on the UU path, and I’d like 

to share them with you this morning. 

So, if you will, imagine moving along a forest path in Vermont. The forest floor is cushioned by 

a thick carpet of pine needles, and the bright summer sunshine is filtering through green canopy. 

In short, a glorious day in a gorgeous spot, with every reason to start along the path with a 

buoyant and open heart. 

As someone who loves poetry, and the powerful tools of poetic language, I was very encouraged 

by the first UU sign: “Metaphores be with you.”  

And to make sure we all get it, this is a playful homonym between the famous phrase from the 

movie Star Wars, “May the Force be with you” and “Metaphors be with you.” 

I like to think of metaphors as a capital-F “Force,” and I was doubly encouraged that the word 

“metaphors” was spelled incorrectly on the sign. A deep bow to human fallibility! 

The second sign presented lyrics for three verses of hymn #21, “For the Beauty of the Earth.”  
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As I read the lyrics, the words blurred and I really didn’t get “brain meaning,” but rather the tune 

of the hymn—the music—rose inside me—music I’ve heard scores of times within UU 

sanctuaries. 

[hum a few bars] 

As I continued to walk the path, the music for this hymn kept looping in my brain, and since I 

couldn’t remember the lyrics exactly, different words started to emerge: 

For the beauty of the earth 

And that big space telescope 

Our Universe in all its girth 

Tells us not to act the dope 

Source of all to thee we raise 

This our hymn of grateful praise. 

 

This is the sort of thing that can happen when you remember the tune and forget the lyrics… 

The third sign presented a warning from journalist and Unitarian minister Pierre van Paassen:  

“Half of our misery and weakness comes from the fact that we have broken with the soil. And 

we have allowed the roots that bound us to the earth to rot. We have become detached from the 

earth. We have abandoned her. And when we abandon nature, we have begun to abandon 

ourselves.” 

I took special note of the communal human responsibility—and chant—in that quote:   

• “we have broken with the soil”…  

• “we have allow the roots…to rot”…  

• “we have become detached”…  

• “we have abandoned her.”  

Since van Paasen died in 1968, these words were written well before the profound acceleration 

of climate change. 

What I respond to in this quote is the agency, and the implied call to radically change these 

behaviors. Essentially a powerful recognition of the Seventh Principle, and the recognition that 

as we’re all connected through an “interdependent web,” positive and healthy activities radiate 

positivity and health within and throughout the web. 

 

Fourth along the path, a poem by Northwest poet David Wagoner called “Lost”: 

Stand still. The trees ahead and bushes beside you 

Are not lost. Wherever you are is called Here, 

And you must treat it as a powerful stranger, 
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Must ask permission to know it and be known. 

The forest breathes. Listen. It answers, 

I have made this place around you. 

If you leave it, you may come back again, saying Here. 

No two trees are the same to Raven. 

No two branches are the same to Wren. 

If what a tree or a bush does is lost on you, 

You are surely lost. Stand still. The forest knows 

Where you are. You must let it find you. 

 

Fifth was a short and pithy quote from architect Frank Lloyd Wright: “I believe in God, only I 

spell it N-a-t-u-r-e.” I think even the hard-core atheists among us could nod yes to that statement. 

Sixth, a short excerpt from May Sarton’s long poem called “The Invocation to Kali”—Kali being 

the fierce blue-skinned four-armed Hindu deity “who is considered to be the goddess of ultimate 

power, time and change”:  

Help us to be the always hopeful 

Gardeners of the spirit 

Who know that without darkness 

Nothing comes to birth 

As without light 

Nothing flowers. 

 

I love the idea of us being “always hopeful/Gardeners of the spirit” who recognize the totality of 

light and dark. The lesson here that darkness is with us, is essential to the process of birth and 

death, and we ignore this darkness at our peril.  

Reading this excerpt, I was reminded of the aphorism by Witold Gombrowicz, “Anyone who 

loves only the beautiful and the pure, loves barely half of life.” 

And the final sign was the seven principles, which you are invited to read at your own pace 

sometime this beautiful Sunday.  

After completing the path, we walked a portion of the Druid path and a portion of the Buddhist 

path. We walked the labyrinth, and even made a small labyrinth repair.  

At one point I had the great good fortune of standing on a small bridge over a creek, closing my 

eyes, and allowing the sound of the creek to flow through my brain.  

Truth be told, I preferred the song of that liquid flow to any of the words I read on the UU path. 

This is not criticism, merely an observation:  When in the forest I wish to be entranced by the 

forest, and not pulled into my brain by human language.  
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That said, our host mentioned that the Unitarian-Universalists were in the process of 

reconsidering their quotes and, true to form, a “quotes committee” is at work on the issue. 

Somehow, I found deep comfort in this, and while not invited to do so, the editor in me longs to 

submit the following suggestions to the committee for their consideration: 

1) It is essential that all written messages are easy to understand, inspirational and/or 

provocative in their own way, and contained within a few dozen words. 

 

2) Seven signs seem about right, including the list of UU principles as the final sign.  

 

3) It would be wonderful if each sign were presented in multiple languages,  

including scripts and alphabets that look radically different than English or French or 

Spanish, such as  

• Russian, Arabic, Chinese,  

• Korean, Tibetan, Hindi, 

• Japanese, Hebrew, etc.  

 

This will remind readers that the world is teeming with languages. 

 

4) All signs include Braille. 

 

5) Be intentional about including quotes from artists and thinkers, poets and scientists  

who represent a diversity of people. The current quotes along the path are very white. 

 

6) I would advise against including lyrics from hymns, as lyrics without the accompanying 

music almost always falls short. 

 

7) Include one sign—preferably a bold woodblock print—that is simply a picture of a UU 

chalice—and do not include explanatory words.  

 

And because the “UU SpIN Quotes Committee” didn’t ask, I take the opportunity to conclude 

this sermon by freely offering six new choices for their consideration: 

The opening quote should be from science fiction writer Octavia Butler:  

“The Universe is God’s self-portrait.”  

 

Down the trail, a person would find this line from poet Jim Harrison:  

“The earth’s proper scripture could be written on a 3 x 5 card.” 
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In a nod to the inspirational founding of SpIN, I would add the profound Dalai Lama realization:  

“My religion is very simple. My religion is kindness.”  

 

The word “kindness” can fit on a 3 x 5 card multiple times! 

 

The middle sign should be the aforementioned wordless wood-block print of a UU chalice. 

 

Add now Helen Keller’s positive activism:  

“I long to accomplish a great and noble task, but it is my chief duty to accomplish 

small tasks as if they were great and noble.” 

 

And as I end every service, I would love to see the Antonio Machado poem as the benediction to 

the UU path at Spirit in Nature: 

Beyond living and dreaming 

what matters most 

is waking up. 

 

Amen 
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Spirit in Nature 

 

Near Middlebury, Vermont, there is a second-growth forest called "Spirit in Nature," where 

numerous faith traditions are represented by various blazed trails that wind among the trees and 

ferns, rocks and creeks. There are paths for Christians and Buddhists, Druids and Bahais, 

and even a path labelled “Unitarian Universalist.’ This Sunday—with the Seventh Principle in 

heart and mind—we follow the blue blaze of the UU trail and reflect on the messages received. 

http://www.spiritinnature.org/
https://billmoyers.com/content/spirit-nature/

