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To grit your teeth and clench your fists in order to survive the world at its harshest and worst, by that very act, to be unable to let 

something be done for you and in you, that is more wonderful still. The trouble with steeling yourself against the harshness of 

reality is that the same steel that secures your life against being destroyed secures your life also against being opened up and 

transformed by the holy power that life itself comes from.  You can survive on your own.  You can grow on your own.  You can 

even prevail on your own.  But you cannot become human on your own. 

—Frederick Buechner, The Sacred Journey: A Memoir of Early Days 

 

The Stream and the Desert and Us 
 

Announcement 
Testimonial on behalf of our religious exploration ministry 

Karen Fireman 

 

Good morning. I’m Karen Fireman and I’m here to attempt to inspire you and let you in on a secret.  

 

Think back to when you were a child and recall an adult, outside of your home, who had a positive influence 

on you. Perhaps they had a way of believing in you or connecting with you. What I am up here to talk about 

to you today is an opportunity to be that person of inspiration yourself.  

 

Children these days are bombarded with images and pressure to be the winner, the star, the best. Yet, all 

children deserve to feel valuable and treasured just for the essence of their being. I believe that TUUC has an 

opportunity to model the inclusiveness that we hope to promote as part of our mission, through our very 

own Religious Education program.  

 

There’s a magnet on my fridge that says, “Be the change you wish to see in the world,” by Gandhi. I’m old 

enough to realize that the change I wish to see in this world and the social justice which we as a congregation 

envision rely not only on myself, but on this upcoming generation. And to this end, I feel strongly that we 

need to give the kids (who are growing up in TUUC/sitting around you here) as much of ourselves as we 

have to give.  

 

At the beginning, I mentioned a secret and that is this . . . there is magic downstairs. You might not see it at 

first, but I assure you that if you look carefully, you will find it. You can find it in the laughter; the thought-

provoking questions; diligent art work; the debates of the youth as they examine and question each other’s 

beliefs; lasagna making; or the thoughtful spread on the Seder tables. And, I bet you didn’t know that the 

mulch on the playground is actually hot lava or deep gator-infested waters at times!  

 

Each week I’m here, I find magic in the upturned faces gathered around our chalice lights. Some of you may 

still feel hesitant or worried that you might not be a “good teacher,” but really, it isn’t about teaching so much 

as it is about making connections. You may feel that you don’t have enough energy, and if, in fact, you need 

to be here in the sanctuary to fill up your bucket so you can back out there each week, I get it; I’ve been there. 

I also wouldn’t want to be so inspiring as to cause a great exodus from the main sanctuary!  

 

However, I would also challenge you to give it a try and see if in fact, you feel more energized by the very 

energy you give. If you are worried you might lose control of the classroom, I assure you that will happen at 

some point. But it won’t last long and you will survive to tell about it. After all, behavior is usually just a 

means of communication. It’s not personal.  
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If on the other hand, you want to try something new and creative . . . come teach! Want to make a new 

friend? Come teach! Want to teach children how to build friendships? Come teach! Want to be brave and 

courageous? Come teach!  

 

Hafiz, the Sufi poet, wrote: Every child has known God, not the God of names, not the God of don’ts, not 

the God who ever does anything weird, but the God who only knows four words and keeps repeating them, 

saying; “Come dance with Me.”  

 

Come dance. Indeed, teaching is a dance. I encourage you to give it a try. I promise you that you will be 

welcomed with “open minds, loving hearts, and helping hands.”  

 

The Covenant 
(Read in unison)                 

L. Griswold Williams 

 

LOVE IS THE DOCTRINE OF THIS CHURCH, 

THE QUEST OF TRUTH IS ITS SACRAMENT, 

AND SERVICE IS ITS PRAYER. 

  

TO DWELL TOGETHER IN PEACE, 

TO SEEK KNOWLEDGE IN FREEDOM, 

TO SERVE HUMAN NEED, 

TO THE END THAT ALL SOULS SHALL 

GROW INTO HARMONY WITH THE DIVINE— 

THUS DO WE COVENANT WITH EACH OTHER. 

 

Opening Words 
Rev. Katie Kandarian-Morris 

 

Here we have come into this sacred space 

of transformation and change 

quieter now with our readiness. 

Hushed voices, hoping, trusting for the emergence of so many things: 

For connection, for communion 

For inspiration, for formation 

For healing, for wholeness, 

For words, for music, 

For celebration and consolation, 

Here we have come into this space bringing all of who we are, 

Ready to be moved, ready to be more. 

Let us be willing… however we are changed. 

 

Chalice Lighting 
Rev. Rebecca A. Edminston-Lange                                                  

 

Come in.  
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COME INTO THIS PLACE WHICH WE MAKE HOLY BY OUR PRESENCE. 

 

Come in with all your vulnerabilities and strengths, fears and anxieties, loves and hopes.  

 

FOR HERE YOU NEED NOT HIDE, NOR PRETEND,  

NOR BE ANYTHING OTHER THAN WHO YOU ARE 

AND ARE CALLED TO BE. 

 

Come into this place where we can touch and be touched,  

heal and be healed,  

forgive and be forgiven. 

 

COME INTO THIS PLACE,  

WHERE THE ORDINARY IS SANCTIFIED, 

THE HUMAN IS CELEBRATED,  

THE COMPASSIONATE IS EXPECTED. 

 

Come into this place.  

 

TOGETHER WE MAKE IT A HOLY PLACE. 

 

Time for All Ages 
“Tale of the Journeying Stream” 

Sufi parable 

 

How many of you saw  Seussical here at TUUC this weekend?  

 

For those of you who did not, Horton the Elephant discovered that he could not save the Whos or raise the 

wonderful creature which hatched from the egg all by himself. He needed the help of Gertrude and the Whos 

to emerge into the best Horton elephant he could be.  

 

Sometimes we need to let things be done for us and in us so that we become who and what we are meant to 

be. This is what a journeying stream discovered in the following Sufi parable adapted from the Rev. Sydney 

Wilde and the religious scholar Houston Smith.  

 

Once upon a time there was a little stream in far-off mountains. Sometimes the stream babbled as it traveled; 

sometimes it gurgled; sometimes it roared. But one day, the stream found itself growing sluggish. Its waters 

grew thick with mud, until sadly it pooled into a brackish mud hole right on the edge of a desert.  

 

It tried going AROUND the desert—but the desert was too wide. It tried going UNDER the desert, but the 

desert was too deep. The stream was convinced, however, that its destiny was to CROSS this desert, and yet 

there appeared to be no way.  

 

Now a hidden voice, coming from the desert itself, whispered: “The Wind crosses the desert, and so can the 

stream.” The stream objected that it was dashing itself against the sand, and only getting absorbed, while the 

wind could FLY, and this was why it could cross the desert. 
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“By hurtling in your own accustomed way you cannot get across. You will either disappear or become a 

marsh. You must allow the wind to carry you over, to your destination.”  

 

“But how could this happen?” asked the stream.  

 

The hidden voice in the desert whispered, “By allowing yourself to be absorbed in the wind.” 

 

This idea was NOT acceptable to the stream. After all, it had never been ABSORBED before. It did not want 

to lose its individuality. And, once having lost it, how was one to know that it could ever be regained? 

 

“The wind,” said the sand, “performs this function. It takes up water, carries it over the desert, and then lets 

it fall again. Falling as rain, the water again becomes a river.” 

 

“How can I know that this is true?” asked the stream. The whispering sands replied, “It IS so, and if you do 

not believe it, you cannot become more than a quagmire.” 

  

“But,” the stream asked, “Can I not remain the same stream that I am today?” 

 

“You cannot in either case remain so,” the whisper said. “Your essential part is carried away and forms a 

stream again.”  

 

When it heard this, certain echoes began to arise in the thoughts of the stream. Dimly it remembered a state 

in which it—or some part of it—had been held in the arms of a wind. It also remembered—or did it?—that 

this was the REAL thing, not necessarily the OBVIOUS thing, to do. 

  

And the stream raised its vapor into the welcoming arms of the wind, which gently and easily bore it upwards 

and along, letting it fall softly as soon as they reached the roof of a mountain, many, many miles away. And 

because it had its doubts, the stream was able to remember and record more strongly in its mind the details of 

the experience. It reflected, “Yes, now I have learned my true identity.” 

 

The stream was learning. But the sands whispered: “We know, because we see it happen day after day, and 

because we, the sands, extend from the riverside all the way to the mountain.” 

 

And that is why it is said that the way in which the Stream of Life is to continue on its journey is written in 

the Sands. This is the story of the stream and the desert.  

 

And today we are thinking about how it relates to us. When we are like the stream and encounter an obstacle 

we can’t find a way around or underneath, we need to find something we can trust—like the wind—even 

when we are afraid. It may be another person who encourages us, guides us, and promises to be with us, or it 

may be a power greater than ourselves like God, or the Spirit of Life.  

 

Prayer/Meditation 
   

Let us continue in the spirit of meditation with A Prayer for Desert Times by the Reverend Marge Keip. 

 

The journeys of our lives are never fully charted. There come to each of us deserts to cross—barren 
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stretches—where the green edge on the horizon may be our destination, or an oasis on our way, or a mirage 

that beckons only to leave us lost. 

 

When fear grips the heart, or despair bows the head, may we bend as heart and head lead us down to touch 

the ground beneath our feet. May we scoop some sand into our hands and receive what the sand would teach 

us:  

 

It holds the warmth of the sun when the sun has left our sight, as it holds the cool of the night when the stars 

have faded. Hidden among its grains are tiny seeds, at rest and waiting, dormant yet undefeated. 

Desert flowers. They endure. Moistened by our tears and by the rains which come to end even the longest 
drought, they send down roots and they bloom. 

May we believe in those seeds, and in the seeds within us.  

In moments of silence let us reflect on the desert flowers in our lives today. What is the desert? And what are 

the growing roots watered by our tears, and the emerging blossoms?  

May we remember in our dry seasons that we, too, are desert flowers.  

Amen. 

Reading 
 

Our reading comes from a sermon entitled Born Again….and Again….and Again, by the Reverend Rob 

Hardies, minister of All Souls Unitarian Universalist Church in Washington, DC. 

 

Rob preached: “The motto of the great 16th century Unitarian reformer, Francis David, was ‘semper 

reformanda.’  

 

Always reforming.  

 

His motto could be ours today….” 

 

Rob continued, “When I think about spiritual growth, I think about the 3rd century Desert Father, Abbot 

Lot. Abbot Lot was into spiritual growth. He sought God earnestly. He did all the right things. He prayed and 

meditated and fasted and kept silent. But even with all that he felt he hadn’t come to know God. Something 

was missing for the poor monk. So he went to his elder, Abbot Joseph, for advice.  

 

That’s when Abbot Joseph stretched out his hands and made his fingers burn like lamps and said, ‘Why not 

be totally changed into fire?’  

 

Why not be totally changed into fire?  

 

It’s a worthy question. Abbot Joseph is putting the young monk on notice: the religious life, he’s saying,  

isn’t finally about rituals and prayers and piety, it’s about transformation of ourselves and our world.  
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It’s about your soul catching on fire and burning bright. It’s about giving your life over to the good.  

 

Semper reformanda.  

 

Always forming and reforming.  

 

Always opening to greater embodiments of love.  

 

Always reaching out in a wider embrace.  

 

Always ready to receive a new heart.  

 

Always willing to be changed into fire.  

 

Born again . . . and again . . . and again.” 

 

Sermon 
The Stream and the Desert and Us 

Rev. Clare L. Petersberger 

 

Last Sunday, in reflecting on emerging from worryability, I shared the philosophy of James Watts. Watts 

posited that one way to find freedom from regrets about the past and wanting a “do over,” or fears about 

what might happen in an unknown future, is to realize that there is no static “I” who moves through all the 

changes in our lives. Biologically, scientists now inform us, the majority of cells in our bodies die and 

regenerate anywhere from within a few months to several years. Even heart muscle regenerates—though we 

are not aware of this process. Biologically, semper reformanda.  

 

Our cells are forming and reforming . . . are born again and again and again. Similarly, I would wager that in 

terms of stages of faith, what we believed about God, or why bad things happen, or right and wrong, when 

we were three years old is almost certainly different than what we believed when we 13. And perhaps even 

those beliefs are different from the ones we held at 30. And so it continues throughout our life-times.  

 

We may not always be aware of the exact moment when our beliefs and ideas changed. Sometimes we are. A 

few weeks ago, my nine-year-old nephew announced at lunch that there is no such thing as Santa Claus. He 

didn’t tell us the day he learned this. He did tell us the name of the classmate from whom he learned this. His 

five-year-old brother looked surprised and disappointed. So did his fifty-something Aunty Clare . . . who 

believed in Santa Claus at the age of six, and a half century later still believes in Santa Claus’s spirit of giving.  

 

I’m with Stanley Kunitz that some principles of being still abide from which I seek not to stray. But the reality 

is that there is not literally a static “I” in any one of us in this room.  

 

Yet this is not usually how we narrate our lives. We share our memories with, “I remember when.” We share 

our feelings with “I” statements: “I feel sad, angry, bored, hopeful, joyful.” We convey our expectations for 

the future with, “I hope that . . . ” or “I dream that . . . ” or “I pray that . . . ”  

 

At the age of 90, Stanley Kunitz began his poem, “The Layers,” this way:  
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“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.”  

 

Despite all the things that have changed in our lives, from cells to beliefs, from jobs to retirement, from 

relationship status to volunteer work, from deaths to births, from barren landscapes to blossoming springs, 

most of us sense some abiding principle of being. Like Stanley Kunitz, we may be most aware of this abiding 

principle of being thinking back on our lives—and all the changes we have survived—whether we sought out 

these changes purposefully or could never find a purpose for why they happened.  

 

Kunitz wrote,  

“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.”  

 

I was reminded of Kunitz’s poem watching  Seussical, here, Friday evening. Horton meets Jo-Jo and the Whos 

through the magical duet we heard Luke and Dylan sing last Sunday. But then the Wickersham monkeys 

come and snatch the clover and give it to an eagle named Vlad who takes it away. Horton is bereft. He has 

lost his identity as protector of the Whos.   

 

Seussical is an imaginary musical. But it resonates with our human experience of loss. Often a crisis like a 

death, or accident, or other significant loss—some confrontation with a desert to cross—leads us to seek 

some principle of being that abides.  

 

At the age of 90, Stanley Kunitz was well acquainted with loss. He writes,  

“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.”  

 

After the clover with the Whos was literally dropped into a field of clover, and Horton goes through three 

million clovers without finding them, he sings about what the loss means to him and to his identity, just when 

he felt he was emerging into a new purpose—protecting the Whos— and becoming something more.  
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The Catholic priest, Father Richard Rohr, writes, “The word change normally refers to new beginnings. But 

transformation more often happens not when something new begins but when something old falls apart. The pain of 

something old falling apart—disruption and chaos—invites the soul to listen at a deeper level. It invites and 

sometimes forces the soul to go to a new place because the old place is not working anymore.”  

 

When you think back on your life, when have things falling apart lead you to try something new? When 

Horton couldn’t find the Whos, he accepted Mayzie’s invitation to come up to her nest to incubate her egg. 

He had no way of knowing that this would lead to even more chaos: sitting in rain and cold then being 

kidnapped and put on display in a circus and ultimately a court trial. Talk about things falling apart!  

 

We may not all have identical struggles, but we are all acquainted with the stream of our life encountering a 

desert at some point. Stanley Kunitz wrote,  

“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.’”  

 

A nimbus clouded voice directed Kunitz to go deep in his life experiences and not to just stay on the surface 

of what was currently falling apart. Going deeper encourages us to trace how out of loss, and chaos, out of 

disappointment and dashed dreams, new life emerges. We see other times we have been opened up and 

transformed by the holy power that life itself comes from.  

 

Just like the stream needed the wind to cross the desert, Horton discovers that he needs Gertrude who 

brought him the gift of THE clover in which the Whos lived. Jo-jo’s parents discover that they need Jo-Jo’s 

“thinks” and Yaps for their lives to survive and thrive. Although Horton thought he had lost his identity— 

his caring and compassionate nature grew: Not only did Horton save the Whos, he fell in love with Gertrude, 

and together they committed to nurturing the wondrous new life that emerged from the egg.  

 

Several weeks ago, when we were planning a preview of the musical in worship, I told Sharen that the 

spiritual theme of April was emergence . . . she mused, “Well, there is the scene with the egg.” And what I 

had forgotten was what emerged from the egg. For, spiritually, it is an example of the psychologist, James 

Hillman’s “acorn theory,” which is more a myth than a theory.  

 

The idea is that, like an acorn, we come into the world with something specific to do and to be. An acorn 

breaks open to become a seedling, and then a sapling, and then a mature tree, and then, sometimes, a piece of 

furniture. But the essence of that acorn remains through all these phases—and that essence gets passed on 

generation to generation. Similarly, Hillman suggested, our souls come down to the world to bring a special 

gift, take root, grow, survive, and fulfill our unique destiny. The accidents, losses, disturbances, and 

dysfunctions can help us to see more clearly what we do well and what the world wants from us.  

 

The desert helped the stream to see how it needed the wind in order to continue to flow towards the 

mountain. Horton’s original purpose was protecting the Whos, for a person’s a person no matter how small. 

Horton remained true to this vision even after appearing to get side-tracked incubating an egg.  
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In our faith community we encourage one another to affirm the inherent worth and dignity of EVERY 

person, and not one person or a group of people over others. The monkeys in Seussical promoted some over 

others. While they created mischief, they did not encourage giving for the common good. No, the message of 

giving for the common good came through in what emerged from Mayzie’s egg—a baby elephant with wings 

so that it could fly— perfect symbol of Horton and Gertrude’s caring and love and also a symbol of Jo-Jo’s 

imagination!  

 

Abbot Joseph thought we came down to the world to be changed into fire burning even more brightly with 

love in order to transform ourselves and the world. At the age of 90, Stanley Kunitz wrote, “No doubt the 

next chapter in my book of transformations is already written. I am not done with my changes.” He lived to 

be 101. He was NOT done with his changes at 90! He served as a poet laureate consultant at the Library of 

Congress at the age of 95.  

 

Karen Fireman knows that her call is to teach and to learn from the magic in our youth religious exploration 

ministry and she invites you to join her in making magic for our students. Our Music Ministry knows that 

their calling is to create magic in the form of music for all ages.  

 

What about you? What is your primary calling and, however things may appear to be falling apart in your life 

right now, where is this calling leading you to serve the common good?  

 

Closing Words 
Rev. Victoria Safford 

 

We inspire one another, 

imagine health in one another, 

instigate in one another 

transformations no one could predict, 

and then, 

by grace and by our will, 

turning, learning, falling, growing, 

we stand where we are now—looking back— 

amazed at where we’ve come from, 

where we’ve traveled, 

how we’ve changed. 

We stand where we are now, 

having been born and many times re-born, 

with gratitude for everything that changes— 

and thankful, also,  

for the acorn, the mist, the core, 

the spark within, the spirit, 

the lump of soul— 

the self— 

that stays the same. 

 

GO NOW IN PEACE. 


