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In a sense, all creativity is a process of giving meaning to what is on a universal 

scale meaningless.  The plant and the poet and the gardener collect these disparate, 

disorganized raindrops, sun rays, passing birds and make something formal.  

Creativity gives form to what is in nature ambiguous, suggestive.  Language wasn’t 

there at the beginning.  It was created after people had gone through all sorts of 

experiences and needed to become expressive in order to give meaning to life . . .  

—Stanley Kunitz 

 
 
 

 
 

For Aid and Comfort through All the Relations and Passages for Life 
and Death 

 
 

Welcome                                            
Rev. Clare Petersberger 

 

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 
Open Your Hearts               

Rev. David Usher 
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Chalice Lighting 
(Read responsively)             

Rev. Peter Teets 

           

We light this chalice 

 

     TO LIFT UP THE GIFT OF LIFE THAT IS OURS; 

      TO REMEMBER THAT LIFE IS HOLY, 

 

To pray for healing and hope in the midst of trouble; 

 

     TO GIVE THANKS FOR THE BLESSINGS THAT   

     SURROUND US. 

 

Today, especially, we lift these up: 

 

     THE GIFT OF LIFE,  

     THE HOLINESS THAT SURROUNDS US, 

     THE TROUBLES AND BLESSINGS. 

 

As we remember and honor those  

who have given themselves to the cause of war 

in its intensity and terror, 

 

     WE REMEMBER THOSE WHO HAVE GIVEN THEIR LIVES 

     IN HOPE OF A NEW DAY OF PEACE. 

 

In the quiet of this gathering, 

      

MAY WE LIFT UP OUR HEARTS IN GRATEFUL      

     THANKSGIVING FOR THEIR LIVES,  

     AND FOR THE PROMISE OF PEACE THAT THEY MEAN. 

  

Prelude 
The Life I’ve Been Given  

Rachel Allen/Tim Coles 

TUUC Choir 

 

Readings 
Last Sunday, Christian churches celebrated Pentecost—which retells the story of how, after waiting for a long 

time, the disciples of Jesus received the Holy Spirit. Then the disciples were able to go out and teach. 

Everyone understood the disciples because the language of the Spirit is love. Christian religious leaders wear 

red on Pentecost, symbolizing joy and the fire of the Holy Spirit. To symbolize the blowing of the "mighty 

wind" and the free movement of the Spirit, red banners are often hung from the ceiling.  
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Last Sunday, I was reminded of what it feels like to wait for something important and then to receive it. After 

over a week of people posting on Facebook that it was time to build an Ark, because of all the rain, Foot’s 

Forecast posted this at 11 a.m. last Sunday: “There have been numerous reports coming in this morning, of 

sightings of a round yellowish-white celestial object over the Lower PA and Central MD (CMD) forecast 

areas. Spotted object has been said to cause severe eye irritation and damage as well as a burning sensation to 

unprotected epidermal areas. Early calculations indicate this, as yet unidentified, object is approximately 92.8 

million miles distant. If you have any FIRST HAND accounts of these sightings and/or UNALTERED 

photographs of this mysterious object, please post your accounts/photos here.”  

 

The Foot's Forecast Space Research Team was celebrating the return of the sun. Someone posted the Beatles’ 

lyrics, “Here Comes the Sun.”  

 

No one posted the following poem by Franz Wright entitled “The Fire.” It helps to know that Franz Wright 

suffered from addiction and mental illness and was unable to communicate for many years. He found his 

voice and creativity again after turning to faith:  he studied Buddhism and converted to Catholicism. He is a 

contemporary exemplar of the experience of Pentecost—of receiving the Holy Spirit and celebrating the love 

which unites us all. 

 

“The Fire” 

Franz Wright 

[The poet raises his face to the star that is our sun and muses on life’s simultaneous processes of creativity and destruction.] 

 

The image of Franz Wright lifting his face to the sun reminded me of an illustration by Christopher Cranch. 

It’s on the cover of your order of service. When children at First Unitarian Universalist Parish in Concord 

were asked what it is, they responded, “An alien! A monster! A mutant!”  

 

But it is actually an illustration of a spiritual experience that a Unitarian minister had in Concord almost 180 

years ago. In his 1836 essay entitled, “Nature,” Ralph Waldo Emerson described how, when we open our 

senses to the natural world, we can experience connection with all of creation of which we are a part. 

Emerson used the metaphor of a “Transparent Eyeball” to convey a profound sense of oneness with 

everything that surrounds us; a deep unity with the natural world which, for him, was the closest experience 

there is to experiencing the presence of God. Emerson wrote:  

 

“(In nature) I feel that nothing can befall me in life—no disgrace, no calamity, (leaving me my eyes) which 

nature cannot repair. Standing on the bare ground—my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into 

infinite space—all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; I am nothing; I see all; the 

currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or parcel of God.”  

 

The ‘all’ that Emerson seeks is not simply harmony with nature or even knowledge, but a spiritual experience 

such as the disciples felt when the Holy Spirit descended, such as we, perhaps, felt with the return of the sun 

after a long absence, and such as Franz Wright felt when, after so much suffering and despair, he had a 

spiritual awakening that led him to create—to write poetry again—in order to be a healing force.  

 

Hymn 
# 27, I Am That Great and Fiery Force. 
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Prayer/Meditation 
“The Gift” 

William Stafford 

 

From “Threnody” 

Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

[When his young son died, Emerson’s] grief reinforced his theology that nothing could befall him in life—no 

disgrace, no calamity—which nature could not repair. For Emerson, God was not anthropomorphic. For 

Emerson, there was no afterlife. Instead, for Emerson, God was the currents of the Universal Being— 

circulating through our memories of love and through ongoing life. Emerson wrote a poem of mourning 

entitled “Threnody” for his five-year-old son, Waldo, who died of scarlet fever.  

 

It begins, 

                     

“The south-wind brings 

Life, sunshine, and desire, 

And on every mount and meadow 

Breathes aromatic fire, 

 

But over the dead he has no power, 

The lost, the lost he cannot restore, 

And, looking over the hills, I mourn 

The darling who shall not return.” 

 

Emerson goes on to describe where his young son used to spend his days and some of his favorite toys. 

 

He ends the poem, 

 

“As God lives, is permanent 

Hearts are dust, hearts' loves remain, 

Heart's love will meet thee again . . .  

Silent rushes the swift Lord 

Through ruined systems still restored, 

Broad-sowing, bleak and void to bless, 

Plants with worlds the wilderness, 

Waters with tears of ancient sorrow 

Apples of Eden ripe to-morrow; 

House and tenant go to ground, 

Lost in God, in Godhead found.”   

 
Musical Interlude 
“The Lone, Wild Bird”   

David Johnson, arr. 

TUUC Choir 
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Reading 
“Does Creativity Have to Come from Suffering?” 

Sharon Salzburg 

 

[In her essay “Does Creativity Have to Come from Suffering?” Sharon Salzburg, a meditation teacher, writes of attending a 

discussion entitled “The Creative Journey: Artists in Conversation with the Dalai Lama on Spirituality and Creativity” at 

Emory University.  Alice Walker, and Richard Gere were empaneled with the Dali Lama, responding to the premise that in the 

“in the West many people believe that creativity comes from torment, while in the East there is more of a tradition of great art 

coming from balance and realization.” 

 

In Salzburg’s telling, writer Alice Walker reported that at one time she shared with the poet Langston Hughes a belief that good 

poetry came from sadness, but that she found that as she aged and got happier, she still was writing well. But the Dali Lama 

made no sense of the question, because to him, the beauty of the art was in the inner transformation of the artist during its 

creation. Salzburg posits that what we want from artists isn’t their misery, but their courage—to break through boundaries and 

see things differently. Suffering or a sense of abundance and happiness can stimulate creativity.] 
 

Offertory 
How Can I Keep from Singing?       

Andy Beck, arr. 

Mary Hinton, voice; Tracy Hall, piano 

 
Sermon 
For Aid and Comfort through All the Relations and Passages of Life and Death  

Rev. Clare L. Petersberger  

 

In recent conversations about end-of-life decisions, two individuals have shared that they have decided to 

donate their bodies to the Anatomy Board to advance human knowledge. When I have asked where they 

would like their cremains laid to rest, the response has been, “I don’t care. I will be dead.”  

 

I can appreciate this sentiment. But this holiday of Memorial Day reminds me of a time when families used to 

intentionally visit the graves of loved ones. Flags were brought to the graves of those who died in the Civil 

War, and then for those who had died in all wars in service to our country. Flowers were brought to the 

graves of loved ones who had died from other causes. It was a day to remember, to be grateful. Visiting the 

gravestone encouraged the living to remember the love they had known and what gave their lives meaning 

and purpose.  

 

One does not necessarily need a gravestone with a coffin or a tree or garden or lake with cremains for loved 

ones to visit. But we do need to remember loved ones who have died. Dr. Karen Baker Fletcher was right: 

“The memories we are called to carry of those who have gone before us remind us of who we are and whose 

we are. We are children of Dust and Spirit, earth creatures who carry within us the strengthening breath of 

life, Spirit itself. Those who have lived in the past continue to live in spirit.”  

 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, who was born 215 years ago this past Friday, took the ritual of visiting a grave to a 

new level. In 1831, his 20-year-old wife, Ellen, had died from died from tuberculosis. For over a year, he had 

walked from Boston, where he was serving as Assistant Minister of Second Unitarian Church, to her grave in 

Roxbury every day.  
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On a particular day, a year and two months after his wife’s death, Emerson did not just open the family vault, 

but the coffin itself. Ellen had believed in God. Ellen had believed in an afterlife. At the same time, she had 

expressed profound appreciation for the gift of this life. Some of her last words were, “I have not forgot the 

peace and joy.” Since her death, Ralph Waldo Emerson had been writing to Ellen in his journals as if she 

were still alive. He knew that he needed to stop engaging in this magical thinking. Although he had watched 

her die, over a year after her death, he needed to experience that Ellen had actually died. So, on that day, he 

wrote in his journal, “I visited Ellen’s tomb and opened the coffin.” That was all he wrote.  

 

But in his book, Emerson: The Mind on Fire, Robert D. Richardson wrote, “They had been utterly in love. They 

traveled and wrote verses together. She intended to be a poet, he a preacher. Emerson’s life was unraveling 

fast. He was desolate and lonely . . .” Richardson continued, “His professional life was also going badly . . . he 

was having trouble believing in personal immortality, trouble believing in the sacrament of Communion, and 

trouble accepting the authority and historical accuracy of the Bible.” Richardson concluded, “At Ellen’s grave 

that day in Roxbury in 1832, Emerson was standing amidst the ruins of his own life . . . Love had died and his 

career was falling apart. He was not sure what he really believed, who he really was, or what he should be 

doing. ‘We walk on molten lava,’ he wrote.”  

 

Where did Emerson turn for aid and comfort through his grief over Ellen’s death? He turned to the stars, to 

astronomy. He lifted his eyes, not merely unto the hills, but unto the Milky Way. In Copernican astronomy, 

he found that the God of the Bible was too small, and the story of the salvation of humanity too incredible. 

In May of 1832, he wrote in his journal, “Let us express our astonishment, before we are swallowed up in the 

yeast of the abyss. I will lift up my hands and say ‘Kosmos.’”  

 

This did not mean that Emerson rejected the word “God.” Shortly after opening Ellen’s coffin, Emerson 

preached a sermon entitled, “The God of the Living.” For Emerson, God was to be found in everything— 

moss and cobwebs, within each person, within streams and stars. Today, we might label his theology, 

“pantheism.”  

 

And while Emerson may have found the old story of salvation to be unbelievable, he believed in ethics and 

morality. He said the essential question for him was not “What can I know?” “But how shall I live?” He 

affirmed that we are judged, each day, for how we choose to be in relationship to ourselves, to others and to 

the world. He believed that every act has unending consequences, because all acts are related and they are part 

of a whole. As we heard in the excerpt from his essay, “Nature,” Emerson experienced “the whole” in nature.  

 

The beginning of that essay was Emerson’s visit to open Ellen’s coffin. For within six months of that visit, he 

had resigned his position with Second Church, moved his mother out of his house, sold his house, and 

boarded a ship for France. In Paris, he visited the Jardin des Plantes. He was moved by how Jussieu’s 

classification of plants demonstrated how they were all interconnected. He began a set of lectures which 

ultimately were published under the title “Nature.”  

 

“Creativity” was not one of the titles of his lectures. But his own creativity provided aid and comfort through 

his grief. He may have learned this discipline watching, at the age of four, his own mother cope with the 

death of his eight-year-old brother, John. His mother wrote about her grief to her sister, and of her struggle 

to reconcile a child’s death with a belief that all things come from God. But it was his aunt, Mary Moody 

Emerson, who taught Ralph Waldo Emerson about creativity providing aid and comfort through all the 

relations and passages of life and death.  
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She came to live with Ralph Waldo Emerson’s family when his father died. Ralph Waldo Emerson was only 

eight. He did not feel particularly close to his own father. His aunt Mary became his Muse. She encouraged 

him to write in a journal every day. She shared her journals with him. He used many of her phrases and 

images in his own sermons and essays. His aunt Mary also taught him to live with death as a companion. She, 

herself, dressed in death shrouds and slept in a coffin-shaped bed.  

 

This did not mean that Ralph Waldo Emerson did not grieve when his loved ones died. He was bereft when 

his brother, Charles died not long after Ellen. He is reported to have turned from the grave of his brother and 

asked “When one has never had but little society—and all that society is taken away—what is there worth 

living for?” And when his son Waldo died, he wrote to Margaret Fuller and asked, “Shall I dare love anything 

again?”  

 

Emerson was as bereft as the disciples waiting for some sign of the resurrection. After each significant loss, 

what provided aid and comfort to Emerson was Nature. Seeing, touching, tasting, hearing, feeling life’s 

capacity for self-renewal offered him healing. After each significant loss, Emerson also turned to creativity for 

healing. The night his son Waldo died, Emerson wrote four short letters to friends. The next day, he wrote 

seven letters. Four years later, he wrote the poem “Threnody” in memory of Waldo. Like the disciples, and 

like the poet, Franz Wright, Emerson found language to communicate love.  

 

A colleague observes there are three deaths. The first is when the body ceases to function. The second is 

when the body is consigned to the grave (or cremated). The third is that moment, sometime in the future, 

when your name is spoken for the last time.  

 

At this time, I invite you into silence to remember loved ones who have died whom you are honoring this 

Memorial Day weekend. As you are so moved, I invite you to speak their names into the silence. In speaking 

these names, may we discover our own Pentecost. For in the words of Dr. Karen Baker Fletcher: “To touch 

one's own spirit is to be connected with the past, present, and future. It is to be connected to the creative, 

life-giving source of all that is . . . There is a tendency to forget that there is something greater than our 

individual selves or communities within the very midst of us that can transform fear into hope, ignorance into 

the light of wisdom and knowledge, weakness into strength, and brokenness into salvation."  

 

Ralph Waldo Emerson dedicated his life to seeking aid and comfort through all the relations and passages of 

life and death. Fifteen years after Waldo’s death, Ralph Waldo Emerson visited Waldo’s grave, dug up the 

coffin, and opened it. And Emerson discovered, as we all do, in the end, all that any of us have, if we are 

lucky, is love. He is responsible for writing, “But in the mud and scum of things, There always, always, 

something sings.”  

 

Like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Franz Wright, like Alice Walker and Langston Hughes, may we find our 

suffering redeemed through creativity. As Sharon Salzburg noted, we don’t have to paint or compose music 

or write poems to create a meaningful life. After Ellen died, Emerson did discover the healing power of the 

creativity of others visiting museums and attending concerts. Service to others is an expression of creativity. 

As Ralph Waldo Emerson returned to the United States from Europe after Ellen’s death, he wrote in his 

journal “That which I cannot yet declare has been my angel from childhood until now . . . It has inspired me 

with hope. It cannot be defeated by my defeats . . . It is the ‘open secret’ of the Universe . . . I believe 

in this life. I believe it continues. As long as I am here, I plainly read my duties as writ with pencil of fire. They 

speak not of death; they are woven of immortal thread.”  
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May such a faith for aid and comfort through all the relations and passages of life and death be ours. 

Illuminated by the lessons in the natural world, warmed by our memories of loved ones, may our creativity be 

sparked and our service to future generations kindled.  

 
Hymn 
#411 Part in Peace 

 

Closing Words 
“I Will Not Die an Unlived Life”                   

Dawna Markova 

 

                    

 


