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The ability to see beauty is the beginning of our moral sensibility. What we believe is beautiful we will not wantonly destroy. 

—Rev. Sean Parker Dennison 

 

 

Beauty Will Save the World 
  

Welcome 
Rev. Susan Maginn 

 

“Come into this room, weigh into this chair, breathe into this body, the very body that will be you,  

for better and for worse, in sickness and in health, ‘til death do us part.  

 

Come into this day, raise your gaze into this light, this one steadfast sun who watches over all growing beings, 

even you, even now.  

 

Come into this heart and break into the boundlessness of wild beauty, no beginning or ending in you, but 

flowing through like whitewater, reaching toward all that ever was and ever shall be.”  

                                                               

The Covenant 
First Parish of Norwell Unitarian Universalists 

 

WE PLEDGE TO WALK TOGETHER 

IN FELLOWSHIP AND LOVE, 

   TO CULTIVATE REVERENCE, 

TO PROMOTE SPIRITUAL GROWTH 

  AND ETHICAL COMMITMENT, 

TO MINISTER TO EACH OTHER’S NEEDS 

  AND TO THOSE OF HUMANITY, 

TO CELEBRATE THE SACRED MOMENTS OF LIFE’S   

  PASSAGE, 

AND TO HONOR THE HOLINESS AT THE HEART OF BEING. 

 

Opening Words 
John O’Donohue 

 

Beauty helps us to cultivate reverence and promote ethical commitment.  The late author and priest, John 

O’Donohue, shared his understanding of beauty in these words:   

 

“I think beauty is about an emerging fullness, a greater sense of grace and elegance, a deeper sense of depth, 

and also a kind of homecoming for the enriched memory of your unfolding life . . . When I think of the word 

‘beauty,’ some of the faces of those that I love come into my mind. When I think of beauty, I also think of 

beautiful landscapes that I know. And always when I think of beauty I think of music. Then I think of acts of 

such lovely kindness that have been done to me, by people that cared for me, in bleak unsheltered times or 

when I needed to be loved and minded. I also think of those unknown people who are the real heroes for me, 

who you never hear about, who hold out on frontiers of awful want and awful situations and manage 
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somehow to go beyond the given impoverishments and offer gifts of possibility and imagination.”  

 

Chalice Lighting 
(Read in unison)                         

Soul Matters 

 

AS WE CELEBRATE LIFE’S BEAUTY 

     MAY WE NEVER FORGET THAT WE ARE PART OF IT. 

 

IT IS WOVEN NOT ONLY AROUND US 

    BUT THROUGH US. 

WE ARE HERE TO NOTICE THOSE ELEGANT STRANDS— 

     THE WAY THEY CALL TO US, 

     HOLD US, 

     AND CONNECT US. 

MAY TODAY ENABLE THAT BEAUTY TO SHINE. 

 

Prelude 
“Morning Has Broken” 

Cat Stevens/Harry Simeone, arr. 

TUUC Choir; Tracy Hall, piano 

 

Story 
Wanda’s Roses 

by Pat Brisson, illustrated by Maryann Cocca-Leffler 

 

When have you been grasped by the beauty of the morning? What has it called you to do? And with whom? 

This is the story of Wanda’s discovery of a rose bush, which called her to care and her community to be 

moved by her caring.   

 

[Story summary: A bare and thorny bush caught Wanda’s attention one day as she walked to school. It was 

located on an empty lot, and Wanda, who loved beautiful things, committed herself to its care. She imagined 

and sketched its blooms in art class, asked about its care in science class, and checked out books on how to 

arrange its flowers. That very day she began to tend it. Thinking it might need the sunlight that was blocked 

by trash, she began to clean up the trash on the lot.  

 

As the days passed and the bush failed to bloom, Wanda continued to assess its needs and try to help it grow 

and flower. She continued to clean up the trash, hoping to give it more air. Her adult neighbors, while 

warning her that the bush was unlikely to be a rose bush, offered their help as she cleaned up the trash 

around the thorny bush. But Wanda was certain there would be roses, and she asked them to wait for the 

roses that would soon appear.  

 

Wanda continued to haul away trash, and her neighbors continued to gently suggest that the bush wasn’t 

going to flower. But Wanda was sure that her care would result in an outpouring of blossoms, and she asked 

for additional advice to be sure that she was doing whatever was needed. Another neighbor supplied water 
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from his shop when Wanda was told that the bush might need water. All the neighbors, knowing a thorn 

bush when they saw one, were sure that the bush would never bloom, but they continued to help Wanda as 

she cared for it. And when they asked her about her bush, she always replied, “Just you wait . . . pretty soon 

this whole lot will be filled with roses.” 

 

Finally Wanda decided it was time for the roses she had promised, and she invited her neighbors for tea and 

muffins in her rose garden. And when her guests arrived, they saw that Wanda had covered her naked bush 

with paper roses that she had made. But her neighbors, appreciating her care and efforts, had planned to 

make her prediction come true. Most arrived with rose bushes, ready to plant in the lot that Wanda had so 

carefully cleaned, while one had arrived with muffins for the party. And everyone joined in to plant the roses 

on the lot, so, by the end of the tea party, the lot was, as Wanda had said, filled “the biggest, most beautiful, 

sweetest-smelling roses that anyone had ever seen.”] 

 

And that is the story of Wanda’s Roses. Where other people saw only litter and a thorn bush, Wanda saw the 

possibility of caring for a rose bush. With the help of her neighbors, she cleaned the area of litter so the rose 

bush could blossom. In so doing, she inspired her neighbors to care for beauty. Inspired by the hope of 

beauty, and the love of a child, Wanda’s neighbors helped her to create a beautiful rose garden.  

 

Song 
“Wholly Holy Way”     

Rickie Byars Beckwith 

 

Prayer/Meditation 
Lora Powell-Haney 

(Text not available)        

 

Musical Interlude 
“Sweet Chance, That Led My Steps Abroad” 

Michael Head/Text by W. H. Davies 

Nancy Dean, soprano; Tracy Hall, piano 

 

Reading 
From On Beauty and Being Just 

Elaine Scarry 

 

Elaine Scarry writes:  

 

“One day I ran into a friend, and when he asked me what I was doing, I said I was trying to explain how 

beauty leads us to justice . . . Without pausing, he responded that he remembered being a child in India and 

coming upon Aristotle’s statement that justice was a perfect cube; he had been completely baffled by the 

statement, except he knew it had something to do with equality in all directions . . . beautiful things give rise 

to the notion of distribution, to a lifesaving reciprocity, to fairness not just in the sense of loveliness of aspect 

but in the sense of “a symmetry of everyone’s relation to one another.  

 

. . . Augustine wrote: ‘It is easy to love colors, musical sounds, voices, cakes, roses and the body’s soft, 
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smooth surface . . . In all of them the soul is in quest of nothing except equality and similitude.’ Imagine, 

then, a world that has blue sky, musical sounds, cakes, roses, and the body’s soft, smooth surface; and now 

imagine further that this world also has a set of just social arrangements. The equality of beauty enters the 

world before justice and stays longer because it does not depend on human beings to bring it about; though 

human beings have created much of the beauty of the world, we are only collaborators in a much vaster 

project.  

 

The world accepts our contributions but in no way depends on us. Even when beauty and justice are both in 

the world, beauty performs a special service because it is available to sensory perception in a way that justice, 

except in rare places like an assembly, normally is not . . . beauty is generously present, widely present, to 

almost all people at almost all times . . . as in the mates that they choose to love, their children, the birds that 

fly through their garden, the songs they sing . . . beauty is a calling and so is being just.”  

 

Elaine Scarry on beauty and being just.  

 

Offertory 
“May the Peace of the World’s Beauty” 

Tom Benjamin 

TUUC Choir 

 

Sermon 
Beauty Will Save the World 

Rev. Clare L. Petersberger 

 

Wednesday evening, I was driving home from a meeting here of the Sunday Morning Structure Task Force. 

Lots of good ideas had been shared for what we might do in the way of structuring worship services, music, 

religious education for youth, and adult religious education, given the very real limitations of 130 spaces for 

cars in our current parking lot. Lots of good ideas had been shared for what we could do better in welcoming 

visitors, could do better to reach out to those we have yet to meet.  

 

I was replaying these ideas in my head and thinking about logical next planning steps when I turned onto 

Joppa Road. And there it was: the setting crescent moon. It was large on the horizon and lovely and 

simultaneously delicate and strong in the way that crescent moons are. “Oh!” I heard myself exclaim. After 

seeing the setting crescent moon on the horizon, I did not have a perfect solution for the structure of 

worship, music, and lifespan religious education at TUUC. There is no perfect solution. The answer will 

ultimately come from conversations with one another about the structure that makes the most sense in light 

of our mission. The beauty of the crescent moon did not lead me to replay ideas from the past hour nor to 

plan for the future. Rather, it awakened me to the moment.  

 

James Flaherty writes: “Beauty touches us deeply, dissolves our conscious control, and connects us to levels 

of our being well beyond our day-to-day concerns. Beauty pierces open a sharp clear space in which we 

directly encounter the immediacy of our experience. We know ourselves at that moment as beauty.”  

 

When, recently, has beauty cleared your mind and opened your heart? Was it seeing the face of a loved one 

this morning? Or a landscape that included a thorn bush? Or a rose bush? Or both? Was it the smell or taste 
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of breakfast? Or feeling the freshness of the cooler air on your skin when you stepped outside? Or studying a 

piece of art near you in this room? Or hearing the TUUC Choir singing?  

 

Elaine Scary and Augustine were right; beauty is a sensory experience. The revelation of beauty lifts us out of 

the interior dialogue and preoccupations and awakens us to our relationship to all that is.  

 

Baron Wormser expresses this in his 2004 poem, “Opinion,” about commuting to work with colleagues. 

“Halfway to work and Merriman already has told me 

What he thinks about the balanced budget, the Mets’ 

Lack of starting pitching, the dangers of displaced 

Soviet nuclear engineers, soy products, and diesel cars.  

 

[The poet muses about looking out the window in hopes of seeing a swan, a bird whose necks he admires but 

that he never seeks out by driving to a pond to see them. He wonders what would happen if he “heeded the 

admonitions of beauty,” then hears his carpool mate continuing to rant about the news. But through the 

window, he notes that it is snowing.]  

 

How does asking and answering what would happen if we followed the admonitions of beauty save the 

world? This was the question the Russian Nobel laureate Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn asked. He wrote, 

“Dostoyevsky once let drop the enigmatic phrase: ‘Beauty will save the world.’ What does this mean? For a 

long time it used to seem to me that this was a mere phrase. Just how could such a thing be possible? When 

had it ever happened in the bloodthirsty course of history that beauty had saved anyone from anything? 

Beauty had provided embellishment certainly, given uplift, but whom had it ever saved?”  

 

Two weeks ago, I was reminded of the answer to the question of how beauty saves the world. After the 

service, I had a conversation with TUUC member Justina Wiggins while her husband, David, took care of 

their young son, Grey. We talked about how Grey is growing so quickly and about the world Grey is growing 

up in. We shared our concerns about multiple moral issues in our country and in the world. We shared our 

hope that by partnering with others, we might create a better future for Grey and for all children.  

 

A few days later, I received an e-mail from Justina. Since she addressed beauty and how beauty saves us, I 

asked her permission to share it this morning. Justina wrote: After our conversation, “I felt deeply centered as 

I walked around to the back of the church looking for Grey and Dave—trying, as I often do these days—to 

imagine the world as Grey might see it and lead from that place of open wonder.”  She continued, “After a 

quick circuit around the property, I realized they must be inside and found Dave playing the piano in the 

sanctuary—Grey sitting in the choir section bathed in light—and again I was put in mind of wonder.” 

She continued, “And (I was also put in mind) of ritual. And the sacred spaces and moments we create for 

each other, with each other.” 

 

Justina went on to write about more beauty she and Dave and Grey experienced at TUUC that morning— 

the beauty of human caring and love. She wrote: “On the way home, Dave shared that when we went 

downstairs to get Grey from the nursery, he found him sleeping in Margee Bailey’s arms. She had been 

reading him Winnie the Pooh stories only to look down and find him asleep—and so she just held him. She 

didn’t try to lay him down in the pack-and-play or even get up—she just gave him a safe place to rest. I can’t 

fully express how much this fills my heart with love and hope. And, again, there is wonder—and that sense of 
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ritual and community and in that our ability to take care of each other (in the truest sense) when we give 

ourselves the chance.”  

 

As I read Justina’s words, I thought, “Yes! That’s how beauty saves the world. It opens our minds to wonder 

and our hearts to love.” Then, as our graduating high school seniors reminded us on May 12th, with open 

minds and loving hearts, we are moved to extend our helping hands. Thinking about how we can make a 

difference by working for a world transformed by our care is how Justina ended her message to me. She 

wrote: “So at the end of our conversation with each other we talked about our shared belief that things can 

(must) get better. Specifically, that the fabric of society can be mended—I can think of no better proof of this 

than my experiences on Sunday. Here’s to weaving the frayed ends together—with love and tears, shared pain 

and hope, wonder and ritual. We are the weavers, we are the woven ones. Love, Justina”  

 

What happens when you heed the admonitions of beauty? We are transfixed and transformed. Encountering 

the crescent moon on Joppa Road touched my heart and helped me to remember that like the crescent moon, 

our congregation is both fragile and strong, and to remember how we grow together as we face and meet our 

challenges, together.  

 

Seeing a thorn bush touched Wanda’s heart and lead her to clean up garbage in a vacant lot. Observing 

Wanda caring for her rose bush touched the hearts of her neighbors who then helped her to plant a garden of 

rose bushes. Seeing her son bathed in sunlight while her husband played the piano and hearing about how 

Margee Bailey cradled her son after listening to Winnie the Pooh touched Justina’s heart. Justina reaffirmed 

her commitment to join with others to weave the frayed fabric of society together, for we are the weavers and 

we are the woven ones. By clearing our minds, beauty transfixes us. By opening our hearts, beauty transforms 

us. By pointing toward the ideal of equality and fairness, beauty saves the world.  

 
Hymn 
#298 “Wake, Now, My Senses” 

 

Closing Words 
Beauty is before me…. 

from the Navajo tradition 

 

Beauty is before me, 

and beauty behind me 

Above me and below me 

hover the beautiful. 

I am surrounded by it, 

I am immersed in it. 

In my youth I am aware of it 

and in my old age I shall walk quietly 

the beautiful trail. 

In beauty it is begun 

and in beauty it is ended. 

 

GO NOW IN PEACE. 


