
1 
 

Circle Game of Thrones 
July 28, 2019 

WELCOME 
LWA Karyn Marsh 

Good morning! On behalf of our minister, Rev. Clare Petersberger, we welcome you to 
the Towson Unitarian Universalist Church on this beautiful summer morning.  

My name is Karyn Marsh and I am a member of TUUC’s Lay Worship Associates 
Committee. We plan and lead worship services during the summer, and when our 
minister is otherwise not in the pulpit. 

Worship is about the formation of who we are as people more than information. So now 

would be a good time to put all electronic devices into worship mode so that they might 

also experience "silent" meditations or good vibrations. 

We especially welcome visitors. We hope everyone will stay for a few minutes after the 

service this morning for some conversation over coffee, tea, and goodies. 

Today, we are fortunate to have members of the ArtsCentric Summer Institute 2019 to 

perform for us. ArtsCentric is an African-American operated performance arts 

organization that re-examines traditional roles in the arts, advances original stories of 

specific cultures, fosters educational advancement, and builds community in the 

Remington neighborhood of Baltimore. 

For the last three weeks, ArtsCentric has been holding a summer institute for youth here 

at TUUC.  The workshop culminates in a show that is open to the public at the Motor 

House.  This year’s show is “The Greatest Show: A Revue of the Works of Pasek and 

Paul.”  You can get more information on tickets from Cedric Lyles. 

The summer worship theme is “Circles.” Circles are everywhere. After all, we live on a 

round, well almost round, planet that spins as it rotates around the sun. So, it should be 

no surprise that circles permeate our language. We refer to our circle of friends, our 

social circles, and our family circles.  In this church, we have sharing circles. And we 

talk about the cycles of seasons and the cycles of our lives.  As you heard Dominique 

say last week, circles form the basis of music.  Which in turn is the physical 

manifestation of science and mathematics. And the idea of cycles is applied in 

economics and the humanities including sociology.  Social cycle theory, for instance, 

postulates that events and stages of society generally repeat themselves in cycles.  

You have probably heard the phrase, “History repeats itself.” Not all historians agree 

with that idea.  However, many would likely agree that patterns of human behavior 

repeat themselves. History is story.  It’s not just his story, but her story, their story, our 

story. In short, it is the story of human experience. Like all stories, it helps us to make 

sense of our current situation and discern our paths forward. It helps us to find meaning 

in our experiences.  It also transmits values and ethics.  
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As a kind of story, their/her/history is a kind of art, and if you think about it, all works of 

art tell stories. It doesn’t matter what the media, whether a painting, a piece of music, a 

film, a play, a poem, or a book, like George R.R. Martin’s series Game of Thrones. In 

fact, art and their/her/history have a symbiotic relationship.  Art often draws upon 

their/her/history. And their/her/history needs art to be remembered. The Game of 

Thrones series, for example, is based upon actual people and events in history, namely 

the noble houses of York and Lancaster, who were the primary combatants in the 

English War of the Roses. 

But it is more than that, of course. New York Times columnist Jeremy Egner observed 

that Game of Thrones is “broadly about the futility of the cycles of revenge and violence, 

ultimately functioning as a critique of political structures based on raw power and 

entitlement.”  

In Unitarian Universalism, we hold that truth and meaning are not sealed in one book or 

source, but may be found continuously through numerous sources that include human 

experience. So, today, with the help of George R.R. Martin, Spice Kleinmann, Ember 

Hauf, and the ArtsCentric Summer Institute 2019, we will explore how the human 

experience depicted through the arts are sources of spiritual wisdom and continuing 

revelation in our time. 

COVENANT 

Every congregation is a circle of community. The vision of our congregation is to be an 

intentionally inclusive community engaging with each other and the world in a heartfelt 

search for truth and meaning. With this in mind, you are invited to join in a unison 

reading of the covenant printed in your order of service. 

WE PROMISE TO LIVE TOGETHER IN A CIRCLE OF LOVE BOTH INSIDE AND 
OUTSIDE THESE WALLS, 

A CIRCLE OF COMMUNITY THAT HONORS THE INHERENT WORTH AND DIGNITY 
OF ALL, 

PROMOTES JUSTICE, EQUITY, AND COMPASSION, 

FOSTERS ACCEPTANCE OF ONE ANOTHER’S UNIQUENESS, 

ENCOURAGES SPIRITUAL GROWTH,  

SUPPORTS THE FREE AND RESPONSIBLE SEARCH FOR TRUTH AND MEANING, 
AND 

CELEBRATES THE CIRCLE OF LIFE AND THE INTERDEPENDENT WEB OF 
EXISTENCE OF WHICH WE ARE A PART. 
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CENTERING MEDITATION 
The Story Circle 

I invite you to close your eyes for a moment and get comfortable. 

Imagine a summer night. 

The sun set about an hour before and the air is cooling down. 

Fireflies are flitting about signaling love poems to each other. 

There is pit with a fire snapping and popping and inviting you to sit. 

Seated around it in a circle are your family and friends. 

They make room for you and you join them. 

Someone breaks out some marshmallows and the children present start to roast them. 

The adults start to chatter about their lives. 

The bustle of the past week; 

The struggles, the losses, the joys; 

And memories of times past. 

They tell stories. 

“Remember when …,” someone starts to say. 

One person pulls out a guitar. 

“Sing us a song,” a child shouts. 

“No, tell us a story.  A ghost story,” says another. 

“I’ll do both,” the singer replies. 

[PAUSE]   

Take a deep breath and imagine the story. 

As you do, be aware of your body.   

Notice your fingers. How do they feel?  

Now notice your hands, your arms. 

Notice your toes, your feet, your knees, your thighs 
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Notice your back, your shoulders, your neck. 

Breathe. 

Breathe again gently. 

And when you feel ready, open your eyes. 

CHALICE LIGHTING 

As we draw together to worship, let us light a chalice, which is the symbol of our 

Unitarian Universalist faith. 

The double circles around the chalice represent the two denominations, Unitarianism 

and Universalism, which joined together in the United States in 1961. 

Today’s chalice lighting comes from Jean Batson-Turner. 

May the flame of this chalice light our pathways 

to a sacred circle of hope, compassion and love.  

May we build together a sanctuary  

for the marginalized in our midst.  

May we seek the light of a brave new society  

as we create a culture of equality and justice. 

[PAUSE] 

PRELUDE 

Every week at services, this church engages in a ceremony involving water and stones. 

The round basins filled with water in the front of the sanctuary symbolize community. 

Just as all streams flow into the ocean, so too do our lives mingle with those of each 

other. We need community when we mourn and would be comforted. We need 

community when we celebrate our joys. 

With this in mind, as we sing, “Draw the Circle Wide”, you are invited to form two lines 

down the center aisle to drop a stone or stones in water for a significant milestone, 

millstone, or stepping stone. The ripple effect of the water symbolizes the ripple effect of 

our care. Please return to your seat by the side aisle closest to your stone station.  

Special thoughts go out to our Music Director, Tracy Hall, who suddenly lost her mother 

this past week. 

STORY FOR ALL AGES 

Thank you Spice for your gift of music.  For today’s story for all ages, we will hear from 
Old Nan of Winterfell from the HBO series, Game of Thrones. 
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[CUE Old Nan from Game of Thrones. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aC7qh8gFbhQ] 

SONG 
Fireflies 

Every song is a story.  Adam Young of Owl City wrote “Fireflies” after taking a camping 
trip in northern Minnesota.  

In explaining the song, he said the following: 

I can remember sleeping out on a dock on the edge of this lake and looking up at the 
sky. There was a meteor shower that night. I remember thinking, what a cool idea of 
shooting stars being fireflies. 

We are blessed today to have our own Ember Hauf with the help of her mother Bess 
and Spice sing “Fireflies.” 

REFLECTION #1 
We are Creatures of Their/Her/History 

How about another round of applause for the Haufs? 

To prepare for this service, I not only watched a lot of Game of Thrones, but also went 
to see Hamilton at the Hippodrome. Hamilton brought me to tears. At times, it gave me 
chills.  “The Story of Tonight” was one of those moments because the musical number 
reminded me of the centrality of narrative to our lives and how the past shapes the 
present, just as the present shapes the future. 

But I’ll let you see for yourself. [CUE Story of Tonight, Stop at 1:45] 

https://www.popsugar.com/entertainment/Jimmy-Fallon-Sings-Story-Tonight-Hamilton-
Cast-45682268 

“The Story of Tonight” is but one of many allusions to legacy and the idea that time and 
experience are not linear but spiral. What has happened before, will happen again, even 
if not exactly the same way as before. We are all born. We all grow and age. We all 
experience joy, fear, triumph, and loss. We all make friends and enemies. We all give 
pleasure and pain. And yes, we will all die at the end of our stories, just as Alexander 
Hamilton did at the end of the musical when, spoiler alert, he was shot by his political 
rival, Aaron Burr. 

In spite of this melancholy ending, I still walked out of Hamilton feeling exhilarated. It 
reminded me of similar moments in my childhood in St. Louis.   

My parents were big fans of musicals and in the summer, they would take us to the 
Muny Opera in Forest Park. Built for the 1904 World’s Fair, the same one celebrated in 
the musical Meet Me in St. Louis, the Muny Opera is one of the largest outdoor stages 
in the United States. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aC7qh8gFbhQ
https://www.popsugar.com/entertainment/Jimmy-Fallon-Sings-Story-Tonight-Hamilton-Cast-45682268
https://www.popsugar.com/entertainment/Jimmy-Fallon-Sings-Story-Tonight-Hamilton-Cast-45682268
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Every year, the Muny Opera hosts a series of Broadway shows that play for two week 
runs from May until September.  We would often catch at least three or four musicals 
every summer. I remember feeling dazzled by the music and stories and standing 
outside the stage door on humid St. Louis summer nights to get autographs from the 
stars who performed.  The Muny Opera was magical and a cherished part of my 
childhood summers. 

Thinking about my favorite musicals, like the Sound of Music, Fiddler on the Roof, and 
now, Hamilton, I realized that many of them are based, even if only loosely, upon actual 
people and/or events from the past. In each case, I found these productions to cathartic. 
That catharsis seems to be related to the reality within which the stories are rooted. It 
doesn’t matter if the reality deals with difficult subjects, like war, murder, betrayal, and 
prejudice. The more real, the better the experience. 

These realities seem to immerse the audience even more into the moment. For people 
like my parents, the realities presented in musicals brought up memories of their own 
experiences in that period.  Indeed, the best part of those musicals I watched with my 
parents was the personal storytelling they sparked. 

For example, my mother would often comment when watching South Pacific that she 
was going to be shipped off to the South Pacific as a naval nurse had World War II not 
ended when it did.  She might have washed some man other than my father right out of 
her hair, but that was not her story.  

As the song “The Story of Tonight” in Hamilton depicts, our stories are our legacies and 
our gifts to the future.  When I was a child, I craved my parents’ stories most of all. I 
wanted to know what the world was like for my parents when they were young so that I 
could anticipate what it would be like for me. I wanted to know so I could figure out how 
to navigate this big, complex, and seemingly hostile world. 

The stories based in their/her/history, personal or otherwise, hold at their core certain 
ethical lessons. They help us to contextualize morals. [PAUSE] 

But don’t all stories do that really?  And don’t all humans crave stories? 

Psychologist Jonathan Gottschall wrote: 

“Humans are storytelling animals. … We are addicted to story. … For humans, 
story is like gravity: an inescapable field of force that influences everything, but is 
so omnipresent that we hardly notice it.” 

If the storytelling service led by Kat Moseng on June 30 is any indication, it seems 
humans are creatures of story.  But I would go further to say that we are creatures of 
their/her/history. 

Even as children, we want to hear the gritty stories of the past because we sense deep 
down that past holds the key to the present and the future.  I think of Old Nan telling a 
young bedridden and paraplegic Brandon Stark stories of the ancient past. They were 
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frightening stories of white walkers, a kind of zombie. All the same, this little boy was 
enraptured. Why? 

The past presents us choices on how to act and shows us the possible consequences 
of our actions. But most importantly, stories of the past tell us who we are and who we 
can become. In short, we are our stories and our stories are our legacy. 

[PAUSE] 

SONG 
Circle Game 

In her song, “Circle Game”, Joni Mitchell observes the cyclicality not only of one life, but 
also of life from generation to generation. 

We’re captive on this carousel of time. 
We can’t return, we can only look behind from where we came. 
And go round and round and round in the Circle Game. 

We are blessed to have Spice perform the “Circle Game” for us now. 

REFLECTION #2 
Fantasy is Reality 

Thank you so much Spice for your gift of music. 

Children’s stories are powerful.  I think this may be why we remember the stories we are 
told when we are children. I will never forget Charlotte’s Web which ends with these 
words: “It is not often that someone comes along who is a true friend and a good writer. 
Charlotte was both.” In some respects, I have modeled my life on Charlotte’s Web. 

But there were other stories that captured my attention as a child. They were stories 
that not only taught me about the world, but helped me survive my childhood. I found 
solace in stories. 

Early on, I became enchanted by The Wizard of Oz.  How many of you liked The Wizard 
of Oz? 

How many of you were rooting for Dorothy? 

How many of you were rooting for Elphaba, the Wicked Witch of the West? 

I really connected with Elphaba, perhaps because I sensed that somewhere in all her 
apparent evil was something very tragic and totally human. 

By age 8, I was an avid reader of books that spoke of magic, witches, wizards, ghosts, 
and fantastical creatures. Halloween became my favorite holiday. 

Has anyone read Mary Stewart’s Arthurian trilogy that began with The Crystal Cave? 

How about Ursula Le Guin’s Earthsea Trilogy? 
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How many are familiar with C.S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia? 

And J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit and Lord of the Rings trilogy? 

What about the science fiction of Ray Bradbury and Isaac Asimov? 

How many of you have watched the original Star Trek? 

I watched reruns of Star Trek as a kid, which got me interested in seeing Star Wars 
when it was released in 1977. 

It was a hot summer day, too hot for the pool.  The cool movie theater seemed like the 
better option.  My oldest sister had just gotten her driver’s license and my mother gave 
her the keys to the family station wagon along with enough cash to cover the tickets and 
popcorn. 

Star Wars turned out to be a religious experience for me.  I walked out of the theater in 
a daze, feeling somehow transformed by the experience. I wanted to go right back in 
and see it again and again and again.  

What made it such a cathartic experience? 

This story set “a long time ago, in a Galaxy far, far away” had the typical elements of 
almost every story I had read or movie I had seen up to that point.  It had the “good 
guys”, the “bad guys”, and a conflict in which the “good guys” eventually prevail. And 
there was a prophecy of a “chosen one” who would restore balance in the Force. 

In a nutshell, Luke Skywalker is young farm boy on an outlier planet with dreams of 
becoming a fighter pilot. The galaxy is ruled by Emperor Palpatine, who keeps a tight 
grip on power through military force. 

Through the help of his chief henchman, Darth Vader, the Emperor plans to use a 
weapon capable of destroying entire planets, called the Death Star, to keep the systems 
in line and crush the rebellion.  

After meeting Obi Wan Kenobi, a Jedi Knight of the former republic, Luke joins the 
rebellion against the evil Galactic Empire and with the help of friends destroys the Death 
Star.  

[CUE  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7_rUhCMA_Ek] 

According to screenwriter Dan Harmon’s Circle Theory of Story, emotionally satisfying 
stories have eight elements.  

As I read through this list, ask yourself, “how this might tell a story in your life?”   

1. A character is in a zone of comfort, 
2. But they want something. 
3. They enter an unfamiliar situation, 
4. Adapt to it, 
5. Get what they wanted, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7_rUhCMA_Ek
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6. Pay a heavy price for it, 
7. Then return to their familiar situation, 
8. Having change. 

Star Wars meets these elements perfectly.  We see it not only in the protagonist Luke 
Skywalker, but also his close friends, Princess Leia, Han Solo, and Chewbacca. 

Yet, I would go further to say that Star Wars reflected the reality of this world. It retold 
the story of the Ancient Roman Empire, and subsequent empires here on Earth, 
including the Third Reich. It retold the story of the human pursuit for absolute power 
through violence and how that always results in absolute destruction of everything that 
one values. It retold the story of individuals’ struggle to find their place in the world and 
respond to oppression. 

One of the beauties of art, especially when cast in fantastical settings, is that it allows us 
to process the worst human behavior in a safe space. It helps distance us from our 
present circumstances so that we may consider our response to evil in our own time 
and place. I might also add that for the storyteller or artist, fantasy genre allows them to 
critique the very real cultural, socio-political, and economic systems of the day. 

This may be why some of the most popular and financially successful books and films of 
the last 25 years have been fantasies marketed to children and youth. I am curious.  For 
those of you who were born before 1980, how many of you went to see The Lion King 
without little children? And how many of you love the songs, the Circle of Life and They 
Live in You? And, how many of the adults here have read J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter 
books and seen the movies just for your own pleasure? 

Like Star Wars, these stories are gritty tales of the very real lust for absolute power and 
the very real devastation resulting from it. In The Lion King, Simba’s uncle murders 
Simba’s father and takes over the kingdom. In the Harry Potter series, Voldemort 
murders Harry Potter’s parents in his attempt to become immortal and the most 
powerful wizard of all time. 

But they also illustrate the very real power of love, friendship and cooperation in 
overcoming oppression. And those lessons are always relevant to every age group. 

OFFERTORY 
Home, Richard Simmons/Stephen Jones 

In the musical, The Wiz, Dorothy sang before returning home: 

Living here, in this brand new world 
Might be a fantasy 
But it taught me to love 
So it's real, real to me.   

As Janie Hughes from ArtsCentric Summer Institute 2019 sings, Home, from The Wiz, 
we welcome your generosity in recognition that we are all part of one great circle of life.  
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A portion of our morning offering will be given to build a brand new world through our 
partnerships listed in your order of service. If you are a visitor today, please feel free to 
let the plate pass you by. Your presence here is gift enough. 

REFLECTION #3 
Circle Game of Thrones 

Thank you Janie for your beautiful rendition of Home from The Wiz. 

One Sunday evening back in 2014 I was sitting in my home office, which was adjacent 
to our living room where my husband was watching television. I was reviewing 
documents for work on my laptop, as was my routine. However, I got distracted by the 
screams coming from the TV in the next room. I finally got up from my desk and walked 
into the living room. 

“What are you watching?” I asked. 

“Game of Thrones” my husband replied. “It’s actually very good in spite of the mayhem.” 

At that moment, the scene changed from a somber snow ridden landscape to a desert 
like one.  I saw a young woman with silver hair and three dragons. So I sat down to 
watch for a few minutes. By the end of the episode, I was hooked.  I mean, how could I 
resist witches, dragons, and zombies? 

Knowing that the series was based upon books, I quickly purchased the whole set and 
began reading to catch myself up. Game of Thrones is about the struggle for the Iron 
Throne, which rules the land of Westeros, a feudal society made up of seven kingdoms. 
There are four noble houses vying for control of Westeros: the Starks, the Lannisters, 
the Baratheons, and the Targaryens. 

At the beginning of the books and the television series, Robert Baratheon occupies the 
Iron Throne.  He won it 17 years before after deposing the “Mad King” Aerys Targaryen. 
However, his reign is far from stable and by the end of the first season and book, King 
Robert is dead and Westeros is thrown back into civil war between the Starks, the 
Lannisters, and the Baratheons. 

While chaos engulfs Westeros, the exiled Targaryen princess, Daenerys, builds her 
political power in the land of Essos. As the daughter of the deposed King Aerys, 
Daenerys vows to avenge her house and retake the Iron Throne. 

There are numerous themes, protagonists, and subplots in Game of Thrones, too many 
to be covered here in eight minutes.  So I will focus upon Daenerys Targaryen. 

Daenerys possesses three living dragons, the only dragons known to be in existence. 
She uses these creatures to conquer several city states in Essos. In the process of 
conquering these cities, she frees the slaves and abolishes slavery. 
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Consequently, she becomes known as the “Breaker of Chains” and begins to see 
herself as a liberator.  She dreams of the day she will return to Westeros and liberate 
the Seven Kingdoms from the tyranny of “the Usurpers.”   

When she eventually arrives in Westeros, she makes her case to the Starks by 
promising to “break the wheel” of power in Westeros exercised by Cersei Lannister, who 
has declared herself queen of Westeros. 

But things do not go as planned. Daenerys is not greeted as a liberator in Westeros and 
faces numerous defeats in spite of the fact that she is being advised by Cersei’s 
estranged brother. She begins to contemplate taking a new and harsher approach.  

CUE https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2bw4uEevZlc 

Reading and watching Game of Thrones felt like reading Shakespeare, the Greek 
Tragedies, the Hebrew Bible, or even current news stories. Like Star Wars, Harry Potter 
and many other fantasies, Game of Thrones dangles prophecies of saviors and chosen 
ones before the audience and the main characters have a sense of destiny.  The story 
is also rife with rivalries and violence of all kinds that are all too familiar.   

It is no secret that George R.R. Martin modeled the Starks and the Lannisters of 
Westeros upon the houses of York and Lancaster in England, the main proponents of 
the War of the Roses in the 15th century.  

With the noble houses of Westeros, perhaps Martin is drawing a parallel to modern day 
political parties.  But ultimately Game of Thrones is about the cycles of revenge that 
seem to drive human behavior.  Just like Aaron Burr was motivated by revenge when he 
killed Alexander Hamilton, so too is nearly every major character in the series. 

In the end, Daenerys succumbs to her lust for revenge when she levels the capitol city 

of Westeros, known as Kings’ Landing, killing not only Cersei, but also the subjects she 

hopes to free.  She repeats the behavior of her predecessors. She becomes more of the 

same, just as her ally and lover, Jon Snow, the king of the north, warned her. He kills 

her to stop her from unleashing further destruction and is exiled.   

Rather than a warlord, Brandon Stark is selected by the remaining nobles of Westeros 

to be king. Brandon Stark is one of the few characters not motivated by revenge or any 

emotion. 

Many fans were disappointed with this ending to the television show. Yet, I can see how 

it remained true to Martin’s vision. Daenerys did not break the wheel of oppression in 

Westeros.  However, George R.R. Martin might have broken the wheel of the fantasy 

genre because it did not conform to the fantasy genre’s typical ending of the “good 

guys” winning. 

Martin’s characters are morally complex. There are no good guys or bad guys.  Each 

character does both good and evil deeds.  Each character loves and hates. Each 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2bw4uEevZlc
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character makes mistakes and has limitations. Everyone and no one is the “chosen 

one”. In short, each character is like us.  That may be why Game of Thrones is so 

popular.  We recognize ourselves in the story. 

But what I appreciate about this ending to Game of Thrones is that it demonstrates that 
we have a choice. The endless cycle of violence and revenge is not our destiny. We 
don’t have to repeat the same patterns of behavior in our own lives and society.  We 
can break the wheel and free ourselves. 

HYMN #155 
Circle Round for Freedom 

In that spirit, please rise as you are able to sing “Circle Round for Freedom” #155 in 
your gray hymnal. 

CLOSING WORDS 

For our closing words, I invite you to take the hands of the persons next to you or put 
your hands over your heart. 

Nineteenth Century American poet, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, penned a tribute 
poem to Charles Sumner when he passed away in 1874.  Charles Sumner was a 
prominent Massachusetts senator and abolitionist. The following words are an excerpt 
from that poem: 

Death takes us by surprise, 

And stays our hurrying feet; 

The great design unfinished lies, 

Our lives are incomplete 

But in the dark unknown, 

Perfect their circles seem, 

Even as a bridge's arch of stone 

Is rounded in the stream. 

Alike are life and death, 

When life in death survives, 

And the uninterrupted breath 

Inspires a thousand lives. 

Were a star quenched on high, 
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For ages would its light, 

Still traveling downward from the sky, 

Shine on our mortal sight. 

So when a great [person] dies, 

For years beyond our ken, 

The light [they] leave[] behind [them] lies 

Upon the paths of [humans]. 

After the Reprise by ArtsCentric, go in peace to pass the peace by greeting someone 
you do not know well. 


