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The eye is the first circle; the horizon which it forms is the second;  

and throughout nature this primary figure is repeated without end . . . 

—Ralph Waldo Emerson, Circles 

 

The Circle Is the Symbol of . . . 
  

Welcome   
Rev. Clare Petersberger 

                                            

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 
We began our summer series on circles on Father’s Day—shortly after commencement speeches.                                         

 

In 2016, when he was 90 years old, the Presbyterian minister the Reverend Frederick Buechner published a 

book in which he included his commencement speech to Union Theological Seminary in the early 1990’s.  

 

He told the graduates, “Here I am, and there you are. That is the crux of it. Here I am, the stranger in your 

midst. There you are, who are the midst—as much strangers to each other in many ways as I am a stranger to 

you all. Because how can we be other than strangers when at those rare moments of our lives when we stop 

hiding from each other and try instead passionately and profoundly to make ourselves known to each other, 

we find this is precisely what we cannot do. And yet in another sense we are none of us strangers. Not even I. 

Not even you. Because how can we be strangers when, for all these years, we have ridden on the back of this 

same rogue planet, when we have awakened to the same sun and dreamed the same dreams under the same 

moon? How can we be strangers when we are all of us in the same interior war and do battle with the same 

interior enemy, which is most of the time ourselves? How can we be strangers when we laugh and cry at the 

same things and have the same bad habits and occasionally astonish ourselves and everybody else by 

performing the same uncharacteristic deeds of disinterested kindness and love?”  

 

[https://faithandleadership.com/frederick-buechner-90-road-goes; accessed 08-29-2019] 

 

Frederick Buechner on how we are strangers and we are not strangers. I would add, how can we be strangers 

when we all came from the stars?  

 

https://faithandleadership.com/frederick-buechner-90-road-goes
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Chalice Lighting 
“The Womb of Stars” 

Rev. Joy Atkinson 

 

The womb of stars embraces us; 

remnants of their fiery furnaces pulse through our veins. 

      

We are of the stars.   

the dust of explosions cast across space. 

 

We are of the earth: we breathe and live  

in the breath of ancient plants and beasts. 

 

     Their cells nourish the soil;  

     we build our communities on their harvest of gifts. 

 

Our fingers trace the curves carved in clay and stone  

by forebears unknown to us. 

 

     We are a part of the great circle of humanity  

     gathered around the fire, the hearth, the altar. 

 

We gather anew this day to celebrate our common heritage. 

 

     May we recall in gratitude all that has given us birth. 

 

Prelude 
“One More Circle around the Sun”              

Peter Mayer 

Tracy Hall, voice and piano 

 

A beloved spiritual community roots us in consolation and support, the connections and encouragement we 

need to refresh our spirits and soothe our souls. Our congregation has grieved deaths this summer: Omi May, 

who ushered here on Sunday mornings and participated in many TUUC activities; Andy Brizzolara, husband 

to TUUC member MaryBeth; Rani Canosa, who grew up in TUUC; and Susan Seim, who served as our 

Communications Councilhead and whose celebration of life will be at noon on Tuesday, September 10th. 

Tracy Hall’s mother, Teddie, died in July.  

 

We learned, yesterday, that Barbara Sterne died. She served for many years as a Lay Worship Associate, and 

had recently celebrated her 91st birthday with family in Colorado. The celebration of life for Barbara will be in 

early October or November.  

 

Our congregation is grieving losses. We are also celebrating the start of another church year, which feels a lot 

like back to school. This morning, we join with the National Park Service in marking a significant anniversary 
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to the history of our country that is a cause for mourning, while also offering the possibility for reconciliation 

and a new way.  

 

Four hundred years ago today, August 25th, 1619, the ship the White Lion arrived at Point Comfort, now 

known as Fort Monroe National Monument in Hampton, Virginia. The ship contained 20 Africans—men 

and women—stolen by English privateers from a Spanish slave ship. These 20 natives of west central Africa 

are believed to have been traded for food and supplies. This is the first recorded arrival of Africans in North 

America.  

 

This year, this anniversary will be commemorated at Fort Monroe as a day of healing and reconciliation. The 

National Park Service is inviting everyone to come together in solidarity at 3 p.m. to ring bells simultaneously 

across the nation for four minutes—one for each century—to honor the first Africans who landed in 1619, 

“marking the moment African culture became an integral part of American culture and an indelible influence 

on the development of our nation." (Dr. Cassandra L. Newby-Alexander, Professor of History, and Dean of 

the College of Liberal Arts at Norfolk State University)  

 

Bells are symbols of freedom. They are rung for joy, sorrow, alarm, and celebration, universal concepts in each 

of our lives. As Unitarian Universalists we have made a commitment to actively strive to dismantle white 

supremacy and to work for racial justice. So this afternoon, you may choose to ring any bell you have for four 

minutes at 3 o’clock. For now, as I ring a bell of memory and of hope, let us reflect, in moments of silence, 

on next steps we are choosing to take to dismantle white supremacy culture.  

 

Video 
What Does Earth Look Like From Space? An Astronaut’s Perspective on Earth 

The Royal Institution 

 

July 20th marked the 50th anniversary of the first moon walk. And, in old television footage, we got to travel 

along with Neil Armstrong Buzz Aldrin, and Michael Collins in the Apollo 11. Ahead of them was the circle 

of the moon. Behind them was the circle of the earth in the expanse of space.  

 

We’ll now hear some astronauts talk about what earth looks like from space.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WzQSJXY7Zfk 

(Accessed 08-28-2019) 

 
Hymn 
#301 “Touch the Earth, Reach the Sky!” 

 

Prayer/Meditation 
“When We Were Fearsome” 

Joanna Penn Cooper  

 

“Are atoms made of lots of circles? is the first thing my small son  

says when he wakes up. My mind swims around, trying to  

remember if molecules are bigger than atoms. In models of atoms,  

when they show what they look like, there are lots of circles, I say.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WzQSJXY7Zfk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WzQSJXY7Zfk
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[As she helps her son get ready for school, the poet muses about a letter she’s received from a new (male) 

chair of the women’s studies department at her alma mater, breezily asking what she’s been “up to” since 

graduating. Her son’s question about atoms and circles still swirls in her mind, as does a bedtime story about 

when he was a little bear, sometimes a polar bear, sometimes a desert bear, but always fierce. His teachers 

have no idea of his powers, she thinks, dropping him off at school. She hopes for his safety, thinks about 

guns. And later, she remembers more of her physics, thinking of quarks, and particles, and how that’s what 

she’s been “up to” since graduating. 

 

Read the entire poem at https://poets.org/poem/when-we-were-fearsome; accessed 08-28-2019.] 

 

Musical Interlude 
“Circle of Life” (from The Lion King) 

Elton John  

Donn Teubner-Rhodes, tenor saxophone; Tracy Hall, piano 

 

Reading 
From “Circles”                                 

Ralph Waldo Emerson 

From Circle’s Apprentice 

Dan Beachy Quick 

 

The theme of the symbolism of circles is not new to Unitarianism. 

 

A few weeks ago, Sean Mackey shared part of the Unitarian minister Ralph Waldo Emerson’s 1841 essay on 

circles. Emerson wrote: “Our life is an apprenticeship to the truth, that around every circle another can be 

drawn; that there is no end in nature, but every end is a beginning; that there is always another dawn risen on 

mid-noon, and under every deep a lower deep opens.” 

 

[https://emersoncentral.com/texts/essays-first-series/circles/; accessed 08-28-2019] 

 

The contemporary essayist and poet, Dan Beachy Quick, reflected on Emerson’s essay, and was inspired  

to write an entire collection of poems entitled, Circle’s Apprentice. Our next reading is from a poem in his 

collection entitled “Catalog.” 

 

Beachy Quick wrote: 

 

“What keeps one life out lets another life in. 

Chain-link fence around the bulldozer 

The sparrows fly through the holes to eat 

The seeds caught in the tank-tread . . .” 

 

[The poet spirals through images of mythic figures in the heavens, poetry, and the ruins and blessings poems 

conceal. After posing the question, “When, when, Peace, will you, Peace?” the poet concludes,  

“How follow, it asks, 

How follow, through the night, the whole 

World’s night, follow those words: 

https://poets.org/poem/when-we-were-fearsome
https://emersoncentral.com/texts/essays-first-series/circles/
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Patience, Memento”] 

 

Dan Beachy-Quick on the question of how, in the circle of life, we can be patient for love, for justice, for 

peace remembering that we are going to die. 

 

Offertory 
“Will It Go Round in Circles?” 

Billy Preston/Bruce Fisher 

 

Sermon 
The Circle Is the Symbol of…. 

Rev. Clare Petersberger 

 

What images of circles come to mind from your summer? 

 

The first one, for me, comes from June. I rode the Louff Carousel in Spokane, Washington before the 

Unitarian Universalist General Assembly fully got underway. The Carousel was built in 1909. 1909. I enjoyed 

going up and down on my horse looking at other riders—especially the children—and listening to the tinny 

music. It brought back the joyful feelings from childhood. At the same time, I did the math and realized  

that the people who created the carousel were all dead. So as I went round in circles, I was conscious of the 

circle of life. 

 

The second image comes from July—celebrating the 50th anniversary of the first moon walk. Don and I 

watched the movie First Man about Neil Armstrong. It imagined Armstrong looking at the moon in the later 

summer of 1962 after his young daughter died of a brain tumor—a nightly ritual he had done with her. I 

found myself looking at the moon more after watching that poignant image.  

 

The third circle for me this summer was the end of the hose I used to water coleus. The distant ancestor of 

this coleus had been given to me by my third grade science teacher, Mrs. Woods, a few months before the 

Apollo 11 launch! My mother had kept it alive for 48 years before telling me, “It’s your turn now.” I was 

afraid I had brought it out too early in April. It had wilted and I was afraid the cooler-than-expected temps 

had killed it. But it rallied. And so the circle of the end of the hose—especially during extreme heat—became 

a symbol of ongoing life.  

 

The fourth and final image came from a wedding at which I officiated for a couple in their sixties. It was the 

first marriage for the bride. The couple chose the following words for what their rings symbolized: “The 

circle is the symbol of sun and the earth and the universe, of wholeness and perfection and peace.” Their 

rings were the symbol of endless love into which they were entering as husband and wife.  

 

What were some images of circles from your summer?  

 

Images of circles got me thinking about the symbol of the circle in our Unitarian Universalist faith tradition. 

In spite of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s 1841 essay on circles, in the 1960’s, growing up in a Unitarian 

Universalist congregation, we did not have a circle printed on the spine of the hymnal. The spine simply 

announced Hymns for the Celebration of Life. Inside this 1964 hymnal the front page did have a symbol. It was a 

tree with leaves—as in summer—a tree of life to illustrate hymns for the celebration of life.  
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So when did we Unitarian Universalists begin to embrace the religion of circles? It was shortly after Hymns for 

the Celebration of Life was published. Individual congregations began to display the symbol Hans Deutsch had 

created for the Unitarian Service Committee during World War II.  

 

Taking his inspiration from chalices of oil that burned on ancient Greek and Roman altars, Hans Deutsch 

drew a flaming chalice. He framed his flaming chalice in a circle symbolizing the Unitarian Service 

Committee’s mission to provide the wholeness of human dignity and rights and thereby work for peace. The 

Unitarian Service Committee affirmed that all humans “have ridden on the back of this same rogue planet, 

have awakened to the same sun and dreamed the same dreams under the same moon.” European refugees, 

seeing trucks with this logo painted on them, knew that help and assistance were at hand. The people with 

these trucks, while strangers, could be trusted. This is what the symbol of the Unitarian Universalist Service 

Committee still means to refugees and asylum seekers in 2019.  

 

By the mid 1960’s, the Unitarians had merged with the Universalists. Some flaming chalices were placed off-

center in the circle to intentionally adapt the Universalist symbol of the off-center cross. Universalists had 

adopted the symbol of the off-center cross to honor their roots in Christianity while at the same time making 

space for the wisdom of other faith traditions. By the 1960’s, many chalices, like ours which was created in 

2013, had two circles around them. This represented the merger of the Unitarians and the Universalists in 

1961.  

 

At the time of the merger, a particular image of a circle was invoked. It came from the poem, “Outwitted,” by 

life-long Universalist Edwin Markham:  

“He drew a circle that shut me out—Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout.  

But Love and I had the wit to win: We drew a circle and took him in!”  

 

And so, in 1993 when your grey hymnal, Singing the Living Tradition, was published, what symbol was printed 

on both the cover and the spine? The symbol of an off-center flaming chalice within two entwined circles. 

Reinforcing this symbol in 1985 was the adoption of new Unitarian Universalist principles and purposes. The 

principles adopted at merger in 1961 were about humanity and how we intended to treat one another—both 

the stranger and the friend.  

 

But by 1984, influenced by images of earth from space, and influenced by the science of environmentalism, 

one version of a proposed principle read, “respect for Earth and interdependence of its living systems.” A 

motion by the Reverend Paul L’Herrou changed it to “respect for the interdependent web of all existence of 

which we are a part.” While a web is not necessarily a sphere, adopting this principle encouraged reverence 

for the circle of life on a cosmic scale!  

 

Of course, this idea was not new to other religious traditions. Just a few decades after Emerson wrote his 

essay on circles, the spiritual leader of the Oglala Lakota Native American tribe, Black Elk, is remembered for 

sharing his vision of the whole hoop of the world. Long before Joanna Penn Cooper’s son asked her “Are 

atoms made of lots of circles?” and long before she considered the pattern of her days and life, Black Elk 

taught that a circle symbolizes the power of life. He is credited with saying, “Everything the Power of the 

World does is done in a circle. The sky is round, and I have heard that the earth is round like a ball, and so are 

all the stars. The wind, in its greatest power, whirls. Birds make their nests in circles, for theirs is the same 

religion as ours. The sun comes forth and goes down again in a circle. The moon does the same, and both are 

round. Even the seasons form a great circle in their changing, and always come back again to where they 
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were. The life of a person is a circle from childhood to childhood, and so it is in everything where power 

moves.” That was Black Elk at the end of the 19th century.  

 

By the end of the 20th century, Unitarian Universalists began to study how people worshipped before there 

were written texts and pulpits and even flaming chalices. And what they pieced together in records of pre-

modern Europe, Africa, and the Middle East is that people gathered in circles around fires to tell stories 

about the cycles of the seasons; the cycles of birth and death, and to worship in songs and dancing their place 

in the circle of life. As technology has advanced, so has our need to connect with the cycles in nature, with 

the seasons of our souls, and with the seasons of other souls.  

 

In 1995, Unitarian Universalists adopted a sixth source not found in your grey hymnal. The sixth source 

reads, “Spiritual teachings of earth-centered traditions which celebrate the sacred circle of life and instruct us 

to live in harmony with the rhythms of nature.”  

 

One of the yearnings articulated at the first meeting of this year’s TUUC Program Council was for more 

opportunities to celebrate the sacred circle of life together in the coming year. So we will do that. Another 

was to gather in circles for deep sharing and deep listening. We will begin our Soul Matters Practice Circles at 

the end of September. And another was to intentionally ask ourselves who are we including in our circle of 

community? How are we being a welcoming congregation as the Unitarian Universalist Association 

understands the word “welcoming” in 2019? A song inspired by Edward Markham’s poem, inspires us to 

draw the circle wide. How shall we do that together, in the year to come?  

 

“The circle is the symbol of the sun and the moon and the universe of wholeness and perfection and peace.” 

It is also the symbol of our faith community—pointing to ever widening circles of truth, kindness, 

connection and justice.  

 

Hymn 
 #317 “We Are Not Our Own” 

 

Closing Words 
“The Larger Circle”                      

Wendell Berry 

  

The poet, Wendell Berry, reminds us: 

 

“We clasp the hands of those that go before us, 

And the hands of those who come after us . . .” 

 

[The poet continues by evoking the image of circling arms, and a circle of dancing lovers, who, like all 

creatures in the circle of life, dance to tunes so evanescent, none hear it but in fragments.] 

 

GO NOW IN PEACE. 

 

 


