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We need to investigate, and to cherish, whatever helps us to see  
the uneven and often unlovely destiny of human beings in the world 

with humor, tenderness, and delight . . .  
—Martha Nussbaum 

 

 
 

 
A Brief Ontological Investigation 

 
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 
Rev. Gretchen Haley 

 

Come into this place 

with all your confusion 

about how you will carry on 

and also with your hope . . .  

 

[Poem continues its invitation to bring a troubled, questioning self to worship, and to find in worship, and in 

community, an opportunity to “be a part of making a life of meaning . . . remembering what matters.] 
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Chalice Lighting 
(Read in unison)             
Rev. Brian Kiely 
 

IN TIMES OF DARKNESS  

     WE STUMBLE TOWARDS THE TINY FLAME.   

IN TIMES OF COLD 

     WE SEEK THE WARMING FIRE. 

 

IN TIMES OF REPRESSION 

     WE REACH FOR THE LAMP OF TRUTH. 

IN TIMES OF LOSS 

     WE PRAY FOR THE COMFORTING LIGHT. 

IN TIMES OF JOY 

     WE LIGHT A CANDLE OF CELEBRATION. 

SPIRIT OF LIFE, AS WE KINDLE THIS LIGHT, 

     HELP US FIND WHAT WE NEED THIS DAY. 
 

Prelude 
Rêverie      
Claude Debussy 
Donn Teubner-Rhodes, flute; Tracy Hall, piano 
 

Reading 
“Church Is What We Create with Each Other.” 
Erin O’ White 
 

Last week, my father sent me a link to the author Erin O’ White’s essay “Church Is What We Create with 

Each Other.” It originally appeared on Krista Tippet’s “On Being” blog in March.  

 

Erin O’ White wrote: “Last fall, Norman, an 89-year-old congregant at my rural Massachusetts church, stood 

to make an announcement. On this morning his white hair was combed back, his beard trimmed. His 

Carhartt pants and flannel shirt looked cleanly pressed. He took his time rising to his feet, leaning on the pew 

in front of him as he turned to face the congregation. “This announcement might not matter to anyone but 

me,” he said, “but in the early hours of this morning my son’s wife gave birth to two tiny daughters.” His 

smile was wide. “I got the call just before dawn.” We all cheered and called out our congratulations.  

 

[O’ White’s story continues by relating the importance of announcements in her small church, so different 

from those made in the church of her childhood, and the importance in her church of  “. . . showing up. 

Showing up for yourself, for God, and for the people around you who need to feel—just as you do—that the 

blessings and burdens of being a human are not theirs to bear alone.”  

 

Find O’ Whites story at https://onbeing.org/blog/erin-white-church-is-what-we-create-with-each-other/ 

(Accessed 8/31/2018)] 
 

 
 

https://onbeing.org/blog/erin-white-church-is-what-we-create-with-each-other/
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Hymn 
#1000 
“Morning Has Come” 
 

Prayer/Meditation 
“A Brief Ontological Investigation” 
Erika Meitner 
 

This summer, my father e-mailed me the poem of the day from poets.org. His message was: “I don’t believe 

you get these and this one is worth the schlepp.”  

 

The poem, “A Brief Ontological Investigation,” is by Erika Meitner. It begins with a question that comes up 

frequently with another human being: “What can I say to cheer you up?” Let us join in the spirit of prayer for 

“A Brief Ontological Investigation.” 
 
[A poet whose day began with an injury and a trip to an urgent care center muses on nostrums suggested to 
generate happiness. 
 
 Find Meitner’s poem at https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/brief-ontological-investigation 
(Accessed 08/31/2018)] 
 

Musical Interlude 
Le Cygne (The Swan) 

Camille Saint-Saëns 

Donn Teubner-Rhodes, flute; Tracy Hall, piano 

 

Reading 
“Church Is What We Create with Each Other.” 
Erin O’ White 

 

Erin O’ White continues her meditation on the creative connections in a religious community in these words:  

 

Last year, after I made an announcement about a coat drive for refugee families, Norman brought me a box 

of his father’s old suit coats. “Oh Norm,” I thought when I opened the box. “Syrian refugees don’t need your 

father’s old coats.” But I sorted through them anyway, looked at the fancy labels of the Brooklyn tailors, the 

lovely silk linings, the thick worn wool. I put them in with all the ski jackets and anoraks. I accepted his 

offering. When you are part of a church you accept people’s offerings, even the ones you don’t necessarily 

want.  

 

[O’ White’s essay continues by noting that announcements, and harmonies during hymns, may express love 

among people who in many ways know little about each other.] 

 

But as Erin O’ White had observed earlier, what they do know is the importance of showing up for 

themselves, for God, and for the people around them who need to feel—just as we all do—that the blessings 

and burdens of being a human are not theirs to bear alone.  

 

 

https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/brief-ontological-investigation
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Offertory 
Allegro      

Georg Philipp Telemann 

Donn Teubner-Rhodes, flute; Tracy Hall, piano 

 

Sermon 
A Brief Ontological Investigation 

Rev. Clare Petersberger 

 

“What can I say to cheer you up?” Erika Meitner asks at the beginning of her poem. Elsewhere, she shares 

that the genesis of this poem was serving as a resident at the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts one 

summer. A friend there was in a rut and she wanted to make this friend feel better. Meitner goes on to say, 

“But after writing it, I think I made everyone feel worse—including myself.”  

 

Meitner describes the poem as an anti-ode, a poem against gratitude. I don’t know about you but that’s not 

what I heard. What I heard is the story of being human. We set out to do something and then life intervenes. 

Erika Meitner set out to cheer up a friend, and then she was injured. She set out to engage the ritual of 

gratitude and looked around the people hurt and in pain in the urgent care and came up empty. She sets out 

to connect with another and ends up feeling disconnected—left with only the image of a bird that has flown 

away from the crossed wires of a telephone pole—imagining conversations between people going through 

those wires.  

 

I was reminded of Meitner’s poem at our congregation’s leadership retreat last weekend. Members shared 

their yearning for deeper connections. Someone suggested that we write our joys and sorrows on post it notes 

to share in worship or in our newsletter. No one knew that we have a book in the foyer entitled Tree of Life 

for people to share sorrows, joys, and prayers. Will it surprise you that the very first entry, from many years 

ago, is: “Need help seeing the sunny side of life.”  

 

So we understand Erika Meitner’s question: “What can I say to cheer you up?” The entries which follow 

record major life disruptions—a bad medical diagnosis, a lost job, a relative’s battle with addiction, a loved 

one’s death in a car crash.  

 

As my colleague Victoria Safford writes, “We crave order and control and predictable patterns in this life. 

When we can’t find them (because they mostly do not exist…) we are mightily disrupted.” Victoria continues, 

“It happens all the time: our bodies betray us (or rather, they betray our delusions of invincibility and eternal 

youth), the weather betrays us . . . hurricanes happen and floods and tornadoes; people betray us (or rather, 

they do what they must do): lovers leave and loved ones die; dreams are upended, expectations undone . . . 

nothing’s guaranteed.”  

 

So how do we weather the disruptions? The entries in our TUUC Tree of Life book reveal the yearning for 

connection. One reads “Need help against depression and anxiety.” Another reads, “Help me escape a 

pattern of complacency.” A third reads, “Today I have chosen not to be alone.” A fourth asks for prayers for 

a loved one who IS alone. And yet it is often hard to ask for help; to risk sharing our vulnerability; to open 

ourselves to being fully known.  

 

Erika Meitner writes, “What creeps in when we truly open ourselves is the potential for joy and connection  



 

 

A Brief Ontological Investigation, August 26, 2018 Page 5 

 

but also for grief and restlessness and confusion.” 

 

In her self-described “anti-ode,” which began as an attempt to cheer up a friend, Erika Meitner was left 

feeling depressed, alone, and isolated.  

 

However, since joy and woe are woven fine, life’s surprises sometimes go in the other direction. A few weeks 

ago, I bit into some delicious cashew crunch.  

 

Within a few hours, all I could feel were the inflamed nerves in either my back upper left molar or lower left 

molar. I was certain I had broken one of those teeth. I just didn’t know which one.  

 

What was the basis of my certainty? I have never studied dentistry. But like everyone else, I have learned from 

life experiences. A few years ago, I had bitten down on a hard candy and cracked a tooth so completely that a 

root canal could not repair it. As a human, who looks for patterns and order and control, I was certain—

unhappy, yet certain—that I had done the same thing again. After sharing my diagnosis with my dentist, I 

opened my mouth for him to confirm it. He examined and pressed down and took an x-ray. Then he came 

back with a different diagnosis. The joint in my jaw was inflamed. I had, essentially, sprained my face. I did 

not need a tooth extraction. I needed heat and ibuprofen and patience. As I walked out of the office with 

him, grinning as much as my left jaw would allow, he asked, “So, if things ever get boring around here, shall 

we plan to give you a hard pretzel?”  

 

Ontology is the study of how things are in existence. We know, from experience, that existence is about 

change. We know, from experience, that changes—for ill or for good—are often out of our control.  

 

I was reminded of this in Erin O’ White’s story about Norman. After sharing his announcement of his 

granddaughters births and the announcement of seeing the divine in the face of a kitten, and the role of 

announcements in a small church Erin O’ White wrote: “Just a few weeks after Norman announced the 

arrival of his twin granddaughters, the plane he was piloting, his 1966 single-engine Cessna, crashed in the 

Vermont woods. He’d been flying, alone, to his son’s house for Thanksgiving. He didn’t survive.”  

 

Erin O’ White continued, “Our minister wrote an email to the congregation, telling us Norm was dead. ‘Let 

us give thanks that we all knew and loved Norman,’ he wrote. ‘We could tell a thousand stories. We have 

memories that make us laugh and others that make us cry; we have been so fortunate. That’s all I know 

tonight.’  

 

Reading Erin O’ White’s essay I had been thinking about ways to share joys and sorrows in worship that 

would not take 30 minutes. So as I read this terrible news, my first thought was, “I did not see that coming.” 

And, of course, that was the point. No one was expecting Norm’s plane crash and death a few weeks after 

hearing about the birth of his twin granddaughters.  

 

This is how life is: change in which joy and woe are woven fine. In the midst of the terrible news about 

Norm’s death, there was another surprise. Erin O’ White discovered that Norm’s obituary had been 

published not in the local paper but in The New York Times with the headline, “Norman Baker, Adventurer, 

Dies at 89; Crossed Atlantic on a Reed Raft.” Erin O’ White realized that she did not know that Norm had 

mined gold in Alaska, and climbed the Matterhorn. She did not know that Norm had made the 3,275 mile 

voyage across the Atlantic on a papyrus reef with the Norwegian explorer Thor Heyerdahl.  
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For his part, Thor Heyerdahl had crossed 5,000 miles of the Pacific in 1947 in a hand-built raft named the 

Kon Tiki to show that ancient people could have made long sea voyages and come into contact with one 

another. In 1970, Norm had joined him on the Ra II—a papyrus boat that successfully crossed the Atlantic. 

Erin did not know this about Norm’s life. Instead, what Erin knew about Norm was, in her words, “I knew 

what it felt like to hold his hand, how it was strong and a little papery, warm but never sweaty. I knew that 

when you hugged him you had to bend down a little bit but could feel free to squeeze as tightly as you liked.” 

And when she saw the order of service for the celebration of his life, with the hymn, “Awake, Awake, to 

Love and Work,” she realized that it was one of Norm’s favorite hymns and hers, too, that they knew THAT 

about each other.  

 

Now I invite you to look around this room . . . who do you see that you know what it feels like to hold their 

hand or give them a hug based on our closing ritual of joining hands and greeting their neighbor? How many 

of you know the favorite hymn of those around you? 

 

And as you look around the room, how many of you know something unique and unrepeatable about the 

people around you? This question came up in the leadership retreat last Friday evening. Dr. Neil Porter 

invited us to write on a three-by-five card something that makes us a snowflake—not in the current political 

sense of the word but in the ontological sense—something that makes us as unique and different from others 

as snowflakes are from each other. And then Neil read them out loud and we were invited to guess which 

experiences or descriptors belonged to whom.  

 

It wasn’t easy. Our conversations over coffee after worship are not usually about being a bully to our siblings 

and coming out the other side as friends as adults or having a childhood drawing win an award in Europe or 

getting to go to several Bono concerts for free because of our work to end hunger. I think we can probably 

resonate with Erin O’ White who, in trying to remember her conversations with Norm, came up with, “Kids, 

grandkids, blackflies in May, owls in winter, blueberries in everyone’s favorite season. Everything and 

nothing.”  

 

Erin O’ White continued, “Norman hadn’t ever told me a story about his past, just as I’d never told him a 

story about mine. If I’d known about the expeditions, about the Swiss peaks and papyrus raft, the books and 

documentaries, would I have felt shy of him? Would his stories have seemed like boasting?”  

 

I was reminded of Erin’s question preparing for Ed Park’s celebration of life yesterday. I remembered Ed 

saying that he had studied at Harvard. But I did not know that Ed had been part of a master’s studio with 

Walter Gropius, founder of the Bauhaus. I did not know Ed had encouraged fellow student from MIT to 

enroll in this master’s studio with Professor Gropius. The English name for that student was I. M. Pei—who 

designed the East Wing of the National Gallery of Art in Washington DC, built 40 years ago.  

 

I knew that Ed had been an architect. But I did not know that he had designed the Chinese Merchants 

Association Building in Boston or the Liberty Court Rehabilitation Center here in Baltimore—which is now 

Northwest Hospital. Often after a celebration of life I hear, “I did not know that about so and so.” And while 

no one can know everything about everyone, often there is a subtext of regret for having missed the 

opportunity for a deeper connection.  

 

I fully understand the yearning to know another and to be known. Sometimes this is expressed to me in the 

question, “Why wasn’t it in the newsletter that so-and-so was ill or in the hospital?” And the honest answer is 
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that so-and-so did not want the news published in the newsletter. And their wishes need to be respected. Our 

Caring Committee has tried, on several occasions, to solicit joys and sorrows directly to publish in the 

newsletter. But no one but Caring Committee members submitted either a joy or a sorrow.  

 

And yet I am profoundly moved by Erin O’ White sharing how, after Norm’s death, she replayed his 

announcement about the birth of his granddaughters. Erin O’ White wrote, “I imagined that he hadn’t been 

able to sleep after that dawn phone call from his son, so he’d stayed up, maybe had some coffee. He’d 

remembered that it was Sunday, and that he could go to church and make an announcement. Because that 

sort of news isn’t news you want to keep to yourself. I imagined him combing his hair, stringing a belt 

through his pants and missing a loop, no one there to tell him. Then pulling on his boots and making his way 

to church, where he could breathe some life into his quiet joy and announce his relief for the news of a safe 

delivery, the miracle of two tiny granddaughters. Where he could join the communion of souls. We don’t 

want to be alone in our happiness just as much as we don’t want to be alone in our grief.”  

 

Like Erin O’ White, I truly believe we come to church because we don’t want to be alone in our happiness or 

in our grief. Many of the entries in our Book of Life use the word “prayer.” I don’t think this reflects a 

particular image of God or understanding of how prayer works as much as it reflects individuals who did not 

want to bear a particular burden by themselves—who knew they needed support and hope and a community 

to see them through a significant change in their lives. And sometimes, as in the entry that begins “Prayer 

works!” it reflects individuals who, like Norm, did not want to bear a particular joy by themselves, who knew 

that joy shared is joy multiplied, and that grace abounds.  

 

I was reminded that grace abounds on Thursday morning. The order of service was due. I was looking for an 

image to compliment Erika Meitner’s poem, “A Brief Ontological Investigation.” The ones I found of birds 

on a telephone wire were copyrighted. So at 7 a.m, dressed in my nightgown, I went out my backdoor with an 

i-phone in hand and strong hope. I could hear birds singing all around me. I could hear them but did not see 

any bird whatsoever. I turned on the camera, pointed to the telephone pole, and waited. And waited. And 

waited. I wondered if there were any conversations currently going on through those wires. When I saw a 

bird finally land on the wire I said, “You’re not in the X of the wires, but close enough, yes, close enough.”  

 

The first thing Nancy Hannah said to me about the photo I sent for the cover of today’s order of service was, 

“It made me think about Leonard Cohen’s song ‘Like A Bird on a Wire’ with its line, ‘I have tried in my way 

to be free.’”  

 

And I asked, “He wrote that when he was living in Greece, right?” Vaguely, I remembered that he had 

written it after his girlfriend handed him a guitar when he was depressed. While there was nothing his 

girlfriend could say to cheer him up, there was something she could do: hand him a guitar. I knew that Nancy 

knew this Leonard Cohen song. And she knew I knew this song. And we knew that about each other.  

 

Our summer worship series on the theme of creative connections ends today. But in the year to come, let’s 

see what else we can learn about ourselves, about each other, about existence by showing up for God, for the 

people around us for the people we have yet to meet who need to feel—just as we do—that the blessings and 

burdens of being a human are not theirs to bear alone.  
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Hymn 
#311  

“Let It Be a Dance” 

 

Closing Words 
From Touching Our Strength   

Carter Heyward 

 

We touch our strength, our power, who we are in the world, when we are most fully in touch with one 

another and with the world. There is no doubt in my mind that, in so doing, we are participants in ongoing 

incarnation, bringing god to life in the world.  

 

For god is nothing other than the eternally creative source of our relational power, our common strength,  

a god whose movement is to empower, bringing us into our own together, a god whose name in history is 

love.                      

 

So may it be for us all as we go now in peace. 

 

GO NOW IN PEACE 

 


