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There are moments in everybody’s life, our most blissful moments when we become aware of the fact that we belong.  

We are not orphaned. Most of the time we go around as if everybody else was in and we were out and why am I the 

orphan in the universe? But once in a while something breaks through,  

this universal love, that universal “yes” to belonging touches us and all of a sudden we come alive. 

—Brother David Steindl-Rast 

 

 

True Belonging 
 

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 
“The Longing for Something More” 

The Rev. Gretchen Haley 

                                  

Our spiritual question for October is, “What does it mean to be a people of belonging?” 

 

The Reverend Gretchen Haley answers in these words: 

 

Every little thing that 

breaks your heart 

Is welcome here 

We'll make a space for it 

Give it its due time 

and praise 

for the wanting it represents 

the longing for something more, 

some healing hope that remains 

not 

yet 

We promise no magic 
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no making it all better 

But offer only this circle of trust 

This human community 

that remembers 

Though imperfectly 

that sings and prays 

though sometimes 

awkwardly 

This gathering that loves, 

though not yet enough 

We're still practicing 

After all, 

still learning, 

still in need of help 

and partners 

Still becoming 

able 

to receive 

all this beauty and 

all these gifts 

we each bring 

Come, let us worship together. 

 

Chalice Lighting 
(Read responsively)                         

From “Community Means Strength” 

Starhawk 

Delivered by Lora Powell-Haney 

 

Community. Somewhere, there are people to whom we can speak with passion without having the words 

catch in our throats. 

  

  SOMEWHERE A CIRCLE OF HANDS 

  WILL OPEN TO RECEIVE US, 

  EYES WILL LIGHT UP AS WE ENTER, 

  VOICES WILL CELEBRATE WITH US 

  WHENEVER WE COME INTO OUR OWN POWER. 

  

Community means strength that joins our strength 

to do the work that needs to be done. 

  

   ARMS TO HOLD US WHEN WE FALTER. 

   A CIRCLE OF HEALING. 

        A CIRCLE OF FRIENDS. 

   SOMEPLACE WHERE WE CAN BE FREE. 
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Prelude 
“We’re Coming Home”    

Carolyn McDade 

TUUC Choir 

 

Story for All Ages 
Nerdy Birdy                   

Aaron Reynolds 

 

We all have a longing to belong. No one was created to be isolated. It’s lonely being alone. Not only is it 

important to have friends, it’s important to be a friend. This is what Nerdy Birdy discovered in the story of 

Nerdy Birdy. 

 

[Story summary: Nerdy Birdy, a decidedly odd little bird, is scorned by the cool birds, but is made welcome by 

a flock of birds who share his eccentricities. “There’s always room for another Nerdy Birdie,” they tell him. 

But when he attempts to induct into his group another bird with her own distinctive weirdness, the group 

rejects her as the cool birds had rejected Nerdy Birdy. But Nerdy Birdy likes the shunned bird, and chooses to 

remain her friend.] 

 

Nerdy Birdy was willing to go outside his comfort zone to make friends who were much different.  

And that’s what we promise to do as Unitarian Universalists. We say that we need not think alike to love 

alike. We Unitarian Universalists know that it’s not our differences that divide us. It is our inability to 

recognize, accept and celebrate those differences.  

 

We belong together. 

 

Hymn 
#346 “Come, Sing a Song with Me” 

 

Prayer/Meditation 
Rev. Judith Quarles 

 

How shall we pray? 

 First, let us be open to the silence. Let us hear the sounds in this room, the noises outside, and the 

comfortable murmur from the children downstairs. Let us begin to hear the soft beating of our 

hearts. And let us listen intently for messages from within. 

 Next, let us feel gratitude for our lives and for our beautiful earth. As hard as life gets, as sad or 

lonely as we sometimes feel, let us always be warmed by the gifts of this life. 

 Next, let us hold in our hearts all those, known or unknown who are in need. May we find in 

ourselves the energy and knowledge to bring care to the world. 

 And finally, let us be aware of the blessing that it is not ours alone to do the work of the world. Love 

and community work wonders that we by ourselves could never manage. 

 In this time of silence let us form our own prayers out of the concerns of our hearts. 

that we by ourselves could never manage. 

 

In this time of silence let us form our own prayers out of the concerns of our hearts.  
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May we always be open to growth and change, to movement, to grace, and to love.  

 

Amen. 

 

Musical Interlude 
“Teach Us How to Love”    

Mark A. Miller 

TUUC Choir 

 

Reading 
From Braving the Wilderness:  The Quest for True Belonging, and the Courage to Stand Alone  

Brené Brown 

Delivered by Lora Powell-Haney 

 

What is the connection between true belonging and love? 

 

Social scientist and author Dr. Brené Brown explored this question in her best-selling book, Braving the 

Wilderness. 

 

[Summary: Brené Brown defines true belonging in these words: “True belonging is not passive. It’s not the 

belonging that comes with just joining a group. It’s not fitting in or pretending or selling out because it’s 

safer. True belonging is the spiritual practice of believing in and belonging to yourself so deeply that you can 

share your most authentic self with the world and find sacredness in both being a part of something and 

standing alone in the wilderness. True belonging doesn’t require you to change who you are; it requires you to 

be who you are. It’s a practice that requires us to be vulnerable, get uncomfortable, and learn how to be 

present with people without sacrificing who we are. We want true belonging, but it takes tremendous courage 

to knowingly walk into hard moments.”] 

 

Offertory 
“Come, Come, Whoever You Are”  

Lynn Adair Ungar/Text from Rumi 

TUUC Choir 

 

Sermon 
True Belonging 

Rev. Clare L. Petersberger 

 

“Come, come, whoever you are, for ours is no caravan of despair . . .”  

 

We need those words every week, and particularly in these uncertain times for our country. With regard to the 

headlines this week, Dan Rather wrote: “The pace of developments, the seriousness of them and their 

potential consequences, shake the republic to its core. It can feel like Alice in Wonderland meets the 

Sopranos meets the Marx Brothers, a narrative that is at the same time worrisome and dizzying.” Frankly, 

there is nothing more alienating, isolating and despair-inducing than sitting and reading about corruption and 

abuses of power at the expense of our country’s democracy.  

 



True Belonging, October 6, 2019 Page 5 

 

Democracy is a form of governance that has faith in human nature—faith that we will choose to belong to 

something greater than ourselves, that we will serve something greater than our egos and greed, that we will 

choose the common good over domination and oppression of others.  

 

This week, I have been reminded of the following poem by Leslie Prosterman entitled, “On These Days.”  

 

She writes: 

On my way to drink a coffee in the park, 

I ran into an old acquaintance 

on the corner of 4th and Lafayette. She spoke 

of reading stories to children at Bellevue, 

teaching them to make meaning 

out of abstract marks on the page. 

 

[The poem continues with an observation about having to read the news through eyes squinted as if the 

resultant blur could dull the stories’ intensity, and yearning for a human exchange that can be heard with eyes 

wide open. Read the poem at https://jonathanbalboa.blogspot.com/2019/07/on-these-days.html, accessed 

10-15-2019.] 

 

As Nerdy Bird discovered, it is awfully lonely being alone. As Brené Brown’s research revealed, “ . . . 

watching endless hours of twenty-four-hour news or reading countless articles on the internet is the quickest 

way for anxiety and fear to tiptoe into your heart . . .”  

 

We, like Leslie Prosterman, have a longing to be with another, to stop and hear with open eyes stories of 

hope, stories of inspiration, stories of meaning-making. For over a year now, the president of our 

congregation, Dr. Neil Porter, has opened board meetings with a question inspired by Sam Sanders’s NPR 

radio show, “It’s Been a Minute.” Neil has asked board members, “Think about and share the best thing 

that’s happened in your life since we last met. It could be something from the past few weeks, the past week, 

or even today.”  

 

“What is the best thing that’s happened in your life since we last met?” It’s a question that warms the heart. 

The answers are always animated; people share with a sparkle in their eyes, joy in their voices, and often a 

smile. But more recently, the board has been concerned that our agenda is so full of business that we do not 

have time for the stories that flowed from this question. Now we share three words about how we are feeling.  

 

I understand wanting to spend our time together making important decisions. But when you get right down 

to it, this is our business as a Unitarian Universalist congregation. This is our purpose: to remember and to 

share what inspires us, what gives us hope, to remember the paragons of love in our lives, the exemplars of 

courage, to remember the people to whom and the places to which we belong, and to expand that circle of 

belonging. In so doing, we reconnect with our own calling to love and to be brave, to teach and to heal, to 

witness and to advocate for, to bring hope when hope is hard to find. If we don’t have time to identify and to 

share with another the best thing that has happened in our lives, then what will sustain us through the 

headlines and meetings with sometimes challenging business?  

 

The best thing that happened in the life of Nerdy Birdy was being told, “There’s always room for  

another . . .” From that message, he was able to welcome into his life Vulture and what she loved best—  

https://jonathanbalboa.blogspot.com/2019/07/on-these-days.html
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even though her story was different from his. If we don’t have time to share the best thing that has happened 

in our lives, what will call us to remember what truly matters, why we are doing this business, and who it is 

we are trying to reach?  

 

Leslie Prosterman, who spends part of her time in Washington DC, listened to her acquaintance talk about 

teaching children to read. The home of her soul welcomed this news like light and fresh air through its 

windows. So I’m going to invite you to turn to a person next to you and share, for one minute apiece, your 

answer to the question, “What is the best thing that has happened to you since we last met?” And if you see 

someone alone, please either go to them or motion to them to join your dyad. (Time for sharing.) 

 

Thank you for bringing hope when hope is hard to find. This month, we are being asked to ponder what it 

means to be a people of belonging. The Catholic priest, John O’Donohue observed that the word ‘belonging’ 

holds together the two fundamental aspects of life: Being and Longing, the longing of our Being and the 

being of our Longing.”  

 

I imagine that many of us can remember a time when the longing of our Being was to be part of a group to 

which we did not feel we belonged. Like Nerdy Birdy, I know that in high school, I did not feel like I 

belonged to the “cool” group. How about you? For me, the cool group didn’t look or sound like Eagle, 

Cardinal, and Robin. But I definitely remember a shared sense of who was “in” and who was “out.” What I 

discovered at my 30th high school reunion is that if that “us” versus. “them” had ever actually existed, it no 

longer did. Everyone greeted everyone with curiosity, with care, with stories of best things that had happened 

in the intervening decades and with stories of loss and grief.  

 

Brené Brown is right that true belonging is not changing to fit another’s expectations; “it’s believing in and 

belonging to yourself so deeply that you can share your most authentic self with the world and find 

sacredness in both being a part of something and standing alone in the wilderness.”  

 

More and more Americans feel they are standing alone in a wilderness. In spite of all the apps that promise 

connection, in 2016, one in four Americans reported having no one to confide in. Let me repeat that statistic. 

One in four Americans feel they have no one in whom they can confide.  

 

In 2016, and every year since, 3,500 churches in America have closed. Yet the yearning to belong has not 

disappeared. A widow reported the following, “When my husband died and the word spread, in my wildest 

dreams, I never thought they would be there with me, and they were there with me to his grave site . . . ” The 

“they” in this statement was not a specific religious or spiritual community. The “they” who walked with her 

through the valley of death was her CrossFit community—as in members of her gym. CrossFit promises a 

community of support and care to encourage and to motivate people to achieve their workout goals. But it 

has become a place of belonging in which members don’t just practice squats together, but visit each other in 

the hospital, help one another to get jobs, raise money for each other in times of need.  

I’m not suggesting that we add physical exercise to our board meetings or to our worship services. What drew 

me to read about CrossFit is how it creates a sense of belonging and therefore transformation. A former 

Presbyterian minister who opened a CrossFit explained, “Many of the people who come in have a difficult 

time loving themselves or believing that they contain inherent goodness. What they find in community with 

others is an inner strength, courage, self-care, and self-love that they don’t know is there.” This clergy 

CrossFit owner continued, “We don’t give that to them. We just create an environment where they can 

discover and nurture it.”  
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It seems to me that this is what we aspire to do as the Towson Unitarian Universalist Church. We aspire to 

create a community in which each of us is encouraged to get in touch with our inner strength, self-love, and 

courage. We aspire to create a community in which everyone experiences true belonging—not because we all 

look alike or think alike or exercise alike, but because we all strive to love alike; we all strive to choose love.  

 

The definition of belonging to which I’m most drawn comes from Brother David Steindl-Rast, a 93-year-old 

Benedictine monk. Part of his definition of belonging is printed at the top of your order of service. He 

doesn’t reference being asked about the best thing that has happened since we last met. But he is referencing 

answers to that question—much like the news Leslie Prosterman’s acquaintance shared of teaching children 

in hospital to read, or perhaps what you and the person next to you shared when he says, “once in a while 

something breaks through, this universal love, that universal ‘yes’ to belonging touches us and all of a sudden 

we come alive.” 

 

Brother David continues, “And if we live out of this power, out of this sense of belonging then we create a 

completely new future and a completely new world because our world is created out of a sense of alienation  

and it’s this dog-eat-dog world. And always the ‘others’ and ‘we’ and the others.’” 

 

Brother David concludes, “When you catch on to the deepest intuition you realize there is not ‘they’ and ‘we.’ 

We are all one, and as Thomas Merton said, ‘Even God isn’t somebody else.’ It was one of his best 

statements.” 

 

We are all one. 

 

Like Nerdy Birdy, I don’t know that my high school classmates said those words after thirty years but I know 

we were finally wise enough to live them. 

 

In this congregation, may we know and create for others the experience of true belonging. Here, may this 

experience of true belonging encourage us to create a completely new future and a completely new world. 

 

Hymn 
 #1000 “Morning Has Come” 

 

Closing Words 
John O’Donohue                                                                                    

 

“Blessed be the longing that brought you here and that quickens your souls with wonder. May the frames of 

your belonging be large enough for the dreams of your soul. May you arise each day with a voice of blessing  

whispering in your heart that something good is going to happen to you. May you respond to the call of your 

gift and find the courage to follow its path. May there be kindness in your gaze. May you allow the wild 

beauty of the invisible world to gather you, mind you, and embrace you in belonging.” 

 

GO NOW IN PEACE. 

  


