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In my own worst seasons, I’ve come back from the colorless world of despair by forcing myself to look hard,  

for a long time, at a single glorious thing: a flame of red geranium outside my bedroom window.  

And then another: my daughter in a yellow dress. And another: the perfect outline of a full, dark sphere  

behind the crescent moon . . . until I learned to be in love with my life again.  

Like a stroke victim retraining new parts of the brain to grasp lost skills, I have taught myself joy, over and over again. 

—from High Tide in Tucson: Essays From Now or Never 

Barbara Kingsolver 

 

 

What Makes Perseverance Possible? 
 

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 
A Blessing Called Sanctuary 

Jan Richardson 

Delivered by Rev. Clare Petersberger and Carol Mason 

 

Jan Richardson offers a blessing called sanctuary to lift up the beauty of community. 

You hardly knew 

how hungry you were 

to be gathered in, 

to receive the welcome 

that invited you to enter 

entirely— 

nothing of you 

found foreign or strange, 

nothing of your life 

that you were asked 

to leave behind 

or to carry in silence 

or in shame. 
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Tentative steps 

became settling in, 

leaning into the blessing 

that enfolded you, 

taking your place 

in the circle 

that stunned you 

with its unimagined grace. 

You began to breathe again, 

to move without fear, 

to speak with abandon 

the words you carried 

in your bones, 

that echoed in your being. 

You learned to sing. 

But the deal with this blessing 

is that it will not leave you alone, 

will not let you linger 

in safety, 

in stasis. 

The time will come 

when this blessing 

will ask you to leave, 

not because it has tired of you 

but because it desires for you 

to become the sanctuary 

that you have found— 

to speak your word 

into the world, 

to tell what you have heard 

with your own ears, 

seen with your own eyes, 

known in your own heart: 

that you are beloved, 

precious child of God,  

beautiful to behold, 

and you are welcome 

and more than welcome 

here. 
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Chalice Lighting 
(Read in unison)      

Rev. Marta I. Valentin 

 

WE PAUSE THIS MORNING 

FROM THE CHAOS OF THE WORLD 

TO RECLAIM THE BEAUTY WITHIN THESE WALLS 

THAT CARRIES US THROUGH OUR WEEK. 

  

Time for All Ages 
Lotus Meditation 

 

So when I think about the relationship between perseverance and beauty, I am reminded of a lotus flower. 

There is a photograph of a lotus flower on the cover of your order of service.  

 

The lotus flower is a beautiful flower that can be found all over the world. But the start of this flower’s life is 

not as beautiful as one might image. It’s unlike many other flowers. When the lotus first begins to sprout, it is 

under water, making its home in lakes and ponds in areas where the water remains fairly still on the surface.  

But underneath the surface, the lotus is surrounded by fish, by insects, by mud and muck.  

 

Imagine that you are a lotus seed buried beneath a muddy lotus pond. There is mud all around you, and you 

can feel the muck. Above you, above this murky water, are sunshine and air. You are not disheartened as you 

begin your journey towards the surface. With a determined heart, you begin to wiggle in the earth. You grow 

roots deep, deep into the mud. Your little stem grows up slowly, but you persevere. You are a stem with a 

few leaves and a small flower pod.  

 

Suddenly, pop, you are out of the mud! Your stem grows higher and higher, taller and taller. You reach up 

towards the warm sun, shining down on you. Your lotus bud begins to grow on top of your stem. It expands 

and grows larger and larger, and slowly opens each beautiful petal to the sun, basking in the worldly beauty 

surrounding it. A pink lotus flower.  

 

You stand beautifully above the muddy water. You are pink, fragrant and beautiful. Not a stain or spot of 

mud remains externally. Ironically, the muddy water has washed it clean.  

 

Your inner lotus blossom, too, has never seen a drop of mud or dirty water. It is pure, and bright, and 

beautiful. Everyone who sees you marvels at your beauty!  

 

Your determination to grow out of the muddy pond reminds them of the Buddha and his journey towards 

Enlightenment. The Buddha, like a lotus, was determined to grow out of the muddy surroundings, the 

sufferings of life. He persevered in his quest to be free of suffering. 

 

In Buddhism, the bud of the lotus symbolizes the potential for enlightenment. The lotus could be thought of 

as an awakened mind, which grows naturally toward the warmth and light of truth, love and compassion.  

The lotus may appear fragile on the surface, but it is flexible and strong, securely anchored under the surface 

of the water.  
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The actress, Goldie Hawn, wrote: “The lotus is the most beautiful flower, whose petals open one by one. But 

it will only grow in the mud. In order to grow and gain wisdom, first you must have the mud—the obstacles 

of life and its suffering . . . The mud speaks of the common ground that humans share, no matter what our 

stations in life . . . Whether we have it all or we have nothing, we are all faced with the same obstacles: 

sadness, loss, illness, dying and death. If we are to strive as human beings to gain more wisdom, more 

kindness and more compassion, we must have the intention to grow as a lotus and open each petal one by 

one.”  

 

Prayer/Meditation 
Poetry                 

Pablo Neruda 

Delivered by Carol Mason 

And it was at that age . . . Poetry arrived 
in search of me. I don't know, I don't know where 
it came from, from winter or a river. 
I don't know how or when, 
no they were not voices, they were not 
words, nor silence, 
but from a street I was summoned, 
from the branches of night, 
abruptly from the others, 
among violent fires 
or returning alone, 
there I was without a face 
and it touched me. 
 
I did not know what to say, my mouth 
had no way 
with names, 
my eyes were blind, 
and something started in my soul, 
fever or forgotten wings, 
and I made my own way, 
deciphering 
that fire, 
and I wrote the first faint line, 
faint, without substance, pure 
nonsense, 
pure wisdom 
of someone who knows nothing, 
and suddenly I saw 
the heavens 
unfastened 
and open, 
planets, 
palpitating plantations, 
shadow perforated, 
riddled 
with arrows, fire and flowers, 
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the winding night, the universe. 
 
And I, infinitesimal being, 
drunk with the great starry 
void, 
likeness, image of 
mystery, 
felt myself a pure part 
of the abyss, 
I wheeled with the stars, 
my heart broke loose on the wind.  

Stewardship Testimonial 
But First We . . . What? 

Darla Tewell 

 

Good morning.  

 

My name is Darla Tewell.  

 

Like Nancy, who spoke to us last week, I took a few wrong turns before I got here.  

 

I was hoping to volunteer at a local organization that serves a needy population. Apparently I wasn’t exactly a 

hot prospect. My online applications seemed to vanish. No one returned my calls. Whenever I visited, they 

said that no one in the building was authorized to talk to would-be volunteers. It was like trying to collect an 

overdue bill or serve a subpoena.  

 

The name of the organization is “The Shepherd’s Staff,” and it’s supported by local churches. So I figured 

that if I couldn’t get in through the front door, maybe I could sort of weasel in through a church door. All I 

needed was a church affiliation.  

 

I have known about UU forever; it was my likeliest choice. But the local UU church is tiny, and was between 

ministers. I ruled it out, and checked other churches. One was bold enough to hang a rainbow flag and a 

peace sign in conservative Westminster. But as a creedal church, it wasn’t right for me. With no local church 

tie, I abandoned the plan to volunteer at Shepherd’s Staff.  

 

While I was church shopping in Westminster, I was coming to TUUC regularly, to attend the concerts of 

Music in the Great Hall. I liked the bulletin boards and the newsletters that were often lying around. So I 

decided to look here for the opportunities that I’d been seeking at the Shepherd’s Staff.  

 

And I found them. But I also found something I wasn’t really looking for. I found . . . a church.  

 

I actually flinched the first time I heard Rev. Clare say, “But first, we have gathered to worship.”  

 

Worship?!  

 

What?  
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I hadn’t really gathered for that. I thought of worship the way Paul Simon describes it in “Sounds of Silence:” 

“And the people bowed and prayed, to the neon god they made.”  

 

But she kept saying the word every Sunday, and I kept flinching, until I finally heard what she often says next: 

Worship is about formation, and who we are as people. Worship is about considering that which is worthy of 

reverence. It’s about lifting up the highest of human values. And as Emerson explains, “That which 

dominates our imaginations and our thoughts will determine our lives, and our character. Therefore, it 

behooves us to be careful what we worship, for what we are worshipping, we are becoming.”  

 

And when I got past Paul Simon’s neon god idea, and went with Emerson and Rev. Clare instead, I knew that 

I wanted the uplift that worship offers.  

 

I’m drawn to reading pundits and cultural critics. It can be pretty unsettling stuff. In the past year, I’ve often 

encountered a couple of lines from a poem called “The Second Coming,” by William Butler Yates.  

The best lack all conviction, while the worst  

Are full of passionate intensity.  

 

Those lines look spot-on to me. Much of our public life seems dominated by the passionate intensity of 

meanness. Mistrust and ill-will squirt into normal, everyday spaces, and love and compassion are often out-

shouted by hate and contempt.  

 

But here, every week, the conviction and passionate intensity of the best are reflected in the words and music 

of our Sunday services, and in the loving and generous acts of this congregation. What I find here in worship 

is a reassertion of the highest of human values. And I am grateful for this reorientation toward that which is 

worthy of reverence.  

 

To close, I want to say a few words about what maintains this wonderful place, stewardship.  

 

I’m not a member of TUUC. I haven’t signed the membership book. I don’t participate in congregational 

governance. In other words, I’m not exactly a pillar of the church. But one needn’t be a pillar to support 

TUUC. One can be a flying buttress, upholding the church from the outside. TUUC calls its flying buttresses 

“friends.”  

 

My financial support of this church says thanks to all who make this weekly worship experience possible. And 

it says thanks to our lay leaders and those who create and participate in the many wonderful opportunities we 

of all ages have for engagement here at TUUC.  

 

To everyone, thank you so much, and please, do it again, and again. And to you who, first, have gathered to 

worship, thanks for listening to me today.  

 

Sermon 
What Makes Perseverance Possible? 

Rev. Clare L. Petersberger 

 

Jan Richardson shares the origin of her “Blessing Called Sanctuary.” It came from the story of a woman 

named Fayette who joined a Methodist congregation in Hobson. Fayette lived with mental illness and lupus. 
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She was homeless.  

 

She joined the church class preparing for baptism. Together, they created a spontaneous liturgy. Fayette 

would ask, “And when I’m baptized, I am . . . ?” and other participants would answer, “Beloved, precious 

child of God, and beautiful to behold.”  

 

“Oh, yes!” Fayette would exclaim and the class would resume its preparations.  

 

On the day of her baptism, Fayette came up from the water and cried, “And now I am?”  

 

And the congregation sang, “Beloved, precious child of God, and beautiful to behold.”  

 

“Oh, yes!” she shouted before dancing around the fellowship hall.  

 

Two months later, Fayette was assaulted by a stranger. When her minister went to visit her in the hospital, 

Fayette was staring at her disheveled self in a mirror trying to make sense of the cuts and bruises and blood. 

She kept repeating over and over again, “I am beloved . . . I am beloved, precious child of God . . .” After she 

recognized her minister, she turned back to the mirror and spoke this sentence, “I am beloved, precious child 

of God and God is still working on me.”  

 

She looked in the mirror again before adding, “If you come back tomorrow, I’ll be so beautiful, I’ll take your 

breath away!”  

 

Perhaps through the repetition; perhaps through grace; perhaps through both, Fayette had internalized the 

message that in spite of the violence of the outer world, she was beloved and precious and beautiful in the 

eyes of God. Nothing would or could ever change that.  

 

This story is all the more haunting in light of the murder of 17 students and teachers in Florida on Valentine’s 

Day. All of these 17 individuals were beloved and precious, to their families and friends, to their school, and 

to their community. And several were heroic—choosing to risk their own safety to help others to safety. They 

all died too soon.  

 

With this story on her mind and in her heart, my colleague Robin Bartlett wrote the following after her Ash 

Wednesday service. “Last night, I trembled as I put ashes on the heads of children, including my own. ‘You 

are dust, and to dust you shall return,’ I said to children just born this year, and the children I created in my 

womb. I shake at the truth of this: ‘To dust you, too, shall return.’” 

 

Robin continued, “There’s a strange sort of comfort in knowing your mortality. A strange humility in 

knowing you’re no different. A strange sameness to placing ash on the 92-year-old forehead, right after the 

two-year-old forehead. Both the 92-year-old and the two-year-old know better than you do what it’s like to be 

close to God. You can see it in their faces as you gently remind them that they are God’s beloved dust. They 

already know.”  

 

But then Robin got to what we all felt on Wednesday, “. . . there is no comfort from knowing that the 

mortality of our children can be acted out in vengeance upon them with weapons of mass destruction. There 

is no comfort in knowing that the beloved children God knit intricately in the wombs of their mothers could 
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die, terrified and confused, as if they were targets in a video game instead of perfect creations of the holy.”  

 

No, there is no comfort in this knowledge. Nor is there comfort in knowing that we’ve faced too many 

similar national tragedies before and AR-15 assault weapons—created for military use—are still being sold to 

civilians. A college friend posted a plea on Facebook not to respond with cynicism and sarcasm.  

 

I appreciate the perspective of author Stephanie Kallos, who wrote in her novel, Broken for You, “We speak of 

‘senseless tragedies,’ but really: Is there any other kind? Children are killed. Madmen ravage the world, leaving 

wounds immeasurably deep, and endlessly mourned . . . But we never stop looking, not even after those we 

love become a part of the unreachable horizon. We can never stop carrying the heavy weight of love on this 

pilgrimage; we can only transfigure what we carry.”  

 

Kallos’s words, especially about how we transfigure the heavy weight of love on this pilgrimage, ring true to 

my experience.  

 

Following this 18th school shooting in 2018, I received pleas for financial help to shape new public policy 

from parents whose children had been murdered at Sandy Hook elementary school. They want to ensure that 

more parents don’t have to make the pilgrimage they are making without their beloved and precious children 

because of the epidemic of gun violence in our country.  

 

These parents have not lost hope that a country that has reduced traffic fatalities by mandating seat belt use 

and reducing the speed limit on highways; a country that has stopped enabling drunk driving; that has held 

the tobacco companies accountable; that condemns domestic violence; and that requires us to take our shoes 

off at airports because someone tried to blow up a plane with a shoe bomb can and will act to protect 

beloved and precious children of God from assault weapons in the hands of civilians.  

 

These parents are not alone in hoping that our country will be able to persevere and transfigure thoughts and 

prayers into action and policy. Given the heavy weight of love and grief, what have you found helps you to 

rise from the mud and muck and transfigure what you carry?  

 

I was moved by the story of an eighty-one-year-old widower, Jim Cotter. After his wife died of natural causes, 

he was feeling depressed and lost. He was in the muck of grief. Jim Cotter had retired from being a sign 

maker. He looked around the town of Glouster, Ohio. It had once been a thriving coal community. But with 

decreasing jobs and wages, the town was in the muck of decline. Jim Cotter looked for a distraction from 

missing his wife, from his grief.  

 

So what did he do? He decided to paint a fire hydrant and a guard rail in Glouster—two small symbols of 

safety. And that small act was like a petal of a lotus unfurling. Jim Cotter felt a little bit of healing from 

bringing a little bit of color to Glouster.  

 

He decided to paint the town. Literally. He began with homes and added a business or two. Soon residents 

began to notice. They asked how they could help. Jim Cotter gladly accepted donations of time and money 

for his town’s revitalization movement. He taught everyone how to repair and paint buildings.  

 

People heard about the beauty being created and began to arrive from out-of-state to join the project. One 

day, 260 people showed up to paint. A local paper observed that even the high school students had been 
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Tom-Sawyered into participating. The owner of Bonnie's Restaurant cried when she saw her freshly painted 

business.  

 

Jim Cotter said, "It's just amazing what a little bit of paint will do. It changes people's hearts." It certainly 

changed Jim Cotter’s heart. Revitalizing a town revitalized his spirit.  

 

When has beauty helped you, like the Buddha, and like the parents of children killed by gun violence, to 

bloom with radiance and clarity in the midst of life’s murkiness? When has beauty reminded you, like Fayette, 

of the possibilities for a different and more caring future? “If you come back tomorrow, I’ll be so beautiful, 

I’ll take your breath away!” When has beauty healed your spirit, been life giving, life sustaining, life repairing 

reminding you of your connections to others—as it did for Jim Cotter and the residents of Glouster, Ohio?  

 

When has beauty carried your spirit to a higher realm and reminded you of your place in the universe, as it did 

for Pablo Neruda when he wrote his first line of poetry and “drunk with the great starry void, 

 likeness, image of mystery, 

 felt (himself) a pure part of the abyss, 

 and wheeled with the stars, 

 (his) heart broke loose on the wind.”  

 

When has beauty helped you, like Barbara Kingsolver, to persevere by falling in love with your life again?  

 

The Catholic author and activist Sister Joan Chittister writes: “To sustain a stay in a dry and barren desert, it is 

necessary to be about something great enough to be worth a lifetime of unrewarded effort. There are simply 

some divine cravings in life—the liberation of the poor, the equality of women, ( I would add safety of school 

children and loved ones from gun violence) the humanity of the entire human race—that are worth striving 

for, living for, dying for, finished or unfinished, for as long as it takes to achieve them.”  

 

Sister Joan Chittister goes on to point out the importance of perseverance since, in her words “No single 

capital campaign will do the trick. No one speech will change the climate. No single law will undo eons of 

damage. It will take a million lives dedicated to the long haul and heaped on top of one another. That’s why 

the Zen saying ‘O snail, climb Mount Fuji, but slowly, slowly,’ is so important. If we are to persevere for the 

long haul, we must not overdrive our souls.”  

 

She concludes with the importance of beauty to perseverance. She writes, “We must immerse ourselves in 

good music, good reading, great beauty and peace so that everything good in us can rise again and lead us on 

beyond disappointment, beyond boredom, beyond criticism, beyond loss. Then life has vision again; then 

going on seems both possible and necessary.”  

 

That such beauty might be ours—may we look for it within ourselves, within others, and in the natural world, 

and discover how inextricably connected we are. May we help one another to carry the heavy weight of love 

on this pilgrimage. May beauty help us to transfigure what we carry all the losses and senseless tragedies so 

that we fall in love with ourselves, with each other, and with the world again and again and again.  

 

Amen.  
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Closing Words 
From A Monastery Almanac 

Joan Chittister 

 

To sustain a stay in a dry and barren desert, it is necessary to be about something great enough to be worth a 

lifetime of unrewarded effort.  

 

If we are to persevere for the long haul, we must not overdrive our souls.  

 

We must immerse ourselves in good music, good reading, great beauty and peace so that everything good in 

us can rise again and lead us on beyond disappointment, beyond boredom, beyond criticism, beyond loss.  

Then life has vision again; then going on seems both possible and necessary. 

   

GO NOW IN PEACE. 


