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February 1, my offer to our auction was the right to name a topic for a sermon to be preached by 

me here at the church today, always risky.  The high bidder for that service was a coalition of 

Lee Hall, Brock Leach and Klaus Obermeit. We have been exchanging e-mail and Lee and I met 

and talked for an hour discussing the topic "Those Things We Hold Sacred." We had a pleasant 

time getting to know each other a bit better.  As the conversation progressed, we talked about the 

word "sacred" and what it might mean to Unitarian Universalists. I did some investigation and 

sent the definition that is today on the cover of the Order Of Service to Lee, Brock and Klaus.  

What is Sacred? 

By Rev. Patrick O'Neill 

Minister, Rosslyn Hill Unitarian Chapel, London 

 

For me, the sacred is that which binds us to all other living things and to the Earth which is our 

home. Even if no divinity exists, for me the relationship of all living things, each to the other and 

to the world which sustains us, is sacred. Whatever violates that relation violates the sacred. 

Whatever nourishes that relation increases it. Whatever calls us to an appreciation of that 

relation, calls us to holiness, invites us to the sacred. The things that are holy and sacred in this 

life are neither stored away on mountaintops nor locked away in arcane secrets of the saints. I 

doubt that any church has a monopoly on them either. What holiness there is in this world resides 

in the ordinary bonds between us and in whatever bonds we manage to create between ourselves 

and the divine. 

 

Reprinted from Unitarian Universalist Views of the Sacred,  

© 2007 Unitarian Universalist Association 

 

Still, like any sermon, what I will say this morning is a product of my own life experiences my 

own reaction to the word "Sacred" and may or may not reflect the views of Lee, Brock or Klaus. 

 

When I think of the things we hold sacred, I think of the Sacred Way in Athens. Twice in my life 

I have stood on grounds of the Acropolis in Athens, Greece, once in 1971 and again during a 

visit in 2003. Built on a massive limestone foundation, the setting is amazing and wonderful, 

with the two thousand five hundred year old Parthenon, the city of Athens, the mountains and the 

sea in the distance all under the dome of a blue sky. 

 

Just to the Northeast is Plaka, the old historical neighborhood of Athens, with narrow streets. It 

had been a wealthy residential area of Athens in the 19th century, but now its narrow streets are 

home to restaurants and souvenir shops aimed at the tourists.  

 

Beyond Plaka is the parliament building, where these days the government struggles with 

Eurogroup finance ministers over the economic future of Greece.  Beyond the parliament 

building are miles and miles of city with its noisy crowds of cars and motorbikes. 

 



Directly below Parthenon to the southeast is the open theater of Dionysus where the Greek plays 

were first performed.  Beyond the theater is Hadrian's Arch and the Temple of Zeus.   

 

To the southwest of the Acropolis was the harbor of Pires, one of the largest ports in the 

Mediterranean, where Homer had sailed from twenty five hundred years ago. When I stood on 

the Acropolis in 1971 in the distance, I could see a giant American Aircraft Carrier in the ancient 

Greek harbor.  

To the northwest of the Acropolis is the ancient market place, the center of Athens life for 

several hundred years. Along these paths Socrates, Aristotle and Plato had walked.  Ancient 

stones with their inscription marked the path. 

 

This path from the Parthenon, heading northwest 12 miles is called The Sacred Way, one of 

several such paths in Greece that have been given this name. In Ancient times, the birth of the 

city of Athens was celebrated every year in July, at the beginning of the Athenian year. Once 

every four years the celebration was marked by a procession along the sacred way. The great 

frieze of the Parthenon, now in the British Museum in London, shows the procession, with 

horses, elders, young men and young women who carried a new robe for the statue of Athena.  

 

This Ancient Sacred Way goes from The Parthenon to the Elysian Fields. I had heard of the 

phrase the Elysian Fields in reference to a place resembling paradise. The actual Elysian Fields 

are twelve miles northwest of Athens.  

 

Today it is difficult to walk the Sacred Way. The journey today is on the National Highway 

headed north out of Athens. It passes through typical urban sprawl. Only one spot on the Ancient 

Sacred Way has been preserved as a public park.   

 

I traveled the sacred way in a tourist bus with about forty other tourists. As the bus passed the 

site of the end of the Ancient Sacred Way, our guide pointed out the location. From the highway, 

I could only see an industrial suburb.  

 

As I sat on the tourist bus for an hour, two hours, three hours, heading toward Corinth to see the 

town that Paul had immortalized with his letters to the Corinthians, I thought about those things 

we hold sacred.   

 

Two thousand five hundred years ago, the twelve-mile walk between the Parthenon and the 

Elysian Fields was sacred. Now the path is gone and mostly forgotten. Today the Lincoln 

Memorial in Washington, a replica of the Parthenon, is sacred to Americans. 

 

Nevertheless, none of the material things that we hold sacred will last in their present form. 

Stone buildings and sculptures last the longest but even they change overtime. Religion should 

teach us that everything, every material object that we cherish that gives us pleasure to hold, or 

to look at, every work of art, every family picture, and every childhood stuffed animal will not 

last.  

 

This, however, is not necessarily a reason to feel depressed.   

 



In 1994 the death and dying lady Elisabeth Kubler-Ross was living near Stanton, Virginia. She 

had hoped to create a hospice there for babies who were dying of AIDS. However, due to local 

opposition she never had any AIDS babies in her home. Nevertheless, in October of 1994 she 

returned from a speaking engagement in Baltimore to find her house engulfed in flames, the fire 

set by an arsonist. The things she held sacred were lost. She wrote "Photo albums and diaries my 

father had kept were destroyed. And the journal I had kept of my trip to Poland, which had 

changed my life. I lost twenty-five journals. Thousands of pages of documentation, notes and 

research were gone. All the photographs I had taken were destroyed. Countless phonographs, 

books, letter–nothing but ash." 

 

This expert in grief and loss wrote, "I went into a kind of shock. On the second morning, I 

climbed out of it. I woke up much better, sober and realistic." She said, "This is an opportunity to 

grow. Getting rid of all that stuff was freeing, liberating."  

 

In 1999, my aunt had a similar experience, when her home was swept away by a flood. I called 

her on the phone and ask her how she was. "Well," she said, "I was going to clean house. Now I 

don't have to." I remembered Kubler-Ross' words. "Getting rid of all that stuff was freeing, 

liberating."  

 

As Patrick O'Neill says, sacredness is not in things, but in relationships to all living things, and to 

the world that sustains us. Sacredness is not a thing but an experience.  

 

My mind wanders from my trips to Greece to Elizabeth Kubler-Ross's reaction to a house fire to 

my Aunt's reaction to a flood to the Jewish Philosopher Martin Buber. In 1922 Buber published a 

book called I and Thou. It is both a philosophical statement and a poem. Buber wrote that we 

humans have two types of relations; I-It relations and I-Thou relationship. I think it is correct to 

say that an I-thou relationship is a sacred experience. I and Thou can be difficult to read, but its 

basic ideas are simple.   

 

A sales clerk at a store takes our money and gives us our purchase.  We have had an I-It 

relationship.  

 

 A small child screams in delight over the sight of a balloon.  We look into the eyes of the parent 

of the child, and we smile.  For an instant, we share a silent understanding with this other person.  

We have had an I-Thou relationship–that is, we experience the sacred.  

 

We call a help line on the telephone and a person gives us advice on how to get a machine to 

work.  We have had an I-It relationship. 

 

We go to the hospital to visit a sick friend and find our friend seriously ill.  We start to cry.  A 

nurse stops his work, comes over and rests his hand on our arm for a moment.  We have had an 

I-Thou relationship, an experience of the sacred.  

 

 A car stops as we walk down the street and the driver asks us directions. We have had an I-It 

relationship.  

 



We are driving along the street one day and we are suddenly so aware of the beauty of a bird that 

we stop our car to look at the bird for a moment. As we stand in the presence of that tree, we feel 

a unity with the earth.  We have had an I-Thou relationship, an experience of the sacred. 

   

The use of the antiquated pronoun "thou" sounds strange to our ears. This strangeness is not 

intentional on Buber's part. It is a result of the limitations of the English language. In Germany, 

close friends commonly use the pronoun du, to refer to lovers and to refer to children.  Therefore, 

in the original German Ich-Du is not as formal or unnatural as I-Thou is in English. When we 

hear Buber's words in English translation, we should remember that he intended the word pair I-

Thou to suggest simple, unpretentious, familiar relationships.  

 

Buber writes that in an I-Thou relationship a sacred experience is "mutual contact, the genuinely 

reciprocal meeting of the fullness of life between one active existence and another."  In contrast, 

an I-It relationship occurs whenever we treat a person or the earth as an object.  Buber is not 

saying that I-It relationships are bad and that I-Thou relationships are good.  I-It relationships — 

buying something at a store, getting directions, getting information on a telephone — are 

necessary parts of life.  Buber does say, however, that I-It relationships can never give our lives 

any sense of purpose.  Only I-Thou relationships give us this sense of wholeness.  I-It 

relationships establish the human situation and I-Thou relationships give meaning to the human 

situation.  The fundamental choice that we are free to make is to turn away or to turn toward 

these sacred experiences. 

 

In my tour in Greece in 2003, I saw many rocks that had been carved at least two thousand years 

ago. However, it was the friendship I developed with the other people on the bus that I found 

most important.  

 

A young couple from New York City were taking a break from their work with computers. 

Deeply in love, when they were not looking at ancient Greek stones they were staring into each 

other’s eyes. 

 

A retired couple from Australia were seasoned travelers. He was a retired university professor, 

and she had raised five children. Although she walked with a cane, they both were deeply 

enjoying life.  

 

A woman in her 50s was traveling alone. A professor of the classics at a University in the 

Midwest, she had met her husband on a trip to Greece thirty years before. He had died in an auto 

crash shortly after their children were born. Her adult children had intended to join her on the 

trip, and she was going to show them where she had met their father. However, her children 

bought bargain tickets on the internet, only to discover at the airport that the tickets were to 

Athens, Georgia instead of Athens, Greece. Mom went ahead with the trip on her own.  

 

I enjoyed the experience of travel. However, it is in my relationships with people, with works of 

art and with nature, that I encounter the sacred. So I do my best to have honest, ethical, authentic, 

genuine relationships with people. 

 



What do we hold sacred? As I have thought about that question my mind has wandered from my 

trips to years ago Greece to Elizabeth Kubler-Ross's reaction to a house fire to my Aunt's 

reaction to a flood to the Jewish Philosopher Martin Buber's description of the I-thou experience, 

back to my memories of the friendships I made with the people on the tourist bus while we saw a 

ancient theater, the Lion's Gate Olympia, and sanctuary of Athena.  

 

However, in the end my thoughts about the sacred return to Florida, and the book Gift from the 

Sea by Anne Morrow Lindbergh. While staying in a little cottage near the beach on an island on 

the gulf coast she wrote: 

 

"The sounds of the water, the wind in the pines, the slow flapping of herons across sand dunes, 

drown out the hectic rhythms of city and suburb, time tables and schedules. One falls under their 

spell, relaxes, stretches our prone. . . . The sea does not reward those who are too anxious, too 

greedy, or too impatient. . . . Patience, patience, patience is what the sea teaches. Patience and 

faith. One should lie empty, open." 

 

These things, the sounds of the gulf waters, the wind in the pines, the birds on the sand, these 

things we also hold sacred. 

 


