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My colleague David Bumbaugh was the interim minister 30 years ago in Evanston, Illinois. I 

followed him as the settled minister. I always knew I had done a good job in a sermon when 

church members would say to me, “That was almost as good as one of David Bumbaugh’s 

sermons.”  

 

When I left after eight years, the music director who had heard every one of my sermons and 

everyone of David’s said to me: “I seldom found your sermons as poetic as David’s. You give a 

solid meat-and-potatoes sermon.”  This is illustrated in the passage that I included on the back of 

the order of service. In an entire career of sermon writing I would never write a poetic passage 

describing spirituality as, 

 

That sense of cosmic belonging, of wholeness and completeness which whispers 

in our inner ear the reassuring word that our lives have meaning and purpose, that 

we are children of a great universal process moving through time and space, that 

our existence does matter even though we may not understand how or why, is not 

something we can create or demand or control.  

 

It is a poetic passage, expressing a search for spirituality that has been part of Unitarian 

Universalism in recent years.  However, this has not always been how the word spirituality was 

defined.   

 

In 1863 Rev. Olympia Brown was the first woman minister whose ordination was recognized by 

a religious denomination, the Universalist Church. The Universalist Church in Weymouth, 

Massachusetts called her to serve as their minister. Many people were dying in the Civil War. 

People longed to talk, one more time with their dead son, or brother or husband or father.  

 

In her autobiography Rev. Brown wrote that the previous minister of the church remained in the 

community and held seances, a practice called spiritualism. Church members invited her to 

attend seances, and Rev. Brown went, trying to keep an open mind. She wrote,  “Although I gave 

faithful attention and kept my mind as receptive as possible, I never at any time experienced 

anything that seemed to indicate even remotely that a means of communication with the spirit 

world had been secured.” 

 

Because of the popularity of spiritualism in the 19th and the early 20th century, both Unitarians 

and Universalists tended to avoid the word spirituality. I have looked at many Unitarian sermons 

from the 1940s and 1950s. The word spirituality seldom appeared.   

 

This started to change at the end of the last century. I and other clergy found more people 

coming to our churches wanted spirituality in their lives. Ministers who came of age in the 1950s 
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and 60s struggled with this transition. In 1989, Rev. John Wolf, then Senior Minister of the 

Unitarian Universalist Church in Tulsa, wrote:  

 

There is a lot of talk about spirituality these days. We talk about people becoming 

more or less spiritual. There is a great deal of interest in people learning how to 

become more spiritual in their lives.  

 

I must say [John Wolf wrote] I do not understand what people are talking about . . 

. . Spiritualism I understand: the belief in extra-sensory perception, reincarnation, 

people getting in touch with the spirit world, mediums, witches, potions and 

prophecies. But I don't understand "spirituality" per se. Do they mean being more 

sensitive to things around you? Is it a greater awareness of the deep things of life? 

Is it a patience with things, a willingness to wait for the tough times to pass in the 

belief that a better day will dawn? Is it charitableness, kindness, sacrifice? If that 

is what they mean, all right. Those things I know about; those things I can 

understand. But is that what people mean when they talk about being more 

spiritual? . . . I don't know. (Sermon by John Wolf, March 19, 1989.)  

 

Still the change occurred. Before 1980, when asked what was the most important quality in a 

minister, most Unitarian Universalists said “intellectually stimulating sermons.” Today when 

asked what qualities are most desirable in a minister, church members say “spiritual guidance.” 

These same church members still also list “Humanism” as their dominate theology. In other 

words, humanist Unitarian Universalist congregations are saying they want spiritual guidance 

from their ministers. 

 

This transition in religious language was reflected in our music. In the 1970s and 1980s the most 

popular hymn was “Morning has Broken.” In the early 1990s the Unitarian Universalist 

Association published a new hymnal and quickly the hymn “Spirit of Life” became the most 

popular hymn. For some the phrase “Spirit of Life” has become a euphemism for the word 

“God.” Today the hymn “Spirit of Life” is sung as a prayer each Sunday in many of our 

congregations.  

  

Personally, when I think of spiritual experiences, I think of listening to a church organ playing 

Bach. One of the high points of my life was hearing the Choral Evensong at St Paul’s Cathedral 

in London. The vibrations entered my body and I felt “that sense of cosmic belonging, of 

wholeness and completeness which whispers in our inner ear the reassuring word that our lives 

have meaning and purpose, that we are children of a great universal process moving through time 

and space, that our existence does matter even though we may not understand how or why, is not 

something we can create or demand or control.” Music can touch me in this way.  

 

In the 1990s the Unitarian Universalist minister Rev. Harry Scholfield, working with the Rev. 

Laurel Hallman, developed a workshop on spirituality based on the idea of memorizing poems. 

Harry taught people to gather their favorite poems or short prose into a notebook. He said, set 

aside a few moments each day to memorize a poem, to learn the words by heart.  By learning 

poetry by heart, we absorb the words into our very beings and let our deepest selves respond to 
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them. As we live with the words, they become part of the fabric of our daily lives.  

There are many examples. One is the serenity prayer. Millions say to themselves every day,  

 

God grant me the serenity  

to accept the things I cannot change, 

The courage to change the things I can, 

And the wisdom to know the difference. 

 

Living by heart is the practice of learning wisdom words by heart. Over time these words focus 

our minds and change our hearts.  

Meditation has also became increasing popular among Unitarian Universalists as a way of 

experiencing the spiritual. Tibetan Buddhism, Vietnamese Buddhism, Zen Buddhism are all 

popular among Unitarian Universalists who are looking for a spiritual experience. Here is an 

example of Buddhist meditation. (From Mary Katherine Morn) It begins with focused attention 

on ourselves. As we focus our attention, we offer these words–  

 

May I be filled with loving-kindness; May I be well; May I be peaceful and at ease; May 

I be happy. 

 

The Buddhist mediators say that after some practice, we will find that our heart grows more 

tender toward ourselves. When it does, we are ready to move to the next part of the meditation. 

Now we focus our attention on a beloved one. 

 

May my beloved be filled with loving-kindness, May my beloved be well; May my 

beloved be peaceful and at ease; May my beloved be happy.  

 

The Buddhist mediators say that after some practice, we will find that our heart grows more 

tender toward our beloved. When it does, we are ready to move to the next part of the 

meditation. Now we focus our attention on a stranger. 

 

May she be filled with loving-kindness; May she be well; May she be peaceful and at 

ease. May she be happy.  

 

After yet more practice, we will find that our heart grows more tender toward those about whom 

we have neutral feelings. And as it does, we will be ready to move to the next part of the 

meditation. Now we focus our attention on someone in our life with whom we have a troubled 

relationship. 

 

May he be filled with loving-kindness; May he be well; May he be peaceful and at ease. 

May he be happy. 

 

This is one example of a spoken meditation. There are many other approaches. Unitarian 

Universalists seeking the spiritual, find that meditation is an effective treatment for stress, worry, 

lack of focus, relationship problems, addictions and more. Many who practice meditation say 

that it leads to peace of mind and wellbeing, to greater focus, to creativity and to better 
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relationships. 

 

These are three ways that Unitarian Universalists look for spiritual experiences. Creating and 

hearing music, memorizing poems and prayers, and learning to meditate.  Of course these 

activities are not unique to Unitarian Universalism.  

 

Music as a spiritual practice can be found in the great Christian liturgical music, in the singing of 

a Jewish cantor, and in the Islamic call to worship. It is not uniquely Unitarian Universalist.  

 

The memorizing of prose and poetry as a spiritual practice has its roots in a long tradition of 

memorizing prayers that is found in Judaism, Christianity and Islam.  

 

And what we know about meditation comes from the Buddhist and the Hindu traditions of Asia.  

Still, Unitarianism does offer a special emphasis when it comes to spirituality. Its roots are in the 

writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson. In 1836 Emerson wrote an essay called "Nature." He said that 

people do not fully accept nature’s beauty. He wrote that we are distracted by the demands of the 

world. The divine, or God, is manifest in nature, and suggests that we can have direct knowledge 

of God through our intuition by opening ourselves to the wonders of nature. Intuition is the act 

by which our mind perceives the truth of things, immediately, or the moment they are presented, 

without the intervention of other ideas, or without reasoning and deduction. All we need is to 

trust our own intuition, look out at the natural world and we will experience the spiritual.  Each 

of us can experience the existence of God through the beauty of nature. Emerson believed there 

was a spiritual sense in the natural world around him. He said, "The happiest man is he who 

learns from nature the lesson of worship. . . . Spirit, that is, the Supreme Being, does not build up 

nature around us, but puts it forth through us." 

 

Henry David Thoreau had read "Nature" as a senior at Harvard College. When he wrote Walden, 

Thoreau wrote about Unitarian spirituality. He said,  

 

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the 

essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, 

when I came to die, discover that I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was 

not life, living is so dear; nor did I wish to practise resignation, unless it was quite 

necessary. I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so 

sturdily and Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath 

and shave close, to drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms. 

 

Reflecting the heritage of Emerson and Thoreau, today Unitarians have a special emphasis on 

nature as the source of the spiritual. The worship spaces Unitarian Universalists have built after 

1945 reflect this. We built churches with no steeples, with windows looking out nature, because 

this is a community of people who find spirituality in nature. We look out on our garden and feel 

a sense of the sacredness of nature. Here we celebrate the smell and feel of soil in our hands, the 

freshness of the wind and rain against our skin, the warmth of the sun on our faces. It is our 

heritage. From the beauty of nature comes “that sense of cosmic belonging, of wholeness and 

completeness which whispers in our inner ear the reassuring word that our lives have meaning 
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and purpose, that we are children of a great universal process moving through time and space, 

that our existence does matter even though we may not understand how or why, is not something 

we can create or demand or control.”  

 

Kentucky farmer and writer Wendell Berry has written a great deal about the spirituality of 

nature. I want to end with a story he wrote in 1988.  He said,  

 

In December, when my granddaughter, Kate, had just turned five, she stayed with 

me one day while the rest of the family was away from home. In the afternoon we 

hitched a team of horses to the wagon and hauled a load of dirt for the barn floor. 

It was a cold day, but the sun was shining; we hauled our load of dirt over the 

tree-lined gravel lane beside the creek – a way well known to her mother and to 

my mother when they were children. As we went along, Kate [five years old] 

drove the team for the first time in her life. She did very well, and she was proud 

of herself. She said that her mother would be proud of her, and I said that I was 

proud of her. 

 

We completed our trip to the barn, unloaded our load of dirt, smoothed it over the 

barn floor, and weighted it down. By the time we started back up the Creek Road 

the sun had gone over the hill and the air had turned bitter. Kate sat close to me in 

the wagon, and we did not say anything for a long time. I did not say anything 

because I was afraid that Kate was not saying anything because she was cold and 

tired and miserable and perhaps homesick; it was impossible to hurry much, and I 

was unsure how I would comfort her. 

 

But then, after a while, she said, “Wendell, isn’t it fun?” 

 


