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This Morning 
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This morning was something. A little snow 

lay on the ground. The sun floated in a clear 

blue sky. The sea was blue, and blue-green, 

as far as the eye could see. 

Scarcely a ripple. Calm. I dressed and went 

for a walk — determined not to return 

until I took in what Nature had to offer. 

I passed close to some old, bent-over trees. 

Crossed a field strewn with rocks 

where snow had drifted. Kept going 

until I reached the bluff. 

Where I gazed at the sea, and the sky, and 

the gulls wheeling over the white beach 

far below. All lovely. All bathed in a pure 

cold light. But, as usual, my thoughts 

began to wander. I had to will 

myself to see what I was seeing 

and nothing else.  

I had to tell myself this is what 

mattered, not the other. (And I did see it, 

for a minute or two!) For a minute or two 

it crowded out the usual musings on 

what was right, and what was wrong — 

duty, 

tender memories, thoughts of death, how I 

should treat my former wife. All the things 

I hoped would go away this morning. 

The stuff I live with every day. What 

I’ve trampled on in order to stay alive. 

But for a minute or two I did forget 

myself and everything else. I know I did. 

For when I turned back I didn’t know 

where I was. Until some birds rose up 

from the gnarled trees. And flew 

in the direction I needed to be going. 

 

Finding Perspective through Nature 

I titled this sermon “Finding Perspective through Nature’ and I’ve wondered since, am I just 

proclaiming the obvious?   

Virtually everyone I know has been awestruck by an encounter with the natural world. Maybe 

you have found yourself staring at powerful ocean waves, or amazed by fall leaves brighter than 

remembered. Maybe you had eye contact with an infant only hours after birth, or have sat 

mesmerized as a cat played with a curtain in the living room. Maybe you tilted your head back 

far enough to see layer upon layer of stars in the sky?  

Often in these moments something takes our breath away. We loosen. Our firm, confident 

stances shift. At times maybe less assured and other times we’re buoyed to greater clarity.   

When we accept Nature’s invitation to pay attention, we connect with something in the greater 

than ourselves and we’re inspired or humbled, grateful or respectful in a fresh way. These 

connections are can be spiritual experiences providing some release, healing or new energy.   
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When I identify as a minister, people approach me and offer a confession, “I’m spiritual, but just 

not religious… I find my spiritual inspiration through Nature. I hike, and camp. That is where 

I’m moved, or I the spiritual in the beauty of sunsets. It’s in these connections where I find 

spirituality.” And they finish the confession, “So, I don’t come to a church.” (Inspired by a 

similar story told in Lillian Daniel’s book, Spiritual But Not Religious.)  

I listen and think, “Me too. I’m moved by Nature, deeply moved.” When I put down my 

computer and when I turn off the TV and walk out the door, I readjust. Sometimes I pick up on 

the intricate details and patterns around me, or more often I look past details and find a calm and 

gentleness in the beauty. A walk outside offers subtle smells, and rustling leaves, often a glimpse 

of a deer, or a flock of birds. At times Nature comes to me through art, or poetry, or National 

Geographic.  

Nature, can open space for reflection and can touch souls. The paying attention matters – at times 

the dog is walked and I hardly realize I’ve been out.  

For many the natural world is all there is. Those with a worldview grounded in Nature and an 

understanding that these interdependencies are understandable are referred to as naturalists.  

Naturalists believe the world operates by the natural laws of science. Of course unknowns still 

exist, but there is a sense that in time that eventually just about anything can be explained.  

‘Naturalism’ has emerged in waves. During the 17
th

 century Enlightenment’s emphasis on 

reason, naturalism arose in a turning away from the supernatural and superstition. By the mid-

1800s, the work of Charles Darwin on evolutionary biology further opened the doors (and 

debate) about a world guided by the laws of science. Researchers were encouraged to observe, 

explain, theorize and test again and again.  

Some with beliefs grounded in a supernatural God were threatened by this naturalist world view 

and saw little room for science and God. Some reconciled the difference by declaring there are 

questions for science, and questions for religion and they were comfortable living with parallel 

truths. For some it was fighting time, and with battle lines drawn between science and religion 

suspicions and accusations of one another growing.   

The naturalists denied parallel understandings, confident a scientific perspective is what holds 

true. In a worldview with the natural sciences guiding our lives, with the natural world being all 

there is, often energies were focused on creating order and personal accountability. For some 

naturalists a sterile version of a scientific worldview emerged, where problems were to be found 

and fixed. Period.  

While the naturalists were tempted to make science the answer, there was a loss. Where was the 

space for people to face pain and suffering? Where was their space to interpret joy? Knowing the 

biology and psychology of anxiety and worry didn’t ease the experience or offer a sense of 
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comfort. Practices and beliefs underlying Christianity and other traditions were questioned and 

rejected.   

In this gap, a perspective known as Religious Naturalism emerged in response to this longing for 

answers to the unanswerable challenges in life.  Jerome Stone, a current scholar (from the 

religious naturalist movement) defines religious naturalism as a 1) rejection of the supernatural, 

with 2) an openness to “norms and resources that are beyond our narrowly perceived situation 

yet are not resident in a different realm.” Religious naturalism includes the scientific theories and 

laws, while acknowledging all is not in our control, and makes space for the emotional 

connection we experience through our interconnectedness.  

Religious naturalism is not ‘ok’ with leaving science and religion on two tracks – answering 

questions in parallel, yet it makes room for a sense of mystery – we can only perceive so much.  

If religion is understood as the processes we use to make meaning of our lives and the word, and 

to explore ideals, the religious naturalists were making room for more than facts. The religious 

part comes when we ask – where does the awe in Nature take us? How might we sense a call to 

respect for the interdependencies?   

Where does paying attention to sunsets, night after night, season after season, take us. Where are 

we pulled?  Are we called to let go of self-centeredness? Do we find humility in our position in 

the great story of all that is and will be?  

When watching the struggle of waterfowl to find their next meal, where are we pulled? Are we 

reminded of the bounty of a full cupboard? Are we more grateful and generous?  

As we look at the Bay, and see changes in the fragile eco-structures, where are we pulled? Does 

our sense of stewardship increase? Are we called to preserve and protect our natural 

environment and nature’s resources?    

These are religious thoughts evoked through Nature.  

In a sermon by Rev. William Murry (My Evolving Faith: Humanistic Religious Naturalism, 

River Road Unitarian Church, Sunday, April 30, 2006) listen to the feelings in his descriptions of 

the natural world:  

… I feel wonder and amazement at nature's majesty, beauty, complexity, and power; I 

feel joy and comfort among its trees or by its waters and refreshed and rejuvenated from 

working in its soil or walking in its woods; I feel reverence when I ponder the 

incomprehensible vastness of the universe and the equally mind-boggling smallness of 

the sub-microscopic world.  I find that the more I learn about the world from modern 

science, the more I am in awe….That the star Arcturus, which I can see in the night sky, 

is 216 trillion miles away absolutely boggles my mind… that the DNA in a single cell in 
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my body, that is so small I cannot see it, if stretched out, would reach from fingertip to 

fingertip of my outstretched arms, and that there are trillions of cells in my body, and that 

there is enough DNA in those cells to reach to the sun and back a dozen times, these facts 

fill me with wonder and astonishment.  

Awe. Astonishment. Reverence.   

Rev. Murry is a humanist who describes himself as a religious naturalist. He is both religious and 

a humanist. In his book Reason and Reverence (2007) he differentiates religious humanism from 

secular humanism,  

“…while secular and religious humanism agree on many tenets, religious humanism 

emphasizes the importance of communities that affirm, support, and encourage these 

values through preaching, teaching, caring for one another, and celebrating life and life’s 

passages together 

…religious humanism has a different feel or quality than secular humanism because it is 

more open to mystery and more likely to respond with reverence and gratitude at the 

wonder of being alive 

…It holds that we humans make our lives meaningful through personal and spiritual 

growth and by optimizing good and opposing that which is evil.  

….I am also a religious naturalist, which means I find religious meaning and values in 

nature. My naturalistic understanding enriches and deepens my humanist beliefs.”   

Rev. Murry puts a high value on being in a community that has a mission of sharing values and 

caring for the other. He embraces the role of communities – religious communities to celebrate 

life and to hold us accountable.  

Often we search for a way to describe our UU belief or value system. We want words and 

practices to remind ourselves of what we can trust in stressful times. We want to feel sources of 

strength and be reminded of what is most dear us. We want inspiration as we ask, ‘What risks am 

I willing to take?’  

Unitarian Universalism is a religious tradition that helps making meaning out of life together, 

drawing from many sources. Is Nature a deep source for you? A religious source?  

When I hear ‘spiritual but not religious’ I don’t know what it means for that individual – member 

or seeker. Is their distancing from the word ‘religion’ or ‘religious’ shorthand for, ‘I’m not a 

joiner I do spirituality alone’ or ‘I don’t like institutions of any sort and especially I don’t trust 

religious ones – where I’m not free to make choices? or I don’t get a supernatural God, or I’m 

not sure… I’ll stick with hiking.  



5 
 

For many connection with Nature can evoke a sense of unity – a sense we are all part of a long, 

intricate story of evolution, and though this concept of man as a part of – not man in charge of - 

we can find a larger meaning to our lives. We can study the science and our common ancestors, 

and realize, “Every living being is a cousin to every other living being.” (Swimme and Berry, 

from Religious Naturalism by Jerome Stone).  

Nature can take us from our routines. From the grace and gracefulness in Nature we can be find 

both anchor and release. We can be fed and soothed. Nature too can draw us to action. And for 

me, yes, and it’s easier to appreciate these gifts of Nature in community – religious community. 

Community adds the intentionality for doing good. It offers the blessing of shared joy. It reminds 

me to pay attention.  

We close with words from a Ute prayer 

Earth teach me stillness  

as the grasses are stilled with light 

Earth teach me suffering  

as old stones suffer with memory 

Earth teach me humily 

as blossoms are humble with beginning 

Earth teach me caring 

as the mother who secures her young 

Earth teach me courage 

as the tree which stands all alone 

Earth teach me limitation 

as the ant which crawls on the ground 

Earth teach me freedom 

as the eagle which soars in the sky 

Earth teach me resignation 

as the leaves which die in the fall 

Earth teach me regeneration 

as the seed which rises in the spring 

Earth teach me to forget myself 

as the melted snow forgets life 

Earth teach me to remember kindness 

as the dry fields weep with rain.  

 

May it Be So 


