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Outdoor Service
Today, this beautiful outdoor location is our church. Instead of walls, we have these trees. Instead of carpet, the grass. Instead of box pews, our own chairs, brought from home. We make a sanctuary out of this space. This is fitting, as many of us already find the natural world to be a sanctuary.
Today we begin our October spiritual theme of “healing.” When I think back, even to childhood, I often sought healing in the outdoors. I grew up living in cities and suburbs, but with a deep appreciation for nature, which was nourished by both of my parents. When I needed sanctuary or healing, I most often turned to the natural world.
During Candidating Week, many of you met my mother. I wish you could have met my father too—but in two days, it will be the second anniversary of his death. Being here, outdoors, surrounded by natural beauty, makes me think of him. He would have loved this place.
One of the things my Dad and I shared was a spirituality grounded deeply in the natural world. This was true even in my early childhood, before our family found Unitarian Universalism and learned about the seventh principle of this faith, “respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.”
Many of my strongest childhood memories of Dad involve canoes, kayaks, hiking sticks, tents, snowshoes, and skis. And along with all of those things, his camera, and what seemed at the time (and again recently when we were looking for pictures of him!) like endless pictures of trees, birds, animals, and the beauty he found in tiny details of nature like moss, lichen, and mushrooms.
I didn’t always understand why he took those kinds of pictures of things that it seemed no one else paid much attention to. In adulthood, though, I find myself doing the same thing, stopping in the middle of a family trip to Legoland to take a picture of a hummingbird sipping from a purple flower, or walking on the beach in Oregon and taking pictures of seagull footprints in the sand. It was only in going through pictures after Dad died that I connected my photography habits to his. Now I will always think of it as one of his legacies to me.
We also both sometimes used language about nature being our church--even after we’d found a religious community that fit us perfectly. Part of that fit was that we could continue to find natural places to be as sacred as any building, perhaps more sacred because they were not created by people. When we traveled abroad, forests and rivers and lakes held as much appeal as cathedrals.
I was able to watch Dad share his love of nature, in fact his reverence for it, with his grandchildren. The place my parents retired to, in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, looked a lot like our area here, heavily wooded, with lakes dotting the landscape. Dad took the grandkids out in a canoe on the lake where he and Mom lived in Marquette, and walked in the woods with them. Many of their memories of him, like mine, are set in the outdoors.
But Dad’s nature-based spirituality isn’t just providing our family with memories of time spent in the outdoors with him. One part of a theology grounded in the natural world is that we see ourselves, including our deaths, as part of the natural cycle of life. Dad knew he was connected to all life while he was living, and knew with equal certainty that he would continue to be connected to it, though in a different way, after his death. That gave him comfort and peace, and now it gives me comfort and peace as well.
I feel his presence when I see the bright fall leaves, when I look up at the stars, when I hear the birds singing. In that very tangible way, he is still with me.
The forest was his cathedral, his place of highest spiritual power and significance, and it became mine, too. As a military family, we moved a lot, but we spent nine years of my childhood in Bellevue, Nebraska, where one of our favorite places to go as a family was Fontenelle Forest, a 1,400 acre forest that included walking trails through deciduous forest, oak savanna, prairie, and wetlands. It was the first place I was conscious of a feeling of overwhelming awe, standing among trees that towered over me, as sunlight filtered through the shades of green. Years later, in adulthood, I returned to that forest a few times, especially when I felt lost—and somehow, walking those trails, I always found myself again. Perhaps there is a particular forest or trail that has that same effect on you.
In today’s world, with all the noise and stress that we are exposed to, we may forget to retreat to our natural sanctuaries. We, here in Peterborough, are blessed to be surrounded by natural beauty. I know many of you have spiritual practices that include hiking, kayaking, and photography; many of you might recognize yourself in much of what I said about my father.
Let us enjoy this fall day, together in this place, and let us remember to return to the trees, to the forest, to the lakes, to replenish our souls when they are weary. May we remember that we are, indeed, connected to all the rest of the web of life.
Amen, and blessed be.
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