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Call to Worship 
Gathered Here, in one strong body, we come to rest, to think, to be reminded 
of our highest ideals.  
Gathered Here, in the mystery of this hour, we pray for compassion and 
healing for the whole human family. Today especially, on this National 
interfaith Weekend of Prayer for Transgender Justice, we all hold in love and 
prayer all transgender people, so many of whom live under the weight of 
violence, fear, and intolerance.  
Gathered here, in one strong body, we also hold in love and prayer all those 
affected by the recent hate attacks in New York and London.  
 
About them, my colleague Rev. Bob Janis-Dillon wrote yesterday: 
 “There is only one global city now –  
one yet found in many places;  
love is its heartbeat, and diversity its lifeblood.  
Hatred and separation, in its many guises,  
will always be a grave threat  
to the global city of human kindness,  
this very human body of divine glory,  
known by many names and by many faiths,  
experienced on every continent. . . .  
Long live our global city.” 

Amen. 
 

Reading 
 
I offer you An excerpt from “Wilderness” by Carl Sandburg 
 
There is a wolf in me . . . fangs pointed for tearing gashes . . . a red tongue for 

raw meat . . . and the hot lapping of blood—I keep this wolf because the 
wilderness gave it to me and the wilderness will not let it go.     

 



There is a hog in me . . . a snout and a belly . . . a machinery for eating and 
grunting . . . a machinery for sleeping satisfied in the sun—I got this too 
from the wilderness and the wilderness will not let it go. 

 
There is a fish in me . . . I know I came from salt-blue water-gates . . . I 

scurried with shoals of herring . . . I blew waterspouts with porpoises . . . 
before land was . . . before the water went down . . . before Noah . . . 
before the first chapter of Genesis. 

 
There is an eagle in me and a mockingbird . . .  
 
O, I got a zoo, I got a menagerie, inside my ribs, under my bony head, under 

my red-valve heart—and I got something else: it is a man-child heart, a 
woman-child heart: it is a father and mother and lover: it came from God-
Knows-Where: it is going to God-Knows-Where . . . I came from the 
wilderness. 
 
Here ends our reading. 
 
Lost and found 
 
Did I choose that reading just because it is soooo fun to read aloud? 
 
Okay.  Well, Maybe. 
 
But also I chose because it is grounding. It grounds us in the deep mystical 
truth of our connection to Nature, to the Wilderness, which is all around us 
and also deep inside us, Wilderness is our worship theme this month.  
 
Six weeks ago, when Claire first gave me this preaching date, what’s the 
first thing I did? How did I start my research? 
 
Yes, I posted to Facebook about it. 
 
I asked all my friends what stories they might share about Wilderness, 
about losing yourself in nature and finding yourself again, in nature. One of 
you, a Follenite who asked to remain anonymous, wrote me this: 



 
“When I was in college 30 years ago, I planned a 2-week backpacking trip in 
Baxter State Park in Maine with two friends.  Shortly before the trip, one 
friend came down with mononucleosis, and the other friend decided not to 
go.   
But me, I was determined to go, and even, to go it alone. So I did.   
 
There was one part of the trip, where I was staying in really isolated 
campsites, where I was actually miles away from any other person.   
 
At one such campsite, I was feeling a bit lonely, and I built a campfire after 
dinner.  While I was sitting there, staring at the fire and contemplating life, 
a rabbit emerged from the darkness, hopped up to the campfire, and just 
sat down.  Shortly after another rabbit joined him.  For several minutes, we 
all three sat there together, staring at the fire.  
 
Eventually the rabbits left, but I didn't feel so alone after that experience. 
 
No matter where we go, we are never totally alone. 
 
Of our 7 UU principles the 7th speaks to us about the interconnected web 
of all existence.  
 
We are held in that web, in every moment, and when we take time out to 
see that and feel that, we find the grace both to lose our selves (our usual 
workaday, citified selves) and find our deeper selves – the inner ones.  
 
Held in that web, we can open the red valves of our hearts, the floodgates 
of our minds, to let out the chaos that lives inside us. We can gather the 
strength confront our fears and our demons. 
 
This time of year, in preparations for Passover and Easter, we also recall 
fundamental stories about wilderness from the Hebrew and Christian 
scriptures. In rereading them this year, I was struck by some astounding 
similarities in their underlying structures. 
 



First, in Exodus, in the Hebrew scriptures, God rescues the Israelites from 
generations of slavery under Pharoah. He gives them freedom and much of 
Egypt’s wealth. Early in their travels in the desert, however, they grow 
hungry and lament they cry out "If only we had died by the LORD's hand in 
Egypt! (Our choir sang these words in this morning’s anthem).  

In Exodus, God answers that lament by raining down Manna from heaven 
to feed his people. Later, At mount Sinai, God appears to them in the form 
of a storm cloud that all can see and hear. God gives Moses the Ten 
Commandments and gives the people of Israel a Promised Land if they 
agree to keep a covenant with God. The people agree.  

But just a few days later, when Moses goes back up the mountain to pray, 
the people grow weary again. They collect all their Egyptian coins and melt 
them into a golden calf, a false god. That makes Yahweh very angry. 
 . . .  
 
A few thousand years later, the story of the life and death of Jesus is told 
and retold and codified. At the very beginning of his short ministry, Jesus 
goes to John the Baptist, a well-known itinerant preacher and asks to be 
baptized by him. Along with the crucifixion, most scholars believe that the 
baptism by John is the one of the two historically certain facts about Jesus. 
 
In the gospel of Mark, the story goes like this: 
 
And it came to pass in those days, that Jesus came from Nazareth of 
Galilee, and was baptized of John in Jordan.  
And straightway coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens opened, 
and the Spirit like a dove descending upon him:  
And there came a voice from heaven, [saying], Thou art my beloved Son, in 
whom I am well pleased.  
 
Then, almost immediately after that, in all three synoptic gospels, the Spirit 
drives Jesus into the wilderness, to wander and thirst and starve for 40 days 
and then to be tempted by Satan.  The devil challenges Jesus over food and 
mortality and ultimate power, but Jesus rejects his ploys three times. 
 
Isn’t it interesting that both stories follow the same trajectory?  



 
In both cases, the people – the Israelites and then Jesus -- are lifted up, 
actually shown God’s presence, declared to be “chosen” and beloved, only 
immediately thereafter to be caste out into the wilderness, tested by an 
onslaught of starvation, false gods, and worldly powers? 
 
It’s almost like these two experiences – exultation and uplift first, on the 
one hand, and then, after, suffering and testing faith on the other – are 
bound up together. Two sides of the same coin. 
 
When I was a Catholic, I thought the message here was that you have to 
suffer for your faith, you have to prove your worthiness to God. 

Now that I’m a UU, I see it all differently. The order of events jumps out at 
me. God chooses his people first. He rescues them, talks to them, showers 
them with gifts. He makes an eternal promise, and then he declares: You 
are my beloved, in whom I am well pleased.  
 
The trials, the wilderness, that staff all comes after, later.  
 
It’s like how we are as parents -- or as aunts, uncles, friends and 
grandparents. When a child comes to us, we see the miracle right there, 
plain as day, and all the love comes pouring out, overflowing and 
unconditional.  
 
The testing, well that comes later, usually much later. And not usually by 
our doing. But just because you know, life is like that. It tests us. 
 
Along with our Universalist forebears, I now believe that the first and 
ultimate fact of our existence is that we are loved and beloved, wholly and 
unconditionally, just as is. We don’t have to prove anything to earn our 
place.  
 
As we live on, however, in the nature human life, we will have to face trials, 
confront demons and doubts, battle addictions, suffer grievings and loss, 
wrestle with temptations like ego and power and stuff.  
 



If we can do that, face our trials while keeping our inner compass set on 
what is good and beautiful and true, we can evolve toward our best selves, 
we can live out the promise, the very covenant, of our beloved ness. 

At the beginning of this month, Colleen McDonald chose an excerpt from 
Anne Frank’s diary for her Pastoral Prayer.  
 
“It’s utterly impossible for me to build my life on a foundation of chaos, 
suffering and death,” Frank wrote on July 15, 1944.  “I see the world being 
slowly transformed into a wilderness, I hear the approaching thunder that, 
one day, will destroy us too, I feel the suffering of millions.” 
 
It’s a different “wilderness” Anne Frank is talking about here. Not a desert 
or a forest or a natural space, Wilderness here means the opposite of 
civilization, the utter breakdown of society’s founding moral values.  
 
Like Anne Frank, like many of us, today I hear that approaching thunder. I 
feel our culture breaking down, coming unmoored from basic moral values 
like compassion, human dignity, and lovingkindness. In such a wilderness, 
we are tested. How will we respond? 
 
Just a couple weeks ago, our Parish Board voted to make a public 
statement on immigration and sanctuary. We pledged, in part “to resist the 
newly elected administration’s policy proposals to target and deport 
millions of undocumented immigrants and discriminate against 
marginalized communities.” The statement was read out here last Sunday 
and greeted with applause. 
 
In addition, over the last several months, our Follen Responds to Racism 
group has opened up a congregation-wide conversation around our 
commitment to antiracism work. Through events and workshops, we are 
asking the congregation to engage with us, and to consider publically 
supporting the Movement for Black Lives.  
 
These are not easy conversations. We can struggle to hear every voice, to 
hold our differences with compassion and yet still move forward, still arrive 
at a shared statement of conscience. Not easy conversations --  but 
necessary, if we are to live out our faith in this world.  



Taking a stand will always involves taking a risk, feeling conflict, risking a 
move before you can know all the implications, making a leap of faith.  
 
Our founders knew that. The abolitionists who built these very walls, felt 
that their faith called them to take a risk, to make a stand and pave a new 
way into the future. Thank God they did.  
 
. . .  
 

O, I got a zoo, I got a menagerie, inside my ribs -- and I got something else: it 
is a man-child heart, a woman-child heart . . . I came from the wilderness 
and the wilderness will not let me go.  
 
We are, with every atom, linked to the vast interconnected web of all 
existence.  We are not alone ever; we are tied in a great network of 
mutuality. Whatsoever you do to the least of my brothers . . . affects us all. 
  
In our offertory anthem this morning, the choir sang these words, which 
were found etched into a wall in Germany, written perhaps by someone 
who, like Anne Frank, was in hiding in World War Two. 
 
I believe in the sun even when it’s not shining.  
I believe in love even when I don’t feel it.  
I believe in God even when God is silent. 
 
My friends, I pray. As we walk though the wilderness before us, let us know 
and feel and nurture that faith – that faith that keeps our inner compass set 
on sunshine and love, on what is good and beautiful and true, even in the 
very pit of darkness. 
 
Let us grow that faith out from our own deep-down belovedness and let if 
flow out into the world in the work of justice.  
 
That is the faith that lights us home,  
that is the faith lights us forward on the path to freedom. 
 
Amen and amen.  



 
 
 “Nature and I are two.” — WOODY ALLEN, US film actor, director, & writer, 
1935- 
 


