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September 16, 2018 

Worship Theme: Spiral 

Rev. Claire Feingold Thoryn 

 

Call to Worship:  

In my approach to this month’s worship theme of Spiral, today 

I’ll talk about the spiral up—the spiral staircase of faith, and 

how we are called to engage with it. Next Sunday I’ll talk about 

how our faith can helps us when we find ourselves in a 

downward spiral. The last Sunday in September we’ll Spiral out; 

I’ll reflect on how our spiritual spiral of faith leads us to connect 

with others and our world.  

 

Author D. H. Lawrence wrote that when a person is born, we 

encounter the world as “a nursery, where pretty things are to be 

snatched for, and the pleasant things tasted; some people seem 

to exist thus right to the end.”  

“But,” he goes on to say, “most of us are born again on entering 

maturity…to a consciousness of all the laughing, and the never-

ceasing murmur of pain and sorrow …of [humanity]. Then… 

one gradually formulates one’s religion, be it what it may.  

A person has no religion who has not slowly and painfully 

gathered one together, adding to it, shaping it; and one’s religion 

is never complete and final, it seems, but must always be 

undergoing modification.” 

 

We come together in worship as pilgrims, gathering together 

what it is we know and do not know, learning how to love and 

be loved. May our religion never be complete and final, but 

always undergoing modification. Let us worship together. 

 
Opening Hymn: Rank by Rank #358 

Chalice Lighting: David Jacobson 
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Jean Giono, French novelist, writes: 

Days begin and end in the dead of night. 

They are not shaped long, in the manner of things which 

lead to ends - arrow, road, a person's life... 

They are shaped round, in the manner of eternal things... 

  

...[P]eople see the day beginning at …whatever time their work begins; 

this they lengthen according to their work, 

during what they call “all day long;” and end it 

when they close their eyes. 

It is they who say the days are long. 

  

On the contrary, the days are round. 

 

Anthem:  
Crossing the Bar (Tennyson) 
Sunset and evening star, 

And one clear call for me! 

And may there be no moaning of the bar, 

When I put out to sea, 

 

But such a tide as moving seems asleep, 

Too full for sound and foam, 

When that which drew from out the boundless deep 

Turns again home. 

 

Twilight and evening bell, 

And after that the dark! 

And may there be no sadness of farewell, 

When I embark; 

 

For tho' from out our bourne of Time and Place 

The flood may bear me far, 

I hope to see my Pilot face to face 

When I have crost the bar. 

 

 

Prayer sequence: Linda Dacey 

Centering Hymn: Return Again  

Offertory Music: Leonard Cohen, Who by Fire 
And who by fire, who by water, 

Who in the sunshine, who in the night time, 

Who by high ordeal, who by common trial, 

Who in your merry merry month of may, 

Who by very slow decay, 

And who shall I say is calling? 

And who in her lonely slip, who by barbiturate, 

Who in these realms of love, who by something 

blunt, 

And who by avalanche, who by powder, 

Who for his greed, who for his hunger, 

And who shall I say is calling? 

And who by brave assent, who by accident, 

Who in solitude, who in this mirror, 

Who by his lady's command, who by his own hand, 

Who in mortal chains, who in power, 

And who shall I say is calling? 
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Reading: 

“Why I’m in Awe of the Spiral” 

By Thomas Centolella 

 

When, in the science museum, I arrive at the overview 

of our galaxy, with its tiny arrow pointing to You are here 

(which really ought to be We are here), and see 

that the two to four hundred billion stars of our local cluster 

are drifting or chasing or dreaming after each other 

in circles within milky circles, I can’t help but think 

  

of those ancient paintings and rock engravings, 

discovered all over our celestial body, 

of that one line which begins at whatever point 

it can, then curls outward, or inward, toward nothing 

anyone can define—the oldest shape revered 

by Aborigine and Celt, by mathematician 

  

and engineer and Burning Man reveler alike, 

and even accorded a place of honor among the mess 

of thoughts on my desk, as a nifty paper clip of copper. 

But it’s already there in the florets of the sunflower 

crisscrossing with the precision of a logarithm, 

and in the pin-wheel shape of the Nautilus shell, 

  

and in the coiling neurons of the cochlea 
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that let us tell Art Tatum from a three year old’s improvisation. 

Call it what you will—“God’s fingerprint,” “the soul 

unfolding through time,” “the passageway into the Self”— 

I can’t help but admire, even fear, something as mundane 

as a flush of the toilet, when its swirling is a variation 

  

on our sidereal drift, our existential pain. 

And then there’s that famous falcon, “turning and turning 

in a widening gyre,” a portentous symbol of our own 

circling into some dread, some pernicious chaos 

we thought we had just escaped, one town burning 

a decade behind us, a millennium before that, 

  

and into next week, next year, next whenever. 

And when the two of us took that winding road 

an infinity of others had wound down before us 

and would wind down again, our spirits hushed 

by the crosses and bouquets at each dead man’s curve 

and just burning in the dry heat to touch each other, 

  

wasn’t that a wondrous and terrible turning? 
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Sermon: Spiraling Up 

 

Call it what you will—“God’s fingerprint,” “the soul 

unfolding through time,” “the passageway into the Self”— 

a wondrous and terrible turning; 

we embody the spiral, it lives within our very DNA; 

we live within the spiral of galaxies; 

we fear the spiral of the hurricane and typhoon; 

we marvel at the beauty of spiraling shells and plants. 

Like the poet, I too am in awe of the spiral,  

and it is a strong metaphor for our spiritual lives. 

 

A Pew Research survey was going around in August, about how 

religious are Americans.1 They interpreted the results by 

dividing folks into categories:  

the highly religious  

“Sunday Stalwarts,” “God and Country Believers,” and 

“Diversely Devout”;  

the somewhat religious  

“Relaxed Religious” and “Spiritually Awake,”  

and the non-religious  

“Religion Resisters” and “Solidly Secular.” 

 

                                                 
1 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2018/08/29/pew-report-on-religious-types-shows-what-

americans-of-different-faiths-have-in-common/?utm_term=.a08a8318a0c3 
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You can take the survey yourself online, and I noticed that based 

on my answer to one question, I moved back and forth between 

being a “Sunday Stalwart” and a “Religion Resister.”  

 

The deciding question was, “How often do you go to church?”  

I have pretty good attendance at church.  

Of course being a Religion Resister is not really part of the 

minister BRAND shall we say.  

But most of my answers corresponded to the resistance:  

--I don’t think you have to believe in God to be a moral person.  

--I do believe in a higher power or spiritual force that does not 

necessarily resemble the God described in the Bible.  

(Though, just to be more ornery, I choose to call that higher 

power God.) 

--And—maybe this speaks to news articles I had read the day I 

took the survey— 

I do think that organized religion, going back millennia, has 

overall done more harm than good in this world.  

 

I do believe in the positive capability of organized religion— 

and I better, given this outfit. 

But there is far, far too much pain and abuse laid at the feet of 

organized religion.  

Our friends and neighbors and all those hurt by the Catholic 

Church speak to the power of this pain.  
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The organized religion I call my spiritual home is but a tiny, 

partial and very imperfect antidote to the hurt thousands of years 

of organized religion has caused. 

 

So I am religious, and I am a resister, and yet, I persist in being 

here every Sunday. And we are here together.  

 

So what does it mean to really grapple with our faith?  

To resist it, persist within it, improve it, convict it, expand it? 

Religion is not just a simple straight line, a tight-rope to walk.  

It is a spiral, 

one line which begins at whatever point 

it can, then curls outward, or inward,  

toward nothing anyone can define. 

The soul unfolding through time. The pilgrim’s journey.  

 

The reading references William Butler Yeats’ “widening 

gyre”—a spiral into chaos.  

Yeats’ fellow modern poet T. S. Eliot used the metaphor of the 

religious journey as a spiral staircase in his long poem Ash 

Wednesday.  

Scholar Karen Armstrong, inspired by Eliot’s poem, used that 

image as the central metaphor in her memoir The Spiral 

Staircase: My Climb out of Darkness.  

 

What struck me this week, reading Armstrong’s book,  
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is that Eliot’s spiral led him away from the American 

Unitarianism of his family and childhood,  

and towards an embrace of the God and Country Anglicanism  

he found as an expatriate in England.  

 

Armstrong’s spiral led her in, one might say, the opposite 

theological direction: as a teenager she entered the convent 

intent on becoming a Catholic nun.  

She left seven years later, suffering in body and in spirit; 

climbed slowly towards secularism  

and then over time, came to embrace  

a mystical and open form of Christianity. 

 

What does your staircase look like?  

How do you embody the spiral? 

 

The point of the spiral staircase of faith is not where it is headed. 

The point is how you walk it. The journey changes you.  

You are a pilgrim. 

 

A pilgrim doesn’t have to travel far distances to make a 

wondrous and terrible journey.  

Henry David Thoreau, our Transcendentalist forebear, is famous 

for making a pilgrimage within his own town, to the woods of 

Walden Pond, to see what he would find there.  

While at Walden, Thoreau took a side trip,  
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a pilgrimage within the pilgrimage.  

Characteristically, he did not go far: he went to Mount Katahdin 

in Maine, and tried to climb it,  

with a guide and a few other companions.  

They never made it to the summit;  

a good reminder that pilgrimages are about the journey,  

not the destination.  

The Thoreau who writes about Katahdin sounds like a totally 

different person than the Thoreau who wrote so calmly and 

peacefully about Walden.  

He sounds ecstatic, overwhelmed, almost incoherent. He wrote: 

 

I stand in awe of my body, this matter to which I am bound 

has become so strange to me.  

…Talk of mysteries! Think of our life in nature, 

—daily to be shown matter, to come in contact with it,—

rocks, trees, wind on our cheeks! the solid earth!  

the actual world! …Contact! Contact!  

Who are we? where are we?  

 

Thoreau came down from that mountain changed, charged, 

reverent. 

 

I was struck by the names for those middle-of-the-road religious 

in the Pew survey: “Relaxed religious” and “Spiritually awake.” 

Relaxed and awake…I mean, that certainly sounds pleasant, but 
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it also sounds more like how you hope to feel at the movie 

theater watching a rom-com. Religion with popcorn.  

 

What I hope for you is that your spiral staircase of faith is a 

pilgrimage, not spiritual tourism. 

I was struck by this difference listening to the words of a good 

friend and colleague of mine, Rev. Aaron White in Dallas.  

He points out that tourism is very nice. You see cool things, you 

take pictures, you eat good food, it is pleasant. Your 

relaxed…and awake. 

 

A pilgrimage you walk away from changed. 

A pilgrimage is a deliberate search for what you believe will 

make your life whole. 

A pilgrimage can happen anywhere, and you probably aren’t 

taking selfies.  

You are too busy asking questions: 

What would save me? 

What would heal me? 

What would make my life whole? 

How can I help others seek wholeness? 

The search to answer those questions, that is a pilgrimage,  

that is “contact, contact!”  
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Rev. White2 says that one of his greatest regrets about liberal 

religion, from hundreds of years ago til now, is that we often 

mistake the end goal of our practice,  

we do tourism and call it pilgrimage.  

 

“We aren’t organized religion in THAT way, we’ll just give you 

some information and then do what you want with it, man.”  

 

We might even pat ourselves on the back and say,  

“Being Unitarian Universalist is easier than other religions.  

You don’t have to say this or do that  

or believe this or know that,  

you don’t have to give as much (please do!),  

you’re not going to be challenged  

in ways that rip your heart open,  

it’s all going to be…you know, relaxed.” 

 

We can pretend like it is easier but it is not.  

In Rev. White’s words, 

The goal of a liberal religious community is for discerning 

free people to cultivate the ability to directly experience 

love and justice so that their lives and the lives of others are 

changed forever.  

                                                 
2 After listening to above cited sermon of Rev. Aaron White’s topic, much of the rest of this sermon is inspired by, 

directly quoting, or paraphrasing his words. 
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If your path is meant to immediately encounter what is holy 

and be transformed by it,  

to know a love so fierce you are not allowed  

to cast anyone out,  

to know that this is the only life you have  

as the days circle by  

to know that you are just as responsible for making heaven 

on earth as any one else  

…that is not easy and I’m sorry if anyone told you it was.  

 

Look, “Relaxed” and “Awake” are flavors of tea,  

not types of religions. 

I don’t want to sell you spiritual tourism.  

I want to be with you on your pilgrimage. 

 

Religion can also make the mistake of saying that the primary 

people who need to change are outside of this room.  

I mean who hasn’t left a worship service thinking “my sister in 

law really needs to hear that one!” 

But that is like saying you go to a gym so that other people can 

get healthy.  

If I just go to this gym enough other people will be healed!  

Not how it works.  

 

And we are mistaken when we think people are saved by just 

being handed information.  
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That’s called salvation by bibliography. 

Karen Armstrong tried that after she left the convent.  

She had always been a brilliant intellectual.  

The convent left her broken, but her studies did not heal her.  

Information could not save her. 

She needed contact! Contact! 

Her spiral staircase led her to a place where  

her spiritual yearning, her intellectual mind  

and her suffering body could meet  

and heal and become whole together.  

 

So what makes this organized religion thing  

something worth being stalwart about,  

something we can go all in on helping persist rather than resist?  

 

We gather together in religious community that we might feel  

“the unnameable, unknowable, holy mystery of life  

that flows through all things,  

that is coursing through your veins,  

that you might know a moment of awe  

so important it changes your life.” 

 

Our goal here is not to get information about love but to be 

loved, and love others. 

Not to go to a workshop on compassion, but to be called by 

compassion, to know it in your daily experience. 
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Contact, contact! 

Don’t be satisfied by spiritual tourism when you could be a 

pilgrim.  

Hold us to account on our mission.  

We are here to seek the holy, to seek healing and wholeness, and 

to help others seek healing and wholeness. 

With that as our purpose, that changes us:  

it changes how we greet each other, how we plan events,  

how we listen to each other, how we organize our meetings,  

how we take care of our space.  

I am here because I do believe a more whole life is possible—

for me, and for you.  

I seek the holy, wholeness, and healing—I need that.  

If you are here, you have some inkling of that as well.  

You want to be whole and healed. 

 

There might be some people among us  

who have it all figured out.  

You have found wholeness,  

you have no inner wounds left to heal,  

your compassion is perfect and your wisdom is astonishing.  

Unlike Thoreau you actually made it to the summit of Mt. 

Katahdin and thought it was… just okay.  

If that person is here, GREAT. Help the rest of us out!  

 

But it’s not me. I still want and need to grow in wholeness.  
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I am still on the spiral staircase of faith.  

I too am still a pilgrim, seeking the holy.  

The reason our religion was founded was not so that people 

could learn theories about God  

or get data about love  

or go to an information session about creating heaven on 

earth,  

but so that you might know in this body,  

an experience of a holy mystery that transcends all names,  

that you might have contact, contact,  

and that before you die, which will happen to us all,  

you will built some part of heaven on earth with your 

hands.  

What a wondrous and terrible journey it is. 

Amen. 
 
 


