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OPENING WORDS       House of Belonging1   ~ David Whyte 
I awoke 
this morning 
in the gold light 
turning this way 
and that 

thinking for 
a moment 
it was one 
day 
like any other. 

But 
the veil had gone 
from my 
darkened heart 
and 
I thought 

it must have been the quiet 
candlelight 
that filled my room, 

it must have been 
the first 
easy rhythm 
with which I breathed 
myself to sleep, 

it must have been 
the prayer I said 
speaking to the otherness 
of the night. 

And 
I thought 
this is the good day 
you could 
meet your love, 

this is the black day 

 
1 https://www.davidwhyte.com/the-house-of-belonging 

someone close 
to you could die. 

This is the day 
you realize 
how easily the thread 
is broken 
between this world 
and the next 

and I found myself 
sitting up 
in the quiet pathway 
of light, 

the tawny 
close-grained cedar 
burning round 
me like fire 
and all the angels of this housely 
heaven ascending 
through the first 
roof of light 
the sun has made. 

This is the bright home 
in which I live, 
this is where 
I ask 
my friends 
to come, 
this is where I want 
to love all the things 
it has taken me so long 
to learn to love. 

This is the temple 
of my adult aloneness 
and I belong 
to that aloneness 
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as I belong to my life. There is no house 
like the house of belonging. 

STORY FOR ALL            The Big Umbrella             ~ Amy June and Juniper Bates 
In this story, an umbrella makes room for everyone, no matter how tall, how hairy, or how many legs. 

MEDITATION    In Sweet Company2      ~ Margaret Wolff 

We sit together and I tell you things, 
Silent, unborn, naked things 
That only my God has heard me say. 
You do not cluck your tongue at me 
Or roll your eyes 
Or split my heart into a thousand thousand pieces 
With words that have little to do with me. 
You do not turn away because you cannot bear to see 
Your own unclaimed light shining in my eyes. 
You stay with me in the dark. 
You urge me into being. 
You make room in your heart for my voice. 
You rejoice in my joy. 
And through it all, you stand unbound 
By everything but the still, small Voice within you. 
I see my future Self in you 
Just enough to risk 
Moving beyond the familiar, 
Just enough to leave 
The familiar in the past where it belongs. 
I breathe you in and I breathe you out 
In one luxurious and contented sigh. 
In sweet company 
I am home at last. 

READING Wandering Around an Albuquerque Airport Terminal3 ~Naomi Shihab Nye 

After learning my flight was detained 4 hours, 
I heard the announcement: 
If anyone in the vicinity of gate 4-A understands any Arabic, 
please come to the gate immediately. 

Well—one pauses these days. Gate 4-A was my own gate. I went there. 
An older woman in full traditional Palestinian dress, 
just like my grandma wore, was crumpled to the floor, wailing loudly.  
Help, said the flight service person. Talk to her. What is her 

 
2 http://www.patheos.com/blogs/thedivinefeminine/2012/01/in-sweet-company/  
3 https://9musesnews.com/2013/05/05/poetry-wandering-around-an-albuquerque-airport-terminal-by-naomi-shahib-nye/  

http://www.patheos.com/blogs/thedivinefeminine/2012/01/in-sweet-company/
https://9musesnews.com/2013/05/05/poetry-wandering-around-an-albuquerque-airport-terminal-by-naomi-shahib-nye/
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problem? we told her the flight was going to be four hours late and she 
did this. 

I put my arm around her and spoke to her haltingly. 
Shu dow-a, shu-biduck habibti, stani stani schway, min fadlick, 
sho bit se-wee? 

The minute she heard any words she knew—however poorly used— 
She stopped crying. 

She thought our flight had been canceled entirely. 
She needed to be in El Paso for some major medical treatment the 
following day. I said no, no, we’re fine, you’ll get there, just late,  

Who is picking you up? Let’s call him and tell him.  
We called her son and I spoke with him in English. 
I told him I would stay with his mother till we got on the plane and 
would ride next to her—Southwest. 

She talked to him. Then we called her other sons just for the fun of it.  

Then we called my dad and he and she spoke for a while in Arabic and 
found out of course they had ten shared friends. 
Then I thought just for the heck of it why not call some Palestinian 
poets I know and let them chat with her. This all took up about 2 hours.  

She was laughing a lot by then. Telling about her life. Answering 
questions. 

She had pulled a sack of homemade mamool cookies—little powdered 
sugar crumbly mounds stuffed with dates and nuts—out of her bag— 
And was offering them to all the women at the gate. 

To my amazement, not a single woman declined one. It was like a 
sacrament. The traveler from Argentina, the traveler from California,  
the lovely woman from Laredo—we were all covered with the same 
powdered sugar. And smiling. There are no better cookies. 

And then the airline broke out the free beverages from huge coolers— 
non-alcoholic—and the two little girls for our flight, one African 
American, one Mexican American—ran around serving us all apple juice 
and lemonade and they were covered with powdered sugar too. 

And I noticed my new best friend—by now we were holding hands— 
had a potted plant poking out of her bag, some medicinal thing, 

With green furry leaves. Such an old country traveling tradition. Always 
carry a plant. Always stay rooted to somewhere. 

And I looked around that gate of late and weary ones and thought, 
this is the world I want to live in. The shared world. 
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Not a single person in this gate—once the crying of confusion stopped 
—has seemed apprehensive about any other person. 

They took the cookies. I wanted to hug all those other women too. 
This can still happen anywhere. 

Not everything is lost.     

MESSAGE         What is Home?        ~ Rev. Stoneberg 

What is home? There’s a beautiful video referenced in the theme packet in which 100 people 
answer that question. What is Home? (If we had a better way to project in this room, I would 
have shown it to you.) If I’d been asked to be in that video, I would have said ‘home is a place 
where I belong.’ For me, ‘belonging’ and ‘home’ are almost interchangeable concepts.  

I chose today’s topic with full awareness that the Almubarak family would be with us. I 
imagine that few, if any, of us have ever had an experience like theirs…of being forced to leave 
home, to be homeless, and to then be re-settled in a very foreign new place. Our task, as their 
sponsors, is to help them to experience belonging here…in Peterborough, and in 
Canada…knowing that, had the circumstances been different, it would probably not have been 
their choice to leave their home and their country. I suppose they, like every New Canadian, 
now have to decide; to look back and focus on longing for what could have been, or to look 
ahead and make a new home here. 

Maybe one trivial comparison could be made to this congregation’s move from a building we 
owned to this shared space. That ‘home’ had been purchased after many years of faithfully 
contributing to a building fund, and it was a source of pride. When it became too small, and its 
inaccessibility too big an obstacle, the painful decision was made to move. And so UFP 
wandered into the desert of homelessness and then to what was thought to be a temporary 
rental…where we’ve now been for over fifteen years. Is this home yet? Are we re-settled here?  

Most of us have moved, at some point in our lives, right? (I counted, and I’ve lived in eighteen 
different abodes.) I am a ‘nester’, and so it’s always been important for me to create a space 
that is comfortable and suits ME…which means bringing and decorating with my 
‘stuff’…painting walls, putting up shelves, repeated trips to IKEA…you know the drill. You 
might say that ‘home’ for me, requires that I create a loving relationship with the space.  

This was true of finding my home within Unitarian Universalism as well. I ‘tried it on’ for a 
long time before I bought it, but once it was mine, from then on, I’ve worked to create a 
relationship with it. It’s where I belong. Sometimes I cuddle it in my heart, other times I argue 
with it. I poke at it, and joke with it. It is a source of pride, and sometimes of shame. I live with 
it 24/7, and like any intimate relationship, it both challenges me and comforts me.  

This quilt is a result of that relationship. Many years ago, I came across the water-colour image 
that inspired the design. Its simple beauty and its beacon-like quality spoke to my budding 
relationship with this faith. I made a copy of it thinking I’d like to make it into a hanging at 
some point. (Most unfortunately, I neglected to document the source; I don’t know the name of 
the original artist and can’t remember where I found it.)  
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Then, two years ago, when I was away from you on a medical leave, my good friend Tina 
came to stay with me. Tina is a master quilter who always has multiple projects on the go, and 
as she sat stitching, I remembered the painting. With her guidance, I adapted the image into a 
quilt pattern and into the right shape for this bemah, and the following summer, we spent a 
week piecing it together. So, you see, it is the product of several things; my love for Unitarian 
Universalism, my desire to connect with you and with this spiritual home across the abyss of 
my medical leave, and the need to make this space our home. It joins many other 
contributions…quilts made by Bev Longford, a banner made by Lori Kyle and Don Barton, a 
comfortable bench for the sound technicians made by Scott Donovan, a colourful welcome 
banner made by Martha Comfort and Steph Curtin, flowers planted in the courtyard by Donna 
Flotron…the list could go on and on…I surely don’t mean to leave anyone out…each of you 
have contributed in some way to our sense of home here. a place where we all experience 
belonging. 

John O’Donohue once wrote this: “To be human is to belong. Belonging is a circle that 
embraces everything; if we reject it, we damage our nature. The word ‘belonging’ holds 
together the two fundamental aspects of life: Being and Longing, the longing of our Being and 
the being of our Longing.”4 

That pretty much says it all. The longing of our Being and the being of our Longing. 

I mentioned in the theme packet that this is my month…this time when we explore the 
meaning of belonging…because this has been my perennial spiritual question. Over and over, 
I’ve asked where I belong, and have sought endlessly to find my people. I know, intimately, 
the longing of my being. Where, oh where, is the being of my longing?  

I re-listened yesterday to an On Being podcast with John A. Powell; it’s also listed in this 
month’s packet. This wise scholar is director of the Haas Institute for a Fair and Inclusive 
Society at the University of California, Berkeley. He says this: “The human condition is one 
about belonging. We simply cannot thrive unless we are in relationship.  If you are isolated, 
the negative health condition is worse than smoking, obesity, high blood pressure…just by 
being isolated. We need to be in relationship.”5  

O’Donohue speaks of two fundamental aspects of life (longing and being) and Powell speaks 
of relationship. And what this says to me is that belonging takes more than one thing or one 
person. To be in relationship is to be more than just me. My longing has to meet up, and 
connect, with some other presence, some other being. In other words, belonging can’t just be 
me by myself. My own belonging can’t be separate from being in relationship, and therefore 
can’t be separate from other beings who long, just as I do.  

But that longing. It’s so real. So palpable. For me, anyway. I have met a few people in my life 
who don’t seem to carry this longing with them. They’ve known unconditional love, or have 
been brought up knowing belonging as an inalienable presence, or they have found some 
belonging so deep and true that they no longer question it. But more of us, I think, carry that 

 
4 https://www.thescienceofpsychotherapy.com/eternal-echoes-exploring-our-yearning-to-belong/  
5 https://onbeing.org/programs/john-a-powell-opening-to-the-question-of-belonging-may2018/  

https://www.thescienceofpsychotherapy.com/eternal-echoes-exploring-our-yearning-to-belong/
https://onbeing.org/programs/john-a-powell-opening-to-the-question-of-belonging-may2018/
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longing with us every day. It’s like we’re predisposed to notice those places we don’t fit, and 
to easily criticize experiences in which we’ve felt unwelcome or excluded. And the depth of 
our longing to belong contributes, at least in our minds, to the reduced likelihood that we’ll 
ever find ‘home’, because we start to make it out to be a Holy Grail. Mysterious, illusive, never 
to be realized.  

And so, I wonder, how do we shift this? How might we move from a place of longing to a 
place of belonging?  

My simple answer, my simple response, always, is relationship. Community. Connection. But 
it’s not really so simple as that, is it? Because community and connection don’t just happen. It’s 
a rare experience that we walk into somewhere new and automatically know it to be home. 
Whatever we’re told by pretty commercials and advertising and social media that features 
happy families and groups of beautiful friends, we can’t buy belonging. We can’t buy 
connection.  

Instead, we have to show up repeatedly and keep practicing it. We have to contribute to it. We 
have to open our umbrella and offer shelter to others.6 We have to take risks, and move 
through disappointment. We have to show up when called to the gate and share our cookies.7 
We might choose to decorate, or add things that make it more comfortable. We maybe should 
de-center ourselves and show each other a little more grace. It’s not all about us.  

And yet. And yet. Ultimately, really, I think this longing is rooted in a disconnect with all that 
is, an inability to know ourselves to be a part and parcel with the universe. This is perhaps the 
root cause of the crisis our planet is in, and the degradation of our environment. We’ve lost 
connection with a rootedness that simply, unquestioningly, knows that we are home. We are 
home. Always. Nothing more is required. We are home. Maybe all it takes is a flip of the 
switch in our perception. Longing? Switch to connection. Wherever we are. We are home.  

I just finished a novel called A Home at the End of the World by Michael Cunningham. It tells the 
story of three unlikely friends who move through coming of age to establish a rather 
unconventional shared life. Jonathan is ‘lonely, introspective, and unsure of himself’, and the 
story revolves around his continuing angst to belong, and to find his place. It’s set in the 
context of the AIDS epidemic, and as the book ends, Jonathan and Bobbie have taken his dying 
lover to their ritual ‘first swim of the season,’ where the water is so cold that they agree to stay 
in for just one minute. Jonathan offers this poignant reflection, and I share it with you because 
it so movingly describes his ‘flip of a switch’ from longing to belonging:  

“We stood in the water together, watching the unbroken line of trees on the opposite 
bank. That was all that happened. Bobbie and I took Eric for what would in fact turn 
out to be his last swim, and waded in only up to our knees.  

“As I stood in the water, something happened to me. I don’t know if I can explain this. 
Something cracked. I had lived until then for the future, in a state of continuing 

 
6 Refers to today’s story for all ages, The Big Umbrella.  
7 Refers to earlier reading of Naomi Shihab Nye’s poem.  
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expectation, and the process came suddenly to a stop, while I stood nude with Bobbie 
and Eric in a shallow platter of freezing water.  

“My father was dead, and I myself might very well be dying. My mother had a new 
haircut, a business, and a young lover; a new life that suited her better than her old one 
had. I had not fathered a child, but I had loved one as if I was her father. I knew what 
that was like. I wouldn’t say I was happy. I was nothing so simple as happy. I was 
merely present, perhaps for the first time in my adult life. The moment was 
unextraordinary, but I had the moment. I had it completely. It inhabited me.  

“I realized that if I died soon, I would have known this…a connection with my life…its 
errors and cockeyed successes, the chance to be one of three naked men standing in 
small body of clear water. I would not die unfulfilled, because I’d been here, right here, 
and nowhere else. I didn’t speak. Bobbie announced that the minute was up, and we 
took Eric back to shore.” 

And there ends the book.  

O’Donohue said that “Belonging is the circle that embraces everything” and that if we reject 
that reality, we damage our very nature. This circle of belonging may be the ‘being’ for which 
we long, but in truth, no matter what, we are part of a circle of belonging that includes 
everything that is and has been and shall be. Nothing can change that. What can change is how 
well-tuned-in we are to its truth.  

We are right here. Present. We are nowhere else. No matter what, we have this moment… this 
moment sitting in this space, dusted with dappled fall light, in the company of friends and 
strangers. Breathing in. Breathing out. We belong right here in this moment. This is home. We 
are home. 

So be it.  

READING      A Blessing Called Sanctuary8    ~ Jan Richardson 

You hardly knew 
how hungry you were 
to be gathered in, 
to receive the welcome 
that invited you to enter 
entirely— 
nothing of you 
found foreign or strange, 
nothing of your life 
that you were asked 
to leave behind 
or to carry in silence 
or in shame. 

 
8 https://adventdoor.com/2015/12/14/advent-4-a-blessing-called-sanctuary/  

Tentative steps 
became settling in, 
leaning into the blessing 
that enfolded you, 
taking your place 
in the circle 
that stunned you 
with its unimagined grace. 

You began to breathe again, 
to move without fear, 
to speak with abandon 
the words you carried 
in your bones, 

https://adventdoor.com/2015/12/14/advent-4-a-blessing-called-sanctuary/
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that echoed in your being. 

You learned to sing. 

But the deal with this blessing 
is that it will not leave you alone, 
will not let you linger 
in safety, 
in stasis. 

The time will come 
when this blessing 
will ask you to leave, 
not because it has tired of you 
but because it desires for you 
to become the sanctuary 

that you have found— 
to speak your word 
into the world, 
to tell what you have heard 
with your own ears, 
seen with your own eyes, 
known in your own heart: 

that you are beloved, 
precious child of God, 
beautiful to behold,* 
and you are welcome 
and more than welcome 
here.

*CLOSING WORDS        Caretaking9     ~ Jill-Beth Veronica-Sweeney 

 Take care of your home, your remarkable body.  
 It needs blueberries, brisk walks, and backrubs.  

 Take care of your home, your mind and soul.  
 It craves stillness, friendship, a pile of books by the bed.  

 Take care of your home, the roof over your head. 
It asks to be filled with music and candlelight; to be free from cobwebs and shadows.  

 Take care of your home, your community.  
 It expects you to protect the weak, to visit the lonely, to love the children.  

 Take care of your home, the earth.  
 It cries out for abundant green forests, clear blue waters – and peace.  

Go now, and take care of your home. Peace be with you.  

EXTINGUISHING THE FLAME                

 

 

 

 

 

 
9 Found in With or Without Candlelight, A UUA meditation manual  


