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ATTENDING TO MATTERS OF WORTH 
THE UNITARIAN FELLOWSHIP OF PETERBOROUGH 

REV. JULIE STONEBERG 
November 3, 2019 

OPENING WORDS     ~ adapted from the words of Alice Blair Wesley1 

Human beings are made to love. Yet we know that some things we are drawn to are worthy of a 
lot of our attention and striving; others are not.   

[William Ellery] Channing said rightly, that authentic religion grows out of our thirst to love 
greatly that which is worthy of great love.   

In this place, we aspire to love greatly what is true, what is honorable, what is just, and what is 
pleasing…what is deserving of our attention. The whole purpose of gathering in spiritual 
community is to lift up worthy realities – and then to support each other in keeping these first 
things first in our hearts and minds every day.   

And in this way, we attend to this most vital part of human nature… our thirst to find and admire 
and love what it is that is worthy of a well-examined and dedicated life.  

On this morning, may we hear these ‘worthy things’ in story and song. May we see them and hear 
them, ponder them and reflect on them together, that we may satisfy our thirst for meaning with 
grace and love, in good company. 

Come, let us worship together.  

STORY FOR ALL     The Man with the Violin          ~ Kathy Stinson 
(The true story of a famous violinist, who played in a metro station where few people stopped to listen.)  

PEBBLES OF JOY, SORROW & GRATITUDE 
(Pamela Palmater visited Peterborough this week and spoke about the report on the inquiry into the Missing and 
Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls.)  

As we have offered to one another within our walls, let us offer the same beyond these walls. 

To each of the hundreds, maybe thousands, of missing and murdered Indigenous Women and 
Girls, here on Turtle Island and around the world, your absence is seen and felt. You are not 
forgotten. (We hold you in love.) 

For each family member…mother, father, sister, brother, son, daughter, niece, nephew…who feels 
staggering loss because they are gone. Your pain is our pain. (We hold you in love.) 

For each perpetrator, who has felt it acceptable to do violence to them, treated them as inhuman, 
and taken them away forever from their homes, families, and lives, may justice have its way with 
and within you. (We hold you in love.)For each actor within our system of justice, may you see this 
as the genocide that it is, and seek justice for these women and girls. May you place blame where 
blame is due, believe women and girls, and seek to undo systemic racism. (We hold you in love.) 

For every person who is speaking out and acting in the name of all Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women and Girls, and especially today for Pam Palmater, may we follow you on the 
path to justice and reconciliation.  (We hold you in love.) 

 
1 Our Anthropology, Our Story,and New Covenants of Collaboration Among Us 
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.uuma.org/resource/collection/667B37B7-F1F4-433B-BF1F-
928B6073BF12/selectedessays2004.pdf  

https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.uuma.org/resource/collection/667B37B7-F1F4-433B-BF1F-928B6073BF12/selectedessays2004.pdf
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.uuma.org/resource/collection/667B37B7-F1F4-433B-BF1F-928B6073BF12/selectedessays2004.pdf
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(moment of silence)  

READING    excerpts from “The Practice of Paying Attention” in An Altar in the World 2                
                                                                                                                                               ~ Barbara Brown Taylor  

I learned reverence from my father. For him it had nothing to do with religion and very little to do 
with God. I think it may have had something to do with his having been a soldier, since the 
exercise of reverence generally includes knowing your rank in the overall scheme of things. From 
him I learned by example that reverence was the proper attitude of a small and curious human 
being in a vast and fascinating world of experience. This world included people and places as well 
as things. … Above all, it required close attention to the way things worked, including one’s own 
participation in their working or not working.  

When I used one of my father’s tools, he expected me to clean it with a wire brush and rub it down 
with a light coat of oil before putting it back where I had found it. … In the days before guns 
carried the cultural weight they do now, he taught me how to clean a rifle properly. … The gun 
cleaning ritual took place in his basement workshop where there was room to line everything we 
would need to do the job: a long metal rod one size smaller than the gun barrel, round patches of 
flannel, the can of solvent, a small brush the looked like a caterpillar, graphite…and several old 
cotton rags. These things were used in exactly that order. … 

This ritual, among other things, introduced me to the practices that nourish reverence in human 
life: paying attention, taking care, respecting things that can kill you, making the passage from fear 
to awe. … 

By definition [says classical philosopher Paul Woodruff], reverence is the recognition of something 
greater than the self – something that is beyond human creation or control, that transcends full 
human understanding. God…birth, death, sex, nature, truth, justice, wisdom. A Native American 
elder I know says that he begins teaching people reverence by steering them over to the nearest 
tree. … 

The easiest practice of reverence I know is simply to sit down somewhere outside, preferably near 
a body of water, and pay attention for at least twenty minutes. … Just take the three square feet of 
earth on which you are sitting, paying close attention to everything that lives within that small 
estate. …  

With any luck, you will soon begin to see the souls in pebbles, ants, small mounds of moss, and the 
acorn on its way to becoming an oak tree. You may feel some tenderness for the struggling mayfly 
the ants are carrying away. If you can see the water, you may take time to wonder where it comes 
from and where it is going. You may even feel the beating of your own heart, that miracle of 
ingenuity that does its work with no thought of instruction from you. …  

If someone walks by or speaks to you, you may find that your power of attentiveness extends to 
this person as well. Even if you do not know him, you may be able to see his soul too, the one he 
thinks he has so carefully covered up. There is something he is working on in his life, the same 
way you are working on something. Can you see it in his face? … 

The practice of paying attention is as simple as looking twice at people and things you might just 
as easily ignore. To see takes time, like having a friend takes time. It is as simple as turning off the 
television to learn the song of a single bird. Why should anyone do such things? I cannot imagine – 
unless one is weary of crossing days off the calendar with no sense of what makes the last day 

 
2 Taylor, Barbara Brown, An Altar in the World (HarperCollins:NYC, 2009) p.21-34 
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different from the next. ...The practice of paying attention offers no quick fix for such weariness, 
with guaranteed results printed on the side. Instead, it is one way into a different way of life, full 
of treasure for those who are willing to pay attention to exactly where they are. … 

Paying attention requires no equipment, no special clothes, no greens fees or personal trainers. … 
All you need is a body on this earth, willing to notice where it is, trusting that even something as 
small as a [acorn] can become an altar in this world. (pause)  

MESSAGE       Attending to Matters of Worth         ~ Rev. Stoneberg 

‘Its veil of autumn haze’3…isn’t that a beautiful turn of phrase…’I face the hills, the stream, the 
wood…my heart expands…and peace and joy flow in.’  

Yesterday was a bit like that for me, although I spent only a few moments outside. Saturday’s hazy light 
was such that the colour of the leaves, those fallen and those still on the tree, and the last flames on the 
burning bushes…just popped out. Looking out my window as I prepared for today, I blurred my eyes 
and saw an impressionist landscape, awash in vibrant colour.  

In the veil of autumn haze, I face the hills, the wood, and my heart expands.  
Such lovely and appropriate words for this time of year. Reverence-inspiring words.  

This morning I want to explore what it means to pay attention reverently. Reverent attention. Reverence 
is defined by philosopher Paul Woodruff, as Ian shared earlier, as “the recognition of something greater 
than the self – something that is beyond human creation or control, that transcends full human 
understanding.”4 No need to parse that out right now, but I would like to expand his definition a bit. 
Reverence is possible in all of life. I believe we can offer reverent attention even to that which we fully 
understand, even to that which doesn’t go much further than our own small selves, and even to that 
which we can control.  

For example, Barbara Brown Taylor wrote of how she learned reverence from her father through the 
painstaking process of cleaning a gun…a studied routine of respect and care that turned a line-up of 
inanimate oils and tools into a spiritual practice.  

Or, a bit later in the same book, Taylor speaks of engaging the wearing of skin as a spiritual practice.5 
Look in the mirror, she suggests. Say “Here I am…I live here. This is my soul’s address.” Each of us might 
learn reverence for our individual bodies and selves, by letting go of self-loathing, and paying attention 
with compassion and tenderness.  

I can feel reverence before a display of fall colours even though I understand that this happens because of 
changes in the length of daylight and temperature, which leads to the chlorophyll in the leaves breaking 
down, so that the greens disappear, and the yellows and oranges come out. It might be seen as a purely 
biological process, but still…my heart expands. And joy and peace flow.  

So to feel reverence is to pay attention with a particular kind of attitude…to recognize that there is 
meaning to be found in the object of our attention, and meaning to be found in its story, and meaning to 
found in our treatment and recognition of it. It’s taking that simple, first recognition by sight or sound or 
smell or taste or touch or even intuition, and then expanding that recognition, giving it space and time to 
work its particular magic and grace on our hearts and minds. 

But some things are worthy of love and affection, this reverence, and others are not. And we each get to 
decide what those things are. Or, we can leave it to society and culture and the consumerist advertising 

 
3 From “I Walk the Unfrequented Road”, words by Frederick Lucian Hosmer (#53, SLT) 
4 Taylor, Barbara Brown, An Altar in the World (HarperCollins:NYC, 2009) p. 21 
5 Ibid, p. 38 
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machine to decide for us what to pay attention to. The choice is ours. 

Rev. Laura Randall said, in an article for the UU World in 2011, that even then, “we live in a culture 
where we are bombarded with information almost around the clock. Facts, figures, ideas, and opinions 
are constantly offered up for our consumption from every media outlet that surrounds us.”6 

LookBookHQ reports that each minute that ticks by results in 204 million emails, 16 million text messages, 
and 350,000 new tweets sent. Every 60 seconds, 86,805 hours of video are streamed by Netflix subscribers. 
The list goes on, amounting to streams of content and communication that cause us to unlock our 
smartphones 80-110 times per day.7 

And all of this vying for our attention. There is advertising on bathroom stalls and on gas pumps and on 
every internet page. In an environment like this it is pretty darn hard to prioritize, and pretty darn easy to 
lose sight of what is most important. Pretty darn easy to pass by, or overlook, or disregard even those 
things we deem to have the greatest value.  

The story of the man with the violin captures this poignantly. The illustrations in that beautiful book 
show a world, an environment, swirling with bustle and noise. Scurrying feet. Rushing bodies. Loud but 
undecipherable announcements. And a small boy, in the midst of that, though being pulled along by his 
mother, trying desperately to pay attention to one particular and brilliant sound. A bit of music that no 
one else seemed to hear.  

The burning bush in my backyard is glorious for about a month each year, and yet I notice it…that is, 
really pay attention to it, with reverence…3-4 times, if I’m lucky. I don’t think this particular species of 
Euonymus Alatus grows in the Arabian desert, but I do wonder what called the biblical Moses to pay 
attention to the burning bush in his story.8 He was just hanging out, tending sheep, when he noticed a 
bush all aflame off to the side somewhere.  

And the storyteller makes sure to let us know that Moses could have passed by, or left it for another day, 
because Moses makes a detour to see it. He says, “I will go over and see this strange sight” in one 
translation and “I must turn aside and look” in another version. It wasn’t right in front of his face…he had 
to choose to take time out for it.  

If you know the story, you know that this one choice, a choice that could have been otherwise, determines 
the rest of Moses’ life, as it is in front of that bush that he hears the voice of God calling him to liberate his 
people from Egypt. But that’s not my point this morning. My point is, you have to take time to notice. You 
have to be willing to take detours. You have to decide it’s okay to take the next bus. Because the thing you 
are taking time for will change you. It will lead you into engagement or participation in the ongoing 
creation of the world that you want to live in, for good or ill. 

Are you comfortable with the word ‘worship’? Do you attend worship in your life? I don’t mean here, or 
least, not only here. Worship at its root, contains the words ‘worth’ and ‘ship’…that is, the quality of 
being worthy. Attending worship, then, is to choose to pay attention to those things that are worthy of 
your attention. It’s not, at least not here in a Unitarian congregation, about showing devotion to a 
particular divine being or glorified belief, although you may surely find worth in those things. Rather, to 
worship is, hopefully, a time to slow down, breathe, and turn our attention, intentionally, to the things 
that matter most. In order that they will guide us. And form us. And change us.  

As you probably know, research has shown that what we focus on actually wires our brain’s neurons.9 

 
6 https://www.uuworld.org/articles/souls-address  
7 https://relate.zendesk.com/articles/attention-finite-resource/  
8 Exodus 3  
9 https://relate.zendesk.com/articles/attention-finite-resource/  

https://www.uuworld.org/articles/souls-address
https://relate.zendesk.com/articles/attention-finite-resource/
https://relate.zendesk.com/articles/attention-finite-resource/
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Harvard Business Review writer Kare Anderson was once hired by Disney to observe where children and 
toddlers put their attention in theme parks. She found that nothing could compete with their parents’ cell 
phones, because that is what the children were competing with for their parents’ attention. In an ensuing 
article, “What Captures Your Attention Controls Your Life,” she wrote plainly: “Giving undivided 
attention is the first and most basic ingredient in any relationship. It is impossible to communicate, much 
less bond, with someone who can’t or won’t focus on you.”  

Where we put our attention changes us, and we can’t be in relationship with something unless we’re 
giving our attention to it, and it’s giving its attention to us. Attention, particularly attention laced with 
reverence, is a countercultural super power. Where will you use yours?  

Unitarian Universalism is, for me, something worthy of that super power. I want to be in relationship 
with this faith and with this particular UU community, you, because you are worthy of my love and 
devotion. I’ve given my life to this work, and yet, that doesn’t mean that I’m actually paying 
attention…with my time, and my focus, and my energy, and all of my resources…to what matters most. I 
don’t always give reverence where reverence is due. Or perhaps more accurately, I too often give my 
attention to things that are not worthy of attention, let alone reverence. And yet, why this faith is, for me, 
worthy of my reverence, in that it is constantly calling me toward being the person I want to be, 
reminding me of those things and values that are worthy of my love and attention. It changes me, every 
day.  

It is common for religious communities to think of themselves as a beacon, shining out into the darkness, 
providing proverbial light in all the places it is needed. But in this day and age, I fear that most people are 
paying no attention to that light. It can’t compete with flashing billboards and smartphone technology 
and bleeping screens. And worse, for many, that light has proven itself to be false, or ineffectual, or even 
harmful. 

But…still…it is my dream that UFP be a true beacon of light…a place that reflects out the reverent 
attention that we put into it. Of course, this community already reflects the attention we give to it…it is 
what we make it. So, maybe what I want to say, is that if we each took more detours to notice what is 
alive and afire here, and to tend those fires, it would take on a greater importance in our lives, as well as 
in the lives of others. It would have more meaning. It would live into its potential as a force for justice, for 
compassion, and for transformation.  

You see, we are both Moses and the burning bush. We are both the violinist and the little boy. We are 
both the brilliant colours of autumn and the gaze that takes them in. And we can’t be in this life-changing 
symbiotic relationship without paying reverent attention, reciprocally. 

If this is a place where moral values and right-relationship and stewardship of the earth are lifted up and 
centered, it is that place because we do both the lifting up and the practice of paying attention. If this is to 
be a place where it is possible to gather in a community that sings and cries together, then there must be 
those who participate in and witness to those songs and tears. If, in this faith, we are to explore meaning, 
and search for truth, and make deep connections, then we must attend to it. Worshipfully, Reverently.  

Of course, you are here. I am preaching to the choir, as they say. It really matters that you are here. But 
know that it also really matters when you’re not here. You are missed.  Your presence anywhere, as well 
as your absence, sends a message about what matters most to you, because every choice to turn our 
attention, toward or away, makes a difference. And changes what will be.  

I face the hills. I face you, your loving hearts and your heartfelt intentions, this community. I attend to you 
with reverence and my heart expands. May this be a place that helps you to determine where best to turn 
your attention, and that guides you away from those things that you know to be unworthy of that 
attention. May we find here the support and the sustenance to weather the attention-getting storm of 
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meaningless distractions, so that we may fully participate in life with reverence. And may we all show up 
to make it so.  

Amen. Blessed be.  

READING                            Set in Stone10                     ~ Victoria Safford 

In a cemetery once, an old one in New England, I found a strangely soothing epitaph. The name of 
the deceased and her dates had been scoured away by wind and rain, but there was a carving of a 
tree with roots and branches (a classic nineteenth-century motif) and among them the words, “She 
attended well and faithfully to a few worthy things.” At first this seemed to a me a little meager, a 
little stingy on the part of her survivors, but I wrote it down and have thought about it since, and 
now I can’t imagine a more proud or satisfying legacy.  

“She attended well and faithfully to a few worthy things.” 

Every day I stand in danger of being struck by lightning and having the obituary in the local paper 
say, for all the world to see, “She attended frantically and ineffectually to a great many 
unimportant, meaningless details.”  

How do you want your obituary to read?  

“He got all the dishes washed and dried before playing with his children in the evening.”  
“She balanced her checkbook with meticulous precision and never missed a day of work – missed 
a lot of sunsets, missed a lot of love, missed a lot of risk, missed a lot – but her money was in 
order.”  

“She answered all of her calls, all her email, all her voicemail, but along the way she forgot to 
answer the call to service and compassion, and forgiveness, first and foremost of herself.”  

“He gave and forgave sparingly, without radical intention, without passion or conviction.”  

“She could not, or would not, hear the calling of her heart.”  
How will it read, how does it read, and if you had to name a few worthy things to which you 
attend well and faithfully, what, I wonder, would they be?  

*CLOSING WORDS                                    ~ reprise of Opening Words 

As you leave this place, and go to out into a world swirling with demands for attention, 
remember… 
Some things are worthy of our great love and attention, and others are not.  
Choose well, my friends. 
Choose to love what is worthy of love, to notice what is worthy of notice, and to serve that which 
is worthy of service.  
Attend well and faithfully to a few worthy things.  
Go in peace and love, and walk softly on the earth.  So be it. Amen. 

EXTINGUISHING THE FLAME        

 
10 Safford, Victoria, Walking Toward Morning (Beacon Press/UUA Meditation Manual) pg.35 


