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AWESTRUCK 
THE UNITARIAN FELLOWSHIP OF PETERBOROUGH 

REV. JULIE STONEBERG 
DECEMBER 8, 2019 

 
OPENING WORDS           Call to Worship     ~ Victoria Safford 

What if there were a universe, a cosmos, which began in shining blackness, out of nothing, out 
of fire, out of a single, silent breath, and into it came billions and billions of stars, stars beyond 
imagining, and near one of them a world, a blue-green world so beautiful that learned 
clergymen could not even speak about it cogently, and brilliant scientists, with their physics, 
their mathematics, their empirical, impressionistic missing, in trying to describe it, would 
begin to sound like poets?  
What if there were a universe in which a world was born out of a smallish star, and into that 
world (at some point) few red-winged blackbirds, and into it swam sperm whales, and into it 
bloomed crocuses, and into it blew wind to lift the tiniest hairs on naked arms in spring, and 
into it at some point grew onions, out of soil, and in went Mt. Everest and also the coyote 
we’ve spotted in the woods about a mile from here, just after sunrise on these mornings when 
the moon is full? (The very scent of him makes his brother, our dog, insane with fear and joy 
and ancient inbred memory.) Into that world came animals and elements and plants, and 
imagination, the mind and the mind’s eye. If such a universe existed and you noticed it, what 
would you do? What song would come out of your mouth, what prayer, what praises, what 
sacred offering, what whirling dance, what religion and what reverential gesture would you 
make to greet that world, every single day you were in it? 

Come, let us offer our prayers and our praises together.  

STORY FOR ALL         The Stuff of Stars   ~ Marion Dane Bauer 
This is a story about the beginning of the beginning of all beginnings… 

READING      The Hallowing of the Silence       ~ Mark Belletini 
The lights are coming. I know it. 
In the dark silence of coming night,  
they are coming, those constellations  
by which the wise may safely steer. 
I know I will lose myself in that beautiful silence,  
and its unimaginable lights,  
as I have for a moment lost myself in this prayer. 
See? For the length of this sentence at least,  
I yield all my fears and loneliness.  
The silent night is coming  
with bright lights I still cannot see,  
for it is day yet, and even in this bed  
I have not lost the power to be amazed  
by the glory of the day. 
There is more delight, I hear, 
more awe, more sheer amazement 
under the dome of night's heaven 
than in the glaring, blinding, too-busy day,  
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so let it also be  
for my own personal night of the soul  
that it shall one day yield more  
guiding stars than the garish day  
has ever given or even has power to reveal.  
Let the majesty of those stars  
melt me in the crucible of awe  
that lifts me up from myself.  
Pour me out like liquid silver  
into a vessel most shaped like hope,  
that I too might reflect all this light 
that shines in the night,  
and guides others on their way.  
One day soon perhaps I too will become a star 
that leads others in beauty and peace.  
And now, for a time, I yield my fears, my sorrows,  
and my daydreams to the night, silent and bright  
and peaceful, yes,  
peaceful, like the sound of crickets 
in a wheat field bronzed by the moon,  
where I might dream I recline on a quilt  
under the summer stars at midnight, 
drinking in the sweetness of it  
all with a joy I never imagined possible.  
The night is coming. 
But the beauty of the stars 
shall amend my fretting 
and restore me to the self 
that is deeper than my days.   

MESSAGE                 Awestruck                    ~ Rev. Julie Stoneberg 
Does anyone remember the movie Contact with Jodi Foster…? It is based on Carl Sagan’s book of the 
same name. The movie begins with an image1 of earth as seen from space; the sound track mimics 
turning a radio dial quickly through stations, a mix of static and short blips of comprehendible words 
or phrases of music…as the camera pulls away from earth, moving slowly further and further away, 
moving past the moon, then Mars, and beyond… Then as the picture speeds up and moves out, the 
blips of sound move backward through time, we hear Nixon, and Kennedy, and Martin Luther 
King…and the music snippets also change to reflect music of foregone times… And we wonder who 
is listening? 

The picture keeps panning out, further and further from earth…moving through meteor showers, to 
the Magellanic clouds, and out beyond our solar system. Little by little we lose the soundtrack, and 
there is complete silence, as the cinematography takes us out, out, out into worlds never experienced, 
and yet so familiar…out beyond our galaxy…out into deep space. In silence.  

Who is listening? 

 
1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EWwhQB3TKXA 
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And then comes, in fits and starts, a young voice…which at first I assume to be that of some extra-
terrestrial being… “7925, CQ, CQ, this is W9GFL here, come back.” And we see a young girl in her 
bedroom, with a ham radio, presumably trying to make contact with someone, or something, in outer 
space.  

And then the camera reverses, going back the other way…from deep space back toward earth, past 
the stars and planets and suns and moons… and when we arrive back on earth, we see a young 
woman, now a grown up scientist/astronomer, sitting on a car hood somewhere in the desert, maybe 
in the southwest US, still listening… but now with very sophisticated equipment…listening for 
sounds from space.  

Are we listening? We may not be trying to prove, like this fictitious scientist, that other life exists, but 
are we listening? For our place in all of this. For the quiet awe out there somewhere. Are we listening 
to hear the story of the universe?  

At this time of year, some religious communities are focusing on the task of waiting…waiting for the 
sun (s-u-n), or the son (s-o-n), or both. And it occurs to me that waiting and listening are similar 
practices. They are receptive. They are anticipatory. They take second seat to the main show…to 
something that is coming, something that is speaking. And so today, we wait, and we listen.  

Last week we focused on the perception of sight, and talked about how the experience of awe makes 
us feel small…and how feeling small diminishes our egos, which contributes to our sense of 
community and a preference for the common good. Now, although I haven’t finished it yet, I’m 
getting a feeling of awe, and of being incredibly small, simply by reading the month’s pick for our 
nonfiction bookclub…Hidden Heart of the Cosmos, by Brian Swimme2.  

In it, he speaks of re-orienting ourselves to be more aligned with the story of the universe. These re-
orientations seek to integrate modern-day science’s understanding of the universe with more ancient 
intuitions about being humans on this spinning planet. And he bemoans that fact that religious 
gatherings, even while reflecting on our relationship with the divine, only rarely seriously 
contemplate the big questions within the context of the actual awe-some universe.  

Well, today, here, we have this rare experience. To gather, religiously, and to place ourselves in awe 
of the universe. Let me explain how Swimme suggests we need to re-orient ourselves in order to do 
this. 

First, he suggests we need to accept, in bodily ways, the fact that the Earth moves around the sun. It’s 
a slight, but important, change in perception. See, it’s not that WE’RE revolving, but that the SUN is 
whipping us around its orbit. We are “just wisps silently sailing through space suffused with our 
star’s brightness”, he writes. We are held by the sun. 

Our star, “The Sun, each second, transforms four million tons of itself into light. Each second, a huge 
chunk of the Sun vanishes into radiant energy that soars away in all directions.” We are here because 
of the power of the Sun, and because it gives of itself, quite literally, to become the energy that we 
need in order to exist. The energy and vitality that flows through each of us, is the energy of the Sun.  

Swimme suggests, that like our star, our hearts are built to give our ourselves to the well-being of the 
larger community. He writes: “Human generosity is possible only because at the center of the solar 
system a magnificent stellar generosity pours forth free energy day and night without stop, without 

 
2 Swimme, Brian Thomas, Hidden Heart of the Cosmos (Orbis Books; 2nd ed. Edition, 2019) Mostly from chapters 5-7. 
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complaint, and without the slightest hesitation. This is the way of the universe.”  

This is the way of the universe. We shine because our sun shines. And to actually live this would be 
to give ourselves and our energy away in similar manner. 

Then, Swimme wants us to encounter awe, every day, at least for a moment or two, and to do this, he 
imagines another kind of re-orientation, which is to alter a basic paradigm that has been entrenched 
in us for millions of years. We have assumed that we ‘look up’ at the stars, and our cultural coding 
has further strengthened that up-down orientation by talking about God as ‘up’ and the Earth as 
‘below’. So, what if we were to really experience the Earth as part of a galaxy that has stars spinning 
in orbits?  

I want to take you on a guided meditation to illustrate this, using his words. So settle in, sit 
comfortably, perhaps close your eyes.  

Imagine that we (at a warmer time of year) have gone out together to a park, far from the city 
lights. We have blankets, and thermos, and as soon as night falls, we lie together on our backs 
in the dark and behold the path of milky light that runs from the horizon on one side clear 
through the great vault of the heavens all the way down to the horizon on the other side.  

Now, as you lie there, aware of the heavens, imagine the Earth floating in space, but instead of 
picturing where you lie as on the ‘top’ part of the Earth with you looking up, arrange the 
picture in your mind so that you are positioned on the ‘bottom’ of the Earth. As you lie there, 
imagine yourself peering down into the great chasm of the night sky.  

Take a moment to re-orient yourself. Be patient. It takes practice. Experience the stars as down 
below – far, far below – and when you get it – notice with amazement that you, and all of us 
lying with you, have not fallen down to join those stars. Just hover in space, gazing down into 
the vault of the stars, able to be suspended there because of your bond with the Earth.  

Feel Earth’s gravitational power holding you. Lying there, feel the strength of that bond in 
your shoulders and along your back and buttocks and legs. The Earth is holding you, 
suspended above the stars.  

Peer down at the billions of stars drifting in the infinite chasm of space, and allow yourself to 
enter this experience of the universe. You have entered a relationship from a galactic 
perspective, says Swimme, becoming for a moment a felt part of the Milky Way Galaxy, itself 
spinning through space.  

Take a moment longer to hang in this cosmological relationship, feeling both the power of the 
universe and your connection to it. Then, slowly, come back to this time and space.  

Did you feel awe? For a brief moment?   

Swimme believes that such moments of awe and connection can align our energies with the creative, 
restorative, and healing movement of the universe. When we can look out at Andromeda (which is 
about at the center of our winter night sky) and realize that the photons of light reaching us left that 
galactic center when giant woolly mammoths were roaming North America, then we can realize that 
we are living in the midst of immensities, and that we are woven into a great cosmic drama.  

The universe has been sending us its story for millions of years…in energy and light coming toward 
us…telling us that we are evolving, and expanding.  

Are we receiving photons of light from distance galaxies? Are we waiting for that light to reach us? 
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And, are we listening for what the universe has to tell us? I’ll end with a poem by scientist Diane 
Ackerman:3   

I.      As our metal eyes wake 
to absolute night, 
where whispers fly 
from the beginning of time, 
we cup our ears to the heavens. 
We are listening 

on the volcanic rim of Flagstaff 
and in the fields beyond Boston 
in a great array that blooms 
like coral from the desert floor, 
on highwire webs patrolled 
by computer spiders in Puerto 
Rico. 

We are listening for a sound 
beyond us, beyond sound, 
searching for a lighthouse 
in the breakwaters of our 
uncertainty, 
an electronic murmur 
a bright, fragile I am. 

Small as tree frogs 
staking out one end 
of an endless swamp, 
we are listening 
through the longest night 
we can imagine, which dawns 
between the life and time of stars. 

II. Our voice trembles 
with its own electric, 
we who move like iguanas 
we who breathe sleep 
for a third of our lives, 
we who heat food 
to the steaminess of fresh prey, 
then feast with such baroque 
good manners it grows cold. 

In mind gardens 
and on real verandas 
we are listening, 
rapt among the Persian lilacs 
and the crickets, 
while radio telescopes 
roll their heads, as if in anguish. 

With our scurrying minds 
and our lidless will 
and our lank, floppy bodies 
and our galloping yens 
and our deep, cosmic loneliness 
and our starboard hearts 
where love careens, 
we are listening, 
the small bipeds 

   with the giant dreams. 

Take your starboard heart, and go stand in awe. Dream. Take your cosmic loneliness and go listen. 
And wait. And know that you, oh small biped, are held with love in this amazing and expanding 
universe.  

READING                  As If to Demonstrate an Eclipse4         ~ Billy Collins 
I pick an orange from a wicker basket 
and place it on the table 
to represent the sun. 
Then down at the other end 
a blue and white marble 
becomes the earth 
and nearby I lay the little moon of an 
aspirin. 

 
3 https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/08/we-are-listening-diane-ackerman-the-universe-in-verse/  
4 https://wordsfortheyear.com/2017/08/21/as-if-to-demonstrate-an-eclipse-by-billy-collins/  

I get a glass from a cabinet, 
open a bottle of wine, 
then I sit in a ladder-back chair, 
a benevolent god presiding 
over a miniature creation myth, 

and I begin to sing 
a homemade canticle of thanks 
for this perfect little arrangement, 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/08/we-are-listening-diane-ackerman-the-universe-in-verse/
https://wordsfortheyear.com/2017/08/21/as-if-to-demonstrate-an-eclipse-by-billy-collins/
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for not making the earth too hot or cold 
not making it spin too fast or slow 

so that the grove of orange trees 
and the owl become possible, 
not to mention the rolling wave, 
the play of clouds, geese in flight, 
and the Z of lightning on a dark lake. 

Then I fill my glass again 

and give thanks for the trout, 
the oak, and the yellow feather, 

singing the room full of shadows, 
as sun and earth and moon 
circle one another in their impeccable 
orbits 
and I get more and more cockeyed with 
gratitude. 

* CLOSING WORDS            Remember5 (abridged)     ~ Joy Harjo 
Remember the sky that you were born under, 
know each of the star's stories. 
Remember the moon, know who she is. 
Remember the sun's birth at dawn, that is the 
strongest point of time. Remember sundown 
and the giving away to night. 
… 
Remember the plants, trees, animal life who all have their 
tribes, their families, their histories, too. Talk to them, 
listen to them. They are alive poems. 
Remember the wind. Remember her voice. She knows the 
origin of this universe. 
Remember you are all people and all people 
are you. 
Remember you are this universe and this 
universe is you. 
Remember all is in motion, is growing, is you. 
Remember language comes from this. 
Remember the dance language is, that life is. 
Remember. 

Go in peace. 

EXTINGUISHING THE FLAME   

 
5 https://poets.org/poem/remember-0 


