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BREATHE IN AWE, BREATHE OUT COMPASSION 
THE UNITARIAN FELLOWSHIP OF PETERBOROUGH 

REV. JULIE STONEBERG 
DECEMBER 1, 2019 

OPENING WORDS          Because We Are Finite      ~ David Usher 

Because we are finite, we lift up our eyes to the infinite sky,  
and feel wonder and awe. 
Because we have stumbled, we take the tender hand which beckons us to rise, 
and feel strength and reassurance. 
Because we are lonely, we reach out to those around us,  
and feel warmth and acceptance. 
Because we are human, we do all of these things,  
and in our worship, feel the presence of the divine. 

May we feel awe, reassurance, acceptance and the presence of the holy in our worship together 
this morning.  

CHALICE LIGHTING              As the Wild Wind Bites  ~ Ben Soule 

Let us hold a quiet moment together as our chalice is lit.  
As the wild wind bites, so does the still flame warm us. 
As the deep snows come to block our doors, so does the gentle flame bring us out. 
As the crackling cold air stops our breath, so does the radiant flame draw from us 
the words we need to give and to receive: 

words of greeting, words of comfort, words of solace, 
words to challenge our minds and words to bring us to action. 

Let us gaze upon this our common flame, 
so that we remember who we are and what we can do 
when we are together.   

STORY FOR ALL               December                  ~ Eve Bunting   
(After the story, we decorated our little tree with gifts for people who live at YES Shelter in 
Peterborough, which is a place for people who don’t have a home. And, this is a story about a boy and his 
mum at Christmas Time. They probably live someplace where it’s not QUITE so cold as here…but still, 
it’s cold at night, especially because they live in a ‘home’ made out of cardboard.) 

LITANY  
We turn our attention to the work that YES does in the Peterborough community. WE reach 
out and offer to them the same blessing and support that we show each other.  

For each child, each youth, each family who are living without adequate housing in our 
city, we see your suffering, and… “We hold you in love.” 

For each of these, who struggle daily to find safe places to stay and food to eat, we feel 
your distress, and…“We hold you in love.” 

For each of these beloveds, who seek only to lead full and positive lives, we see your 
inherent worth, and…“We hold you in love.” 
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To our city, provincial and federal leaders, who daily make decisions that affect the 
homeless and the poor, we commit to holding you accountable, and…“We hold you in 
love.” 

For each staff person and volunteer at YES Shelter, who everyday seeks to be sure the 
needs of the homeless are met, we are grateful for your service, and…“We hold you in 
love.” 

Today, especially for Meagan and Brooke, who respond with kindness to each client 
they serve, believing that all people can grow and change, we bless you and your work, 
we are in awe of you, and…“We hold you in love.” 

For each person in our city, our nation, and our world, we affirm that you have a right 
to be safe, to be respected and to belong, and….“We hold you in love.” 

In this silence, we hold one another in love. (silence) 

MESSAGE     Breathe in Awe, Breath Out Compassion     ~ Rev. Julie  

Amazing life. An incredible flow of endless days bright shining as the stars.  

One of our modern, and most well-known expressions of the experience of awe, is that of the 
astronauts who have seen earth from space, and in that moment, have immediately 
understood earth to be a tiny, fragile ball of life, "hanging in a void". You’ve heard of the 
astronaut, who overcome with that astonishing view, removed his helmet? I understand his 
experience was breath-taking. (ba dum dum) 

So there’s this scientist at the University of California Berkeley…his name is Dacher 
Keltner…who heads the Berkeley Social Interaction Lab and recently finished a three year 
study called Project Awe. We join Keltner, at least for this month, in studying awe and its role 
in our lives.  

The study of awe is a young science…only recently getting attention and funding. A young 
science…isn’t that a great turn of phrase? It implies that new worlds of understanding are 
opening up, and that we all have something to learn. And the initial evidence is really quite 
stunning.  

It may be the subject of a young science, but awe is an ancient universal human emotion. 
Homer spoke of awe as a passion that is aroused when one senses a great mystery or 
entity…or is in the presence of something that ought to remain inviolate…like a god or a 
sacred precept.1 Awe was recognized then as a feeling that helps to keep citizens’ behaviour in 
line. Awe is a powerful and ancient emotion.  

And Keltner notes that during the first 2000 years that humans have been writing and 
speaking about awe, it was primarily been referenced as a religious experience. But that more 
recently there’s been a democratization or secularization of awe…moving the experience of 

 
1 Ludwig, Paul W, “Anger, Eros and Other Political Passions in Ancient Greek Thought”, A Companion to Greek and Roman 
Political Thought, edited by Ryan K. Balot (John Wiley & Sons, 2012) chapter 19 
https://books.google.ca/books?id=5fYpie_C5BMC&  

https://books.google.ca/books?id=5fYpie_C5BMC&
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awe beyond religious confines. One of our forefathers, Emerson, played a role in this, 
especially in his essay “Nature” where he wrote, “Standing on the bare ground, - my head 
bathed by the blithe air and uplifted into infinite space…the undercurrents of the Universal 
Being circulate through me; I am part or parcel of God.” 

I stand on the bare ground, and I experience awe.  

Or John Muir, who wrote of Yosemite, “We are now in the mountains and they are in us, 
kindling enthusiasm, making every nerve quiver, filling every pore and cell of us. Our flesh-
and-bone tabernacle seems transparent as glass to the beauty about us, as if truly an 
inseparable part of it.”2 

Every nerve quivers at the beauty around us, and we are an inseparable part of it.  

Most months, on the first Sunday, we take a pretty general look at the theme. But today, as we 
participate in Mittens and Greens, I want to focus on one particular thing…and that is the 
growing understanding, in this young science, of a direct connection between experiencing 
awe and feeling compassion for others.  

Keltner, in one experiment on the UCB campus, arranged for a group of participants to gaze at 
North America’s tallest eucalyptus trees while another group looked up at a tall science 
building. Those glancing at the trees, as we might expect, reported a greater feeling of awe 
than those looking at the building. And then, it was arranged that participants from both 
groups would encounter a person who stumbled and dropped a handful of pens. And he 
found that those who had looked at the trees were more apt to help the person pick up the 
pens than those who had gazed at the science building.3 

Keltner along with Paul Piff, a psychologist at the University of California at Irvine, did 
another study focusing on awe. They requested people to recall and write about a previous 
experience of awe or had them watch a brief video of “sublime scenes of nature.” Their 
research found that “participants experiencing awe, more so than those experiencing emotions 
like pride or amusement, cooperated more, shared more resources and sacrificed more for 
others—all of which are behaviors necessary for the collective life.”4 Awe inspires behaviours 
that support the common good. The ancient Greeks understood this.  

But why is that? Seems like an unlikely connection…that we could develop deeper 
compassion by spending time in the woods, or by stopping mid-walk to gaze up at the clouds, 
or by listening to a transcendent piece of music, or even by looking at videos of nature’s 
grandeur.  

But here’s what they’re saying about this…(and by they, I mean folks like Dacher Keltner, and 
Michael Pollan, and Roshi Joan Halifax,5 and Paul Piff)…that compassion and concern for 
others is connected to a diminished or deconstructed ego, and a smaller ego comes as a result 
of seeing oneself as a tiny part of something much larger. As when we experience awe.  

 
2 Muir, John, My First Summer in the Sierras, June 6th  
3 https://www.drrobertbrooks.com/the-power-of-awe/  
4 https://www.drrobertbrooks.com/the-power-of-awe/  
5 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l8NaWq-xSbM  

https://www.drrobertbrooks.com/the-power-of-awe/
https://www.drrobertbrooks.com/the-power-of-awe/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l8NaWq-xSbM
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It’s imbedded in the nature of our consciousness. We are always enmeshed in an interplay 
between self-focus and expansive interconnectivity…the small self and the collective self. This 
interplay is even evident in our seven principles…the first being focused on the self, the 
inherent worth and dignity of each person…and the seventh focusing on the collective, the 
interdependent web of existence of which we are a part.  

Side bar: I wonder, in recognition of the power of awe, if we ought to amend that principle, to 
affirm the interdependent web of existence of which we are a SMALL part.  

It perhaps comes as no surprise that some are advocating for the seventh principle to become 
the first. Few of us would deny that we exist in a time and in a society where the individual is 
paramount. And egotistical thinking is a huge problem…it objectifies the other…whether 
we’re talking of other races, other faiths, or other social classes. Egotistical thinking makes 
inclusion and welcome, and therefore true diversity, unlikely. And if we are to let go of our 
egos, and place greater emphasis on the collective, on our eco-interdependence, it would 
behoove us to seek out more awe in our daily lives.   

There’s not time today to wonder about how it is that we have come to focus so heavily on the 
individual; there are many reasons and also many unfortunate ways that our society has 
learned to feed our egos at the expense of community.  

But I will share this interesting insight from Roshi Joan Halifax. In speaking of awe, she insists 
that we remember that fear, in the right dose, is essential to awe. You see, when we are opened 
up to the vastness of the unknown and the unknowable, the ego is deconstructed. Feeling 
ourselves to be small in the presence of great mystery, we’re threatened, and we’ll do anything 
possible to avoid damaging our ego. Which perhaps disinclines us to seeking and soaking in 
experiences of awe.6 

Here again is that interplay between the ego and the collective…between the individual and 
the community. The experience of awe and reverence and universal oneness is essential to 
both our individual and communal emotional and spiritual health, AND that experience can 
be laced with fear of losing some part of ourselves or our individual power.  

As a Buddhist, Roshi Joan suggests that we take the opportunity, on every exhale, to let go of 
our egos. We breathe in awe, and on the exhale, let go and breathe out compassion.  

And with this we return once again to the reality that this work…of opening ourselves to the 
other, of stepping out of the center, of embracing humility…is uncomfortable. Discomforting. 
It takes practice. It might even feel scary. But isn’t it wonderful to think that finding awe, every 
day, can grow our collective spirit? It seems like a gift to me…that in searching out moments 
to simply take in the beauty of nature and the mystery of the universe, moments that can fill 
my soul with joy, and trembling, I am also growing my ability to be compassionate.  

Where do you experience awe? Can you take a moment now, and recall such an experience? 
(pause) 

Breathe in awe. Breathe out compassion.  

 
6 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l8NaWq-xSbM 
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Perhaps you can even find it here. One of the reasons temples and cathedrals and mosques 
and synagogues are built with soaring ceilings is that when inside, we feel small. The vastness 
of space and otherness humbles us, and stills our ego, in deference to something beyond our 
knowing. Can you feel awe in this space, where you have gathered with others to share the 
experience of communal worship? (pause) 

Breathe in awe. Breathe out compassion.  

I have a particular fondness for Keltner’s experiments because I lived, during my seminary 
years, just one block off the UCB campus, and countless times walked with my dog Tillie 
through the eucalyptus grove there. The scent in those woods is indescribable. The dusty blue 
colour of the leaves is unlike any other kind of leaf. The stringy rust-red bark hangs loose, 
belying the height and girth of the trunks. To walk there is to walk among ethereal giants. I 
can go there in my mind even now, and feel again the awe I felt on those walks.  

And perhaps, in noticing my place in this vast and mysterious universe, while experiencing a 
sense of oneness with all-that-is, I can take off the helmet of ego, and stand breathless in awe, 
filled with compassion.  

May it be so for each of us. Amen.  

READING         Have I Not Known (adapted)          ~ Don Marquis 

A paraphrase of the text of our closing song.   

Haven’t I observed the sky and the sea, hushed and stilled, and felt in those moments as 
if some ancient promise hung close in the air?  
Everywhere I look, I see mystery. Houses that change form and shape. Streets that throb 
and beat and flow. Even the stones beneath my feet grow green as if alive.  

And in it all, I see that life and death are one thing—and experience this world as 
alternately motionless and swirling. I have encountered a spirit here that is both seen 
and unknowable.  And, I see this world as it is…a star in space – bright,   shining, and 
totally awesome.  

* CLOSING WORDS    Go Forth in Simplicity (adapted)       ~ Samuel A Trumbore 

 Go forth in simplicity [and gratitude for all that we have]. 
Find and walk the path 
that leads to compassion and wisdom, 
that leads to happiness, peace and ease. 
Welcome the stranger and 
open your heart to a world in need of healing. 
[Open your heart.] 
Be courageous…[and radically bold in your vision of a world where all have food and 
shelter and safety] 
[Go forth in awe of the bounteous world knowing that the world needs the gift that you 
are.]  Amen. 

EXTINGUISHING THE FLAME   


