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As UUs, we acknowledge seven 

principles—2 more than the 5 

Pillars of Islam, 3 more than 

Buddha’s 4 noble truths, and 3 less 

than the 10 Christian 

commandments. Well, we don’t 
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really discuss them. In 

companionship with principles, we 

as Unitarian Universalists also 

affirm and promote six Sources.  

Many Unitarian Universalists are 

not aware of the sources.  We don’t 

seem to discuss that our living 

tradition is based on history and 

tradition that springs from a 

multitude of places, cultures, and 

experiences. This morning we 

consider the sixth and final source. 

The sixth source reads: “Spiritual 
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teachings of earth-centered 

traditions which celebrate the sacred 

circle of life and instruct us to live 

in harmony with the rhythms of 

nature.”   

 Something happens when I see you 

in the community, or you stop by 

here during the week, or we talk on 

the phone.  If you’ve missed a 

Sunday service you immediately 

apologize and offer a good reason 

for your absence.  I find it comical 

as if I’m taking attendance.  I do 
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notice you missing, however, I like 

when you tell me it was such a 

beautiful day that you went hiking, 

to the beach, or rejuvenated 

somewhere in nature.  I tell some of 

you that that is going to church.  

Connecting with the rhythms of 

nature qualifies for going to church.  

You won’t even need to bring a note 

for your absence. And so, you will 

no longer have to dodge me if 

you’ve missed a service.  
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Back to the sixth source. This 

source was added in 1995 and you 

might think it was the latest and 

most contemporary of spiritual 

practices. And in a way, it is, 

representing the deeply expressed 

longings of feminism, 

environmental consciousness and 

modern paganism as they arose 

during the 20th century.  There is 

another view that we can take, 

however, that honors the history of 

this sixth source. Long before 
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Buddha or Confucius or the Hebrew 

prophets, even before we humans 

could write anything down, people 

gathered in circles around fires to 

worship what they sensed was most 

sacred. They honored life itself as 

expressed in the cycles of the 

seasons; the cycles of birth and 

death and rebirth. With the addition 

of the sixth source we have 

completed the history of human 

religious practice as we understand 

it. Our sources now represent the 
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most ancient spiritualities, which we 

embrace for their influence in our 

lives today in a much too quickly 

paced technological society. Some 

of us may dismiss paganism and 

earth-centered religion either as 

primitive, or as pre-enlightenment 

superstition. The Dutch theologian 

Cornilis Miskotte wrote: “To 

despise the pagan is to despise the 

human. Paganism is everyone’s first 

religion.”  



 8

If this is so, then what is our 

response to this sixth source of the 

living tradition of Unitarian 

Universalism? Many of us are in 

touch with the cycles of nature. 

How do these cycles and our 

awareness of them affect our lives? 

What do we learn from them? 

Forrest Church, in his essay “For the 

Beauty of the Earth” gives this 

answer: 
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“One sure proof of authentic 

religious experience is the 

combination of humility and awe. 

Our encounter with nature inspires 

both. Though earth-centered 

traditions range from simple to 

complex, from tribal to universal, 

each taps a power that no book or 

creed can begin to approximate – 

the power of creation. This is true 

even of the simplest faith – man, 

woman, fire, food, sun, rain, star. 

Early animists felt the earth and all 
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its powers – thunder, lightening, 

floods, volcanoes – to be alive, even 

divine.” 

UUs include the interdependent web 

in the principles and so we look to 

Native American wisdom to teach 

us how to live in harmony with 

nature and strive to protect our 

Mother Earth. According to Alison 

Stormwolf and Pat Wilson in their 

article, “Native American Wisdom 

and Philosophy,” “Native American 

wisdom is deep, profound, simple 
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and true. It has passed the test of 

time. The wisdom of their elders is 

very pertinent to the times in which 

we are living.  

 In the words of Black Elk of the 

Oglala Sioux, "The first peace, 

which is the most important,  is that 

which comes within the souls of 

people  when they realize their 

relationship, their oneness, with the 

universe and all its powers,  and 

when they realize that at the center 

of the universe  dwells the Great 
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Spirit,  and that this center is really 

everywhere,  it is within each of us."  

Louise Erdrich, the wonderful 

novelist, wrote a moving piece for 

“The Atlantic Monthly” about being 

at the pipeline protest at Standing 

Rock.  In it she gets to the very heart 

of earth-centered spirituality.  She 

said, “Besides frostbite, what did 

people take away from there?  This 

was probably the first time many 

non-Native people had been on a 

reservation, or in the presence of 
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Native ceremonies.  That’s a 

positive.  The more people 

understand that Native American 

have their own religious rituals and 

objects of veneration, which too 

many non-Native people are simply 

features of the landscape, the better.  

Understanding the natural world as 

more than just of resource for 

energy, or a recreational 

opportunity, or even a food 

resource, gives moral weight to the 

effort to contain catastrophic climate 
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change.  Imagine if Energy Transfer 

Partners planned to drill underneath 

Jerusalem.  Of course, the company 

wouldn’t consider such a route.  Yet 

it would be safer than drilling 

beneath the Missouri River.” 

This source would not have been 

adopted had there not been a deep 

need for the expression of the 

feminine in our movement. While 

we had begun to prepare women for 

our ministry during the 1970’s, our 

association had little support for the 
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feminine in religion. The history of 

the pagan movement within 

Unitarian Universalism was largely 

an outcome of the work of women. 

It began in “… 1977, [when] the 

UUA General Assembly passed the 

Women and Religion Resolution . . . 

in response to a growing feminist 

awareness that much of the imagery 

of Woman in this liberal 

denomination was actually rather 

illiberal, a heritage of previously 

unexamined patriarchal norms. The 
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Resolution mandated an 

examination of those norms.” 

Paganism made its first documented 

presence at a UU event at a Feminist 

Theology Convocation in 1980. The 

Covenant of Unitarian Universalist 

Pagans, or CUUPS, was founded in 

1985 at the General Assembly, and a 

year later there was enough energy 

behind the group to begin seeking 

independent-affiliate status within 

the UUA, a status that CUUPS has 

held since 1988. 
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Also in 1986, the Rev. Shirley 

Ranck published “Cakes for the 

Queen of Heaven,” which gave 

women and men an opportunity to 

delve into the history of women’s 

spiritual power and influence. That 

curriculum was followed in 1994 by 

Liz Fisher’s “Rise Up and Call Her 

Name.” By then, the new UU 

Hymnal had been published, 

including index entries for “Pagan” 

and “Goddess.” And in 1995 the 

General Assembly adopted the Sixth 
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Source of …UU principles and 

purposes, namely, “Spiritual 

teachings of earth-centered 

traditions which celebrate the sacred 

circle of life and instruct us to live 

in harmony with the rhythms of 

nature.” 

We know that earth centered 

traditions in Asia Minor went 

underground thereafter, and became 

identified as Wicca, as Witchcraft. 

During the 14th to 18th century, 

some report that 8 million women 



 19

and men were executed after being 

tried for witchcraft. I have read that 

this number is higher than historical 

evidence reflects but the fact 

remains that enough evidence exists 

to show us how well any hint of 

feminine power and influence in 

religion was stamped out. 

Earth centered traditions include 

many other influences besides Neo-

paganism. We include the writings 

of the Transcendentalists, Unitarians 

who in the middle of the nineteenth 
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century returned to nature and found 

a direct connection with the holy 

through their first hand experiences. 

We include the wisdom of the 

ancients, ranging from Native 

American elders to Wiccans to 

Druids to creation-centered 

Christians, earth-based sacred 

traditions, most often from Pre-

Christian, tribal Europe and the 

Middle East, but including all tribal, 

more indigenous practices. 

Indigenous peoples of the world 
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have understood the necessity for 

having right relationship with the 

earth for eons. As western 

civilization developed, our 

relationship became one of power 

over the earth rather than living with 

the earth. We are paying for our 

mistakes. Each hour many species 

become extinct. Precious forests and 

deserts are destroyed in the interests 

of progress. We continue the rush to 

pave America. 
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My message this morning concludes 

our series on the six sources of the 

living tradition of Unitarian 

Universalism. The paragraph after 

the listing of the sources reads 

“Grateful for the religious pluralism 

which enriches and ennobles our 

faith, we are inspired to deepen our 

understanding and expand our 

vision.”. As we look towards the 

future, we might want to keep in 

mind the importance of keeping our 

liberal religion alive and well to 
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promote the sharing of all that we 

hold dear. From our direct 

experience of mystery and wonder, 

to humanist teachings that heed us 

to the use of reason and science, to 

the teachings of earth-centered 

traditions which celebrate the sacred 

circle of life, we have much to offer 

any seeker of truth and meaning. 

I close with words attributed to 

Chief Seattle: 

Teach your children 
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What we have taught our children- 

that the earth is our mother. 

Whatever befalls the earth 

Befalls the sons and daughters of the 

earth. 

If men spit upon the ground, 

They spit upon themselves. 

This we know 

The earth does not belong to us; 

We belong to the earth. 

This we know 
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All things are connected 

Like the blood which unites one 

family. 

All things are connected. 

Whatever befalls the earth 

Befalls the sons and daughters of the 

earth. 

We did not weave the web of life, 

We are merely a strand in it. 

Whatever we do to the web, 

We do to ourselves. 
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A song of the earth spirit, from the 

Navajo tradition. 

It is lovely indeed, it is lovely 

indeed. 

I, I am the spirit within the earth, 

The feet of the earth are my feet, 

The legs of the earth are my legs. 

The strength of the earth is my 

strength, 

The thoughts of the earth are my 

thoughts, 

The voice of the earth is my voice. 
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The feather of the earth is my 

feather, 

All that belongs to the earth belongs 

to me, 

All that surrounds the earth 

surrounds me. 

I, I am the sacred works of the earth. 

It is lovely indeed, it is lovely 

indeed. 

May it be so.


