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I want you to take a few seconds and think about the person you are married to, were married to, 
are in a long term relationship with or someone you are simply “seeing” these days.  Aren’t you 
glad you like the same things, think the same, love the same, have the same interests?  Aren’t 
you glad that you don’t challenge each other and are in perfect sync all the time? I can tell by 
your reaction this might not be true. 

There was a time that Richard and I thought there might be something wrong because we were 
so different. We approach everything from a different direction and challenge one another. I 
often talk to Richard like he knows what I’m talking about, like he is in sync with me.  He’s left 
confused.  He likes action and fantasy movies and books. He calls mine chick flicks. I use the 
same route to get somewhere, he changes it up each time.  It drives me insane.  We once almost 
divorced because he changed the laundry service we used when we I was perfectly comfortable 
with our steady service. We simply don’t think alike.  Of course, there is nothing wrong.  
Opposites attract, right?  It turns out people aren’t like magnets; they’re more like puzzle pieces 
of the same color. I’m reading that people were like magnets because persons are attracted to 
their opposites. Like most popular beliefs at its core lies a bit of truth but it’s over simplistic and 
not totally accurate. Let’s think about it. 

There are two main schools of thought:  First, those who are identical attract. A happy couple 
looks and thinks alike; they go to the same concerts, read the same books, watch the same 
movies, have the same opinions. Otherwise, they would be arguing all the time and they 
wouldn’t be able to do anything together.  Second, opposites attract. A happy couple looks 
totally apart from each other; they like different things and have different opinions. Otherwise, 
they would get bored of each other, because it would be like looking at a mirror, every single 
day. 

Relationships are about getting our own needs met, often on an unconscious level. In other 
words, we try to find someone who is complementary to us and can help us learn, heal, and 
grow. This is a complimentary couple.  Unconsciously you look for someone who can improve 
you; and for someone to improve you. They must be the opposite, different than you, otherwise 
they would have the same faults. Thus, different in a way that complements you. There’s a 
natural pressure to do so, kind of a survival of the fittest – you team up to be better together! 
Thus, the love affair between science and poetry.  These two subjects are not as different as we 
might think. 

Poetry and science seem like opposites – but the two have long been intertwined-a flirtation of 
poetry and science.  In the late 1700s scientific papers were written in poetic form because 
poetry was considered the language of intellect and the future. In the 1800s Lewis Carroll 
experimented with mathematical logic to create The Square Stanza. The number of words per 
line is the same as the number of lines.  And who can forget Dante’s The Divine Comedy; a 



	  

smorgasbord of history and religion which at its damning best was underpinned by solid science 
such as the action of gravity as he travels to the core of the earth and on Lucifer’s fall through the 
galaxy.  

Today, many poets embrace and explore both the confirmed and the working theories of physics, 
astronomy and nature, the most popular scientific fields for poets. The idea of scientists as poets 
is surprisingly common; a variation of the “writer with the day job”.  Researchers conducted 
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) scans on people as they read some poetry, to try 
to identify which areas of the brain are activated. They found that to the mind, poetry is like 
music. The team found activity in the area of the brain generally characterized as the “reading 
area” but it was the more emotionally charged writing that triggered the region of the brain that 
responds to music. Interestingly, these areas (on the right side of the brain) also give rise to 
shivers down the spine.  

When reading their favorite poems, the researchers noticed that areas associated with memory in 
subjects’ brains were more activated than the reading areas, suggesting that it was more of a fond 
recollection. Comparing poetry and prose, the team found that poetry activates areas of the mind 
such as the posterior cingulate cortex and medial temporal lobes, both of which trigger 
introspection.  

This very tendency to reduce things to their minute components is science’s premise and so it is 
sometimes criticized for losing sight of the wholeness and larger human meaning. John Keats, 
who trained as a surgeon before committing himself to poetry, famously said:  

“There was an awful rainbow once in heaven:  

We know her woof, her texture; she is given  

In the dull catalogue of common things.”  

This roughly translates as science ruins the beauty of things by dissecting it into its components. 
It’s worth noting, though, that Keats was a part of the Romantic era wherein poets were 
confronted by the Industrial Revolution and the idea that science and technology would pave the 
way for the future was for them, terrifying. Poetry and science are united. They address the big 
questions of life. By focusing on detail, on particular characteristics, neither poetry nor science is 
allowed to be vague. For poets it may be the characteristics of each feeling, each mood and each 
notion and for the scientist, it is the characteristics of the object; the curve of the sea shell that 
lets us know it’s a sea shell.  

“Adding an idea from one place to an idea from somewhere else to make something that 
perfectly sums up the thing itself,” says poet Susan Dodd. “It's about seeing patterns in the world 
and translating them into something others can engage with. The best scientist and poets can do 
that.”  It seems then; more collaboration between the two will bring a greater understanding of 
our world. Perhaps William Wordsworth puts it best: “If the time should ever come when what is 
now called science, thus familiarized to men, shall be ready to put on, as it were, a form of flesh 
and blood, the Poet will lend his divine spirit to aid the transfiguration, and will welcome the 
Being thus produced, as a dear and genuine inmate of the household of man.” 

So why are we thinking about the love affair between science and poetry? As Unitarians we have 
a long history intellectualizing religion, spirituality, connection to something or someone sacred.  



	  

We’ve been proud of not being swept away by mystery.  This is our heritage. The head and 
science.  I warn Unitarian Universalists that our feet need to be firmly planted in reason, but we 
must, we must, be open to mystery.  The heart and poetry. Mystery is a word that can seem 
unsettling. It simply means letting go of the need to seek out an ultimate reason behind all things. 
Instead of working to find transcendent forces at work, we marvel at the enormous subtlety and 
complexity of the world as it is. And it is a source of wonder at every turn. Each thread we pull 
takes us deeper into it. 

Instead of limiting our imagination or understanding, mystery invites us into more expansive 
awareness. It’s an awareness that to my mind leads us not away from religion but into it, religion 
that accepts the givenness of the world, a source of wonder and awe, religion that calls us to 
celebrate and to live attuned to the world’s rhythms, that invites us to appreciate each other and 
all life as an interdependent whole.  It’s a perspective that we see in this famous passage from 
Walt Whitman: I believe a leaf of grass is no less than the journey work of the stars, and the 
pismire is equally perfect, and a grain of sand, . . . and the running blackberry would adorn the 
parlors of heaven and the narrowest hinge in my mad puts to scorn all machinery, and the cow 
crunching with depressed head surpasses any status, and a mouse is a miracle to stagger 
sextillions of infidels. 

Each of us sorts out how to make our way in our lives in how we interface with the world of our 
experience and the circumstances of our upbringing. The result is a faith that orients us in our 
lives. There is something to be said for stepping away from the purpose puzzles, for ceasing to 
worry about the firmness of our footing and turning our gaze to the weird and wonderful world 
around us as we wade with uncertain steps into the mystery that is riffling around us and tugging 
at our knees. May we be like science and poetry. May our reason and reverence flirt with each 
other and have an exciting love affair. 

May it be so. 


