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Emerson, over many years. He claims her as a major influence on his 
thinking.8 

The other two represent the scope and range of the movement. Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, originally a Unitarian minister, left the Unitarian denom­
ination partially because of the controversy around ideas of Spirit as 
immanent. He said: "Spirit does not act upon us from without but 
through us." Numerous implications flowed from this perspective during 
his years of philosophizing, many revolving around Nature as spiritual 
teacher.9 Margaret Fuller was raised in a social milieu heavily influenced by 
Channing. She went on to become a dynamic member of the 
Transcendental movement along with American literary giants Henry 
David Thoreau and Walt Whitman. She developed the social implications 
of these philosophies, particularly the full equality of women and men. lo 

She held salons primarily for women and edited, with Emerson, the move­
ment's journal The Dial.11 

Universalism also contains evidence of an earth-centered, nature hon­
oring context. Many hymns originating in Universalist songbooks reflect 
a connection with the earth and numerous Universalists praised the spir­
itual quality of nature. Beginning at the dawn of the eighteenth century 
with a tiny community gathered awaiting the divine Sophia, these early 
Universalists honored the "woman clothed with the sun, with the moon 
under her feet, and the twelve stars on her forehead." 12 All the more rea­
son for the sixth source. 

What new earth-centered sources and practices does our living tradition now 
claim? 

Rather than clinging to historical dogma, a living tradition also welcomes 
expansion of what perspectives are found worthwhile to consider. 
Contemporary Unitarian Universalism is in the midst of a major recon­

8 Phyllis Cole, Mary Moody Emerson, Origins of Transcendentalism: A Family 
History (Oxford University Press, 1998) is an important book that provides 
extensive detail on the life of this extraordinary woman. 
9 Extensive biographies and original writings can be consulted for 
specifics. 
10 Margaret Fuller, Woman in the Nineteenth Century originally published in 
1843 (W.W. Norton and Co., 1971). 
11 Laurie James, The Wit and Wisdom ofMargaret Fuller Ossoli, Why Margaret 
Fuller Ossoli is Forgotten, Men, Women, and Margaret Fuller (all three from 
Golden Heritage Press, 1988-91). For more information or to order con­
tract: Golden Heritage Press, Inc., 500 W. 43"\ Suite 25D, N.Y., N. Y. 10036, 
tel. 212-563-5523. 
12 David Johnson, Doorway ofthe Spirit (Rise Up Sourcebook and Journal, p. 
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sideration and expansion of what this association of free thinkers and 
independent congregations declare appropriate to include in study, con­
versation and worship. 

Through the sixth source we are acknowledging both the vast and var­
ied traditions of the First Peoples - the Native Americans-and the wide 
range of multicultural earth-based belief systems that exist worldwide. 
Our interest in world religions is expanding to include the elements con­
tained in the rich and varied indigenous cultures, as well as fresh inter­
pretations of Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, and Shinto. Curiously, these 
religions were on the reading lists of the Transcendentalists as well. 

Adoption of the sixth source also signals a serious interest in the teach­
ings of European and American neo-paganism. Enjoying a broad array of 
practices and philosophies, paganism offers a unique view of our world. In 
their contemporary forms, most earth-centered spiritualities value self­
exploration, self-knowledge and ongoing learning as central themes. 

These varied styles are enriched by particulars that are distinctive but 
rarely make these traditions mutually exclusive. By embracing this eclec­
tic and personalized collection of reflective thoughts and sacred practices 
encompassed in earth-based spiritualities, the sixth source provides a pub­
lic pronouncement of respect and appreciation for an array of highly 
inspirational perspectives, ancient and modem. Our congregations are 
more overtly engaging these rich beliefs by expanding educational pro­
gramming, worship elements and the celebrations we observe to reflect 
their influence. 

Everyday Expression of the Spirit 
In order to apply these principles to real life situations, however, some 

among us seek a language to discern a worldview that supports both per­
sonaljoy and discovery as well as motivates ethical action. Earth-centered 
traditions display elements from which to forge a language helpful to such 
an inquiry. Unitarian Universalist congregations are taking advantage of 
these. Major tools of earth-centered instruction such as symbol, ritual, 
artistic expreSSion, chants, story, dance, colorful mythology and varied 
philosophical constructs are increasingly woven into our Unitarian 
Universalist culture and religious life. 

The popular water ceremony, which frequently opens the church year in 
late summer or early fall, is an example of the incorporation of earth-cen­
tered spiritual constructs into the group practices of local congregations. 
During the ceremony, members of congregations pour real or imaginary 
water, which they have gathered over the summer, into a central bowl on 
an altar that displays gifts of the earth such as rocks, feathers and shells. 
As participants pour, they share a phrase or two about where they have 
been and what the experience has meant to them. The combining of the 
waters symbolizes the mixing of individual experience and sentiment 
within community. 
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This method of calling out our aspirations and experiences - both indi­
vidual and collective - was initially informed by a desire on the part of 
groups of Unitarian Universalists, often at women's gatherings, to claim 
the sacred quality of life on earth within our bodies, and within commu­
nity which, at its best, supplies the watery essence of emotional connec­
tion.13 

Power of Story 
One central form of earth-centered teaching and celebration is story­

telling,14 carried on from generation to generation. These can also be 
delivered verbally or studied in their written form, making them highly 
versatile tools for spiritual exploration. To illustrate both the power of this 
form of teaching and demonstrate another spiritual message presented by 
Nature, I want to share with you a sacred tale from HawaiL15 

Many indigenous people around the globe have long honored the ele­
ments of nature as personal ancestors. In the Hawaiian Islands clans are 
believed to descend from all forms in the natural world-including the 
volcano known as Pele. Here is how she is described: 

She flows in rivers of molten magma to the sea 
She animates the steam that seethes below the surface of the land 
Her domain extends from volcano summit to ocean floor. 
Lava issues qUietly from a vent, bubbling out gently in flows and lakes 
Pele is known as She Who Shapes the Sacred Land 

In the 1930s, researchers found that ancient Hawaiians were tribal, 
peace-loving cultivators of the land, with a strongly developed loyalty to 
place. Surprisingly, these people loved Pele and did not fear her. They 
endured her furies and celebrated the drama of her creative energy in the 
songs and dances of the sacred Hula. In stories about Her, Pele is often 
called "Tutu Pele." Tutu is a word that is applied to grandparents of either 

13 The Water Ceremony was originally written by Lucile Longview and 
Carolyn McDade. May be available from local or district Women and 
Religion groups. 
14 Charles & Anne Simpkinson, Sacred Stories: A Celebration of the Power of 
Stories to Transform and Heal (Harper San Francisco, 1993). Celebrating a 
renaissance in storytelling, an assortment of authors, storytellers, psy­
chologists, and spiritual teachers explore the healing role of stories in our 
indiVidual and communal lives. Included in the reader are Maya Aftgelou, 
Mary Catherine Bateson, Robert Bly, Clarissa Pinkola Estes, Sam Keen and 
Matthew Fox. 
15 Dietrich Varez and Pua Kahaka'ole Kanehele, Pele:The Fire Goddess 
(Rl"h"n M11"~11TT1 PT~<:<: Hnnnlnln 1(91)­

Earth-centered Spirituality: Source for a Living Tradition 83 

sex. The grandparent was also the person most likely to return in dreams 
as a guiding, supportive figure. Pele occupies this role most clearly in tales 
of her reappearance in the recent past to warn of coming catastrophes, 
while in many of the traditional stories her position has the moral author­
ity of a respected elder. Native Hawaiians place offerings to Pele on the rim 
of Hale mau mau (volcano crater), giving thanks and asking for guidance 
and protection. 

For Islanders who live in volcano country, Pele will never be just a story. 
She's real solid as lava rock. These residents of Pele's domain realize they 
are living there on the whim of this Goddess, knowing the lava can come 
anytime. As one resident says, "I think Pele is the grand teacher of 
detachment. We silly humans, we get all these things around us, all our 
possessions. And we say, this is mine and no one can take it away. But you 
know, it can be gone in a day." 

This story of a volcano as grandmother speaks of the sacred circle of life, 
a process of life/death and rebirth, but one that emphasizes dynamic 
reformulation of a universe we are all a part of, rather than being residents 
of an entity that is destined to wind down and collapse-victim of 
mechanical entropy. In the case of Pele: as She overwhelms and destroys 
or disintegrates what is, She also creates a rich land that will support new 
life. 

Pele is She Who Shapes the Sacred Land. Nature, then, is not only a placid 
pastoral reality-which she often can be-but a rhythmic undulating one 
sending complex and profound instructions.16 

What do we value? 
For me, Unitarian Universalism in large part is about personal and col­

lective value clarification and ethical action. To be useful in a changing 
world, our collective value statement needs to be responsive and some­
what elastic-creating a viable system that can guide our journeys to 
embodied action-while still maintaining probability for poetry and 
charm. 

While the form and style of earth-centered traditions for some people 
seem to provide almost an exotic form of worship practice, their foci of 
inquiry is quite traditionally thea(o)logical, making them compatible and 
enriching additions to our list of sources. 

16 Pamela Frierson, The Burning Island: A Journey through Myth and History in 
Volcano Country, Hawaii (Sierra Club Nature and Natural Philosophy 
Library, 1991). This book is filled with excellent analysis of western patri­
archal overlay which developed as missionaries exerted more and more 
influence and significantly changed the nature and content of stories 
~n"..,+ Dola 
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In more personal terms, questions emanating from an earth-centered 
worldview go something like this: 

Is there a Great Spirit and if there is one, what is the nature of such an 
entity and what does such an entity have to do with me? 
Is this Spirit a controlling or compelling entity? 
Is joy and well-being in this life part of the grand plan? 

The list can be extended, refined and diversified almost endlessly, mak­
ing this basis of inquiring quite compelling to those seeking a dynamic 
and responsive personal thea(o)logy. Three key perspectives stimulated by 
nature-centered thea(o)logy ,vhich I have used in my own musings about 
the existence and nature of divinity deal with these questions in an indi­
rect, somewhat cryptic and, therefore, appropriate fashion. They also pro­
vide a framework for my feelings about being alive and aid in making 
choices about my actions. 

First, Spirit is a dynamic essence present in all that exists. This Spirit is an 
ethical intelligence vvhich has been called Oversoul, Cosmic Soul, 
Goddess/God. Spirit provides a web-like structure.... an interconnected­
ness....which, when fully felt, dissolves the illusion of isolation. When I 
feel connected, I am engaged more fully in activities and am filled with a 
satisfying sense of interaction and support that is the opposite of depres­
sion and anxiety so common in modern culture. 

Second, natural processes teach us the ways of the Spirit. 'fhis cycling of 
birth, life, completion and renewal, named the sacred circle of life in the 
sixth source, is a dynamic process, active on all levels of our experience, 
not just in the physical world. It applies to the continual undulating 
rhythms of activity available from birth to death and, for many, beyond 
death. It counters the supposition often encouraged.by the mechanized 
worldview that we are here to, use our human intelligence to manipulate 
static content. Rather, we are part of vibrant physical and spiritual ecosys.. 
terns which bring new possibilities of communication and appreciation. 
To discern these, and then to live in harmony with them, is to become a 
serious student of the mysteries of the universe. 

Third, all individuals can come to know Spirit through direct personal experi­
ence~ not dogma or dictates. We are called to co-create with this ethical intel­
ligence with the charge that what we create, to the best of our ability, must 
support the well-being of a balanced, ecologically healthy system. This 
calls us to create our own personalized means for actually effecting our 
immediate circumstances and those with whom we interrelate so our val­
ues are concretely expressed. 

How do values relate to action? 
Liberal religious suppositions require implications which can act as use­

ful guideposts. Like the other five sources, the sixth source exparftls the 
ways of knowing we can utilize as we each strive to individually and col­
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lectively conceptualize, express and on behalf of what we honor, respect 
and hold sacred. Here are a three I draw. 

To value all elements and beings in· the natural world, and their interconnection} 
which creates an ethos of just and empathetic behavior. By inference, social 
equality exists among humans, female and male, and among all races and 
classes. Animals and the natural world also have rights to equal consider­
ation. We must find ways to do our part to consciously foster opportuni­
ties that actualize this equality. 

To refuse to accept pain and suffering as a necessity and to make significant 
efforts toward the work ofeliminating human produced suffering. This reqUires 
us to find ways we can advocate for equal access for all to spiritual and 
material comfort and creative fulfillment. A constant and vigilant empha­
sis on the perspective that each being deserves respect can enhance our 
sense of belonging, and help others feel more involved and accepted as 
well. 

To revere nature as a home rather than seeing the natural world as an adversary. 
'[his calls us to work with Nature, not to try to dominate her. Humans can 
live in harmony with nature only if we recast many of our approaches to 
living in the world. We are called to discover and implement ways thafwe 
can contribute to regaining needed ecological integration and balance. 

Old images claimed and updated 
I want to leave you with three ancient visual images, traditional in some 

circles, that I sense those of us who are actively journeying with the guid­
ance of earth-based spiritualities are listening to. 

LILITH, an ancient Mesopotamian Goddess of the Wild, some call her 
the first wife of Adam (of Adam and Eve fame) who demanded to be a Nil 
and independent woman equal to Adam. She was banished by God for her 
insistence on this equality and demonized by male clergy and rabbis for 
the.· last 2000 years·. 17 

GREEN MAN, a personification of the natural world, an ancient charac­
ter also known as Jack in the Green, Robin Hood, King of May. The Green 

17 Judith Plaskow, A Jewish Feminist Midrash on Lilith and Eve (appearing in 
Womanguides by Rosemary Radford Ruether, Beacon Press, 1985). Ruether 
says this about Lilith: "In Judith Plaskow's midrash on the rabbinic com­
mentary on Genesis 1-3, we see a contemporary Jewish feminist drawing 
out the latent message of the Lilith story. The return of Lilith means the 
reclaiming of women's own wholeness of personhood. Lilith and Eve 
share their experiences and thereby conduct the world's first feminist con­
sdousness-raising session. Many other sources discuss the controversial 
and diverse myth and meaning of Lilith. 
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Man was often seen as the outlaw in his own land since he stood apart 
from convention, living in an ecologically sustainable way.xv111 

DRAGONFLY, she who is known to make the invisible visible when 
appropriate through her ability to thread together dispersed aspects of the 
whole. The dragonfly is the essence of the winds of change, bringing mes­
sages of wisdom and enlightenment, and facilitating communications 
with the elemental world.19 

My image for the New Millennium is that Lilith meets the Green Man. 
Now, sexual essentialism and orientation do not determine an individual's 
ability to relate from the soul. As a consequence, Lilith and the Green Man 
have found their way into the hearts of both women and men. They estab­
lish a lasting personal partnership within individual psyches and a public 
partnership within Unitarian Universalism through the ability of the 
Dragonfly to reweave disparate energies into a coherent whole. And none 
of this is seen as a bit controversial ... Blessed Be. 
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