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About eight years ago, I learned about “The House Beautiful”  

 When I stumbled upon an exhibit in the  

Harvard Divinity School Library about the book  

Frank Lloyd Wright had designed. 

The idea that house design and religion  

could be linked fascinated me.  

It had never occurred to me that spiritual insight— 

let alone the Bible—could be a source of  

articulating a vision of what make a house beautiful.  

 

Yet, William Channing Gannett begins “The House Beautiful” 

 with a fragment of a Bible verse:   

“ A building of God. A house not made by hands.” 

 

Gannett takes this verse that had been understood as  

referring to the human spirit… 

and transforms it as a description of building houses.  

 

Gannett describes a bird rummaging for materials  
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to build a nest…and transforms it as a  

metaphor for the construction of our houses as humans. 

Like the birds, he writes, we humans must also  

plunder what we find in nature to make our nests,  

our dwellings on earth.  

 

Writing as he was in 1896,  

Gannett had never heard of anything such as 

 “green building” or the “environmental movement”.  

Rather, he was writing at the end of more than a century of  

U.S. Westward expansion across the  

seemingly limitless frontier of wilderness.  

Natural resources seemed wondrously plentiful… 

endless forests, pristine lakes,  

and prairie as far as the eye could see.  

 

Yet, only a few years before Gannet wrote his essay,  

the U.S. Census bureau had announced the  

disappearance of a contiguous frontier line— 

 only pockets of federal land remained. 

Since the arrival of colonial settlers,  

the U.S. had always been a place in which land  

seemed to be a limitless resource.   
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Venturing into wilderness and taming it for “civilized” use  

was who we were as Americans— 

pioneers, cowboys, homesteaders on the frontier.  

So, who would we be as Americans  

if land was no longer limitless?  

What happens when all the land has been  

sold or developed? 

 

While many of the remaining pockets of federally owned land  

would continue to be sold and distributed,  

 other pockets of land would  

become today’s national parks, forests,  

and wilderness areas.   

In 1976, amidst a rising environmental movement,  

Congress passed the Federal Land Policy and Management Act.   

This 1976 Act marked a shift from seeing land  

only as an economic resource  

to one that recognized multiple uses  

including recreation and conservation.  

 

That’s a huge transformation.  

Since the arrival of European colonial settlers, 

 the land had been seen primarily as an economic  
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 resource to be sold and developed.  

This was the law of our nation… 

changed less than 40 years ago… 

changed within most of our lifetimes.  

 

How much has changed? How do we see nature?  

 

For Unitarian minister William Channing Gannett,  

human use of world-material is no different than that of birds.  

 Like the birds, all the materials that we use  

to build our houses come from what  

we find in the natural world— 

a world that human hands have not actually made.   

Whether or not we believe in a divine creator, Big Bangs, or both,  

I think that we can all agree that at a basic level,  

humans are not responsible for the origin of the natural world.  

 

But, humans have certainly been using what nature has to offer  

to construct many kinds of buildings and  

many, many kinds of material products and artifacts.  

Of course we do!  

We humans are also animals who need resources  

of food, water, clothing, and shelter.  
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We are not separate from nature,  

but a part of its systems.  

As our 7th Unitarian Universalist principle says,  

we are a part of the interdependent web of all existence. 

Or, as the kid version simply states, 

“we care for the earth.”  

What does this mean? 

 

Care can mean admiration and love.  

Nature gives us so much to admire and to take delight in.  

Yet, I wonder if admiration is enough.  

Sometimes environmentalists are dismissed as “tree-huggers.”  

I suspect that this dismissal does not simply reject an  

 environmentalist’s admiration for the earth.   

I think it also rejects any notion that the natural world would  

make demands on us as humans to change our behavior.   

 

In other words, its not simply that environmentalists like trees,  

but that environmentalists would want humans  

to act differently towards trees.  

 

How we choose to interact with nature  

 has a lasting impact upon our planet. 
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If you’ve ever flown over the United States,  

Then you have likely seen a patchwork grid of squares  

that comprises much of the nation  

This pattern is not there by accident.  

Rather, it’s the result of 19th century land use laws that  

 declared how property would be  

surveyed, marked, and distributed. 

 

We humans may not have been the original creators of the universe,  

 but we certainly are re-making the earth today.  

We continue to make laws, build houses,  

and interact with natural resources in ways that  

have as literal of an impact on the earth  

as did those patchwork, grid-lines of 19th century laws.   

 

I admit that I get scared and overwhelmed  

when I think too long and hard about the impact  

humans have had on our environment.  

Images of melting polar ice and the possibility  

of an ice-free Artic this summer  

seem fundamentally unimaginable.  

 

There is simply a lot of grim news.  
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And we’re Unitarian Universalists… 

didn’t we give up sermons rooted in the fear of the end-times?!?  

 

How do we process and make sense of this staggering information  

 about our natural world in peril?  

 It looks beautiful outside today… 

maybe its not really so bad? 

 

Because I’m not a scientist, 

I can’t tell you just how bad it is or    

argue precise causes of climate change  

 or the measure of human impact. 

 

Rather, I am talking to you as a minister.  

As a minister, I am asking how you see nature— 

your connection to nature? 

What significance and meaning do you draw from nature  

 and this connection?  

What actions might you take to have your living  

reflect those values, that meaning? 

Are we just birds gathering the world-material  

to make our lives a bit cosier?  
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Gannett’s essay challenges us to  

transform how we think of our relationship  

to the natural world.  

His imagery humbles us to remember the  

limits of our human capacity.   

We cannot create a new earth… 

it is not built by human hands. 

 

But we can transform how we interact with the earth we have.  

And, I believe, religious imagery has a role to play in  

 transforming how we understand our  

relationship to the earth.  

Quite simply, U.S. culture has been deeply impacted by  

a Christian theology that presented heaven as the true home 

 to which believers are destined.  

Consequently, this earth is literally a throw-away planet 

 to be replaced with another place.  

No wonder the U.S. has a culture of throw-away consumer goods!  

 

There have been many challenges to this way of thinking  

about our world and its materials as disposable.  

Environmentalists, scientists,  

and even our own Zero Waste team  
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challenge us to consider the impact  

of throwing away so much stuff. 

 

But it’s not easy.  

Where I live, the recycling only comes every other week  

and it’s hard to remember which week.  

It’s a lot less dishes to use paper plates.   

It’s an extra step to sort out  

compost, recycling, and garbage  

when I am done eating in coffee hour.  

So why do it?   

Why bother… 

what difference does my one plastic water bottle  

or cardboard coffee cup in the garbage really make? 

 

On the one hand, that one bottle or coffee cup 

 doesn’t really matter in the big picture.  

The numbers of consumption and waste are so big  

that one cup is most likely not statistically significant.   

 

On the other hand, I see that one cup is  

significant in another way.  

The one cup, the extra 30 seconds to sort your plate,  
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the effort to remember recycling pick-up are all  

part of transforming how we interact with our natural world, 

 of how we dwell on earth.  

 

The struggle of transforming how we live  

might leave us feeling 

like a tomato seedling emerging from the earth. 

 

Change and transformation often start with small things… 

like a small, flat seed in the damp darkness of the soil.   

 Yet, we start to change,  

because we find ourselves responding to  

 “a deep ache of longing for something unimaginable.”  

We long for a way of living where we have not harmed the earth,  

but have helped to nurture and sustain its health  

for another generation.   

We long for the end of images of oil-covered birds  

or polar bears stranded on ice flows.  

We long for the end of news stories of extreme weather,  

droughts, or wild fires.  

We long for the preservation of wilderness— 

for the opportunity to see an eagle soar in a mountain pass,  

an elephant roam on a savannah, or  
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a grizzly bear fish amidst an abundant salmon run.  

We long for free access to clean drinking water for all people… 

water that has been neither privatized nor polluted.   

We long for affordable, healthy food for all people  

regardless of race, nation, or economic resources.  

We long for a world where humans see themselves  

as a part of an interconnected web of nature  

rather than as consumers of nature. 

 

Driven by a longing for change,  

“the terror and the wonder starts.”   

Life as we have known it begins to dissolve.  

To change is to lose something… 

even as we move towards a new way of being.  

Like a seed, we are split open, broken apart.  

If we are to change, then we can no longer be as we were.  

This is terrifying.  

We are creatures of habit and change can be scary.  

 

But, change and transformation is also the stuff of wonder.  

We watch a seed become the seedling.  

We watch a caterpillar become a butterfly.  

We watch an infant take a first step.  
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 We watch our child become a parent.  

We watch ourselves risk a new venture and  

“discover anew that we are not what we thought.” 

 

And we most likely do not know where this new venture,  

this one step will take us.  

We feel like a tomato seedling split apart… 

“going up and down at the same time.”    

Where this transformation will lead is hidden from us,  

but we respond to the pull to change.  

Reaching towards a vision of a sustainable planet,  

we allow our habits, our ways of thinking,  

and our actions to be transformed. 

 

We have inherited a culture that has long thought of  

natural resources as limitless,   

there for the taking to make our lives a bit cosier.   

Yet, as Unitarian Universalists, our 7th shared principle  

encourages us to think of nature not simply as tool to be used,  

 but as an interdependent web of which we are all a part.   

In other words, we are called to care for the earth— 

to both cherish the living earth in its beauty  

and to question the impact of human behavior  



13 
 

on this interdependent web. 

 

Transformation starts with seeds of all kinds.   

Carrying a water bottle instead of purchasing plastic.  

Bringing compost next week to compost communion.    

Watching a film, reading a book, or  

otherwise educating yourself about environmental issues.  

Joining the Zero Waste Team or  

the conversation about whether to become a Green Sanctuary. 

Contacting an elected representative about land use laws  

or environmental regulations.  

OR…Taking some time this afternoon to walk outside  

and admire the wonder of Spring.   

 

May we all be transformed  

by a vision of sustainable web of life. 

 

So may it be.  

Amen. 
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I Feel Like a Tomato Seedling by David Rynick, in This Truth Never 

Fails 

I feel like a tomato seedling emerging from the earth after many 

days in the damp darkness of the ground of myself. … 

The unfamiliar tickling of moisture calls to something inside me—

the deep ache of longing for something unimaginable. All I know of 

me is flat and round—a small disc of unremarkable color. … 

 

Then the terror and wonder starts. The wet coolness of the earth 

begins to dissolve me. Here are urges I have never felt. I try to resist 

but am powerless. I can’t hold myself together. Saying my last 

prayers, I allow myself to be split open. Breaking apart, I discover 

anew that I am not what I thought. I feel myself going up and down 

at the same time. The vertical urge toward a power above appears 

as a single stem whose full function is, as of yet, hidden from me. 

And in the other direction is a gentler, finer urge downward. Little 

white threads spreading quietly deeper into the soil to receive 

necessary nourishment from this unknowing darkness. 

 

The House Beautiful—William Channing Gannett 

There is a Bible verse that reads, “A building of God. A House not 

made with hands.” Paul meant the spiritual body in which, he says, 
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the soul will live hereafter. But how well the words describe the 

home—a home right here on earth! 

 

In a sense worth noting, the very house itself, the mere shell of the 

home, is that—“a building of God, not made with hands.” Watch two 

birds foraging to build their nest. They pre-empt a crook in a bough 

or a hole in the wall, some tiny niche or other in the big world, and, 

singing to each other that this is their tree-bough, their hole, they 

bring a twig from here, a wisp of hay from there, a tuft of soft moss, 

the tangle of string which the school-boy dropped, the air that the 

old horse rubbed off on the pasture bars, and weave and mould their 

findings into a cosy bowl to hold their little ones. Man and woman 

are but larger birds, borrowing more of the world-material to make 

a bigger bowl a little cosier.  

 

 

 


