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“For the Beauty of the Earth” 

Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

April 10, 2016 

 

By Langston Hughes 

  

It’s an earth song – 

And I’ve been waiting long 

For an earth song.  

  

It’s a spring song! 

I’ve been waiting long 

For a spring song: 

  

Strong as the bursting of young buds, 

Strong as the shoots of a new plant, 

Strong as the coming of the first child 

From its mother’s womb – 

  

An earth song! 

  

A body song! 

  

A spring song! 

  

And I’ve been waiting long 

For an earth song.   

 

 

 

It’s time for us to lighten up here at All Souls on this Sunday morning!  We 

have been serious.  We have been very serious for quite a few Sundays 

running.  Can you hear your longing speaking to you?  

 

I’ve been waiting so long for a spring song! 

Say it with me:  I’ve been waiting so long for a spring song. 

I’ve been waiting so long for an earth song 

Say it with me:  I’ve been waiting so long for an earth song. 

I’ve been waiting so long for a body song! 

Say it with me:  I’ve been waiting so long for a body song.  

 

We have been waiting so long. 
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“Sacrifice of Praise” is the poem that was set to music to become the 

hymn we sing today:  “For the Beauty of the Earth”. Written in 1864 by 

English poet Folliott Sandford Pierpoint, it was a few years later set to music 

by Conrad Kocher.  I’m grateful that some smart church musician thought 

to change the title.   

 

It’s sung for Thanksgiving, Earth Day … it was sung in the 1994 movie, Little 

Women!   But it’s a hymn that could be sung everyday.   

 

Today, I’m thinking it’s the spring song for which we have waited so long.  

“For the Beauty of the Earth” always feels like an unleashing to me:  an 

unleashing of praise and thanksgiving.  It feels like a RELIEF to get it out:  to 

get out all that praise and thanksgiving and joy that we keep bottled up 

in our hearts and minds.   

 

When we think of emotions being bottled up we typically reach for the 

hard emotions.  We bottle up our grief.  We bottle up our sadness.  

 

We may want to bottle up our anxiety, our fear … but those feelings are 

the ones that tend to flow most freely.    

 

Oddly, we bottle up our joy.  Our gratitude.  Our praise to that which is 

beyond and by some named as God as Spirit as Love as Mystery.   

 

We forget that we can express those feelings all the time.  

 

 That it would probably be good for us to express those feelings all  

                 the time.  

 

  That it certainly would be good for the world if more of us  

                         expressed those feelings all the time.     

 

And when we sing hymns like this one, in the company of Souls whose 

hearts are beating in the same rhythm as our own; who are breathing in 

time with our own breath, we are reminded of to give thanks and offer 

praise.   

 

It is a BODY song for which we have waited so long.  All hymns are body 

songs because you need a body to sing.  And sometimes, you maybe go 

a little crazy and sway to the beat.  Maybe you put your hands together 

to mark time and have some more fun.   

 

Oh!  The sound of “For the Beauty of the Earth”!   
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In fact, let’s rise in body or in spirit and give it a sing!  And as we do, pay 

close attention to the lyrics that spring from your heart. 

 

“For the Beauty of the Earth” 

 

The only lyric that has changed through the generations is actually one 

word.  What word do you think that might be?   

 

“Source” of all to thee we raise …  was once “Lord of all to thee we raise” 

when Singing the Living Tradition was created and as sensibilities and 

sensitivities shifted in our tradition, so did the lyric.    

 

Here’s a fun fact.  My predecessor, The Reverend Dr. Ellen Johnson Fay, 

served on the committee that crafted Singing the Living Tradition.  And so 

this congregation did quite a lot of testing out of the new hymns back in 

the mid-80s.   But “For the Beauty of the Earth” stood the test of time and 

has held a place in Unitarian and Universalist hymnals through the ages.   

 

We need this song because it lifts our spirits.   

 

 We’ve been waiting so long! 

 

The Worship Team chose “For the Beauty of the Earth” as this month’s 

ministry theme because the phrase alone adds poetry to the commitment 

All Souls harbors for the Earth’s health, now compromised.  By holding up 

the splendor of the skies, hill and vale and tree and flower … we sing our 

praise and thanksgiving and through the singing we feel the twinge of 

recommitment.   

 

How can we not?! 

 

Thursday night.  Coming of Age.  It was the conversation about faith and 

justice.   We learned about the water crisis in Flint, MI. We watched a 

video explaining the dire consequences of government neglect and 

recklessness.  We surfed the Web looking for stories and headlines to use in 

our multigenerational Earth Day service on the 24th of this month. We saw 

the sludge that poured from faucets.  It was horrifying and through the 

horror, our sense of kinship to Flint residents deepened.   

 

We felt the twinge of religious commitment.  As you would assume, there 

was a heavy feeling in the room.  We held those images and the 

testimony of those affected.  That sense of horror and the righteousness 

that horror nourishes is what moves responsible citizens to respond.  (Our 

May GNO, in fact, will aid Flint residents.) 
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We know that Flint is just one story of too many that horrifies. It is nothing 

short of traumatizing to consider the long list of ways that humanity is 

destroying the Earth and skies.    

 

We are panicked.   

And anxious.   

And angry.   

 

And rightfully so. So what tools do we, as people of faith, have in our trusty 

toolbox?   

 

We have the imperative to keep hope kindled.  In all things we have the 

imperative to keep hope kindled, it is the great and central religious task.  

As Bryan Stevenson, author of Just Mercy so beautifully stated last week, 

hope is one of the four things we need in order to save the world.   

 

So, we have that.  We have the imperative to keep hope kindled. 

 

We have other tools and hymns are among the most powerful.  Song.  

Music.  There are few settings and occasions in community life anymore 

where and when people gather and sing anything other than the 

national anthem. (And “O’re the land of the free” will bust your gut.)   

 

We sing here.  We sing a lot.  And those songs are what our tired hearts 

have waited for for so long.  To breath with others.  To feel the 

synchronicity of the beat beat beat of our hearts.  To unleash our 

thanksgiving and praise.   

 

And in the cause of justice on all fronts, the hymns center us.  The hymns 

bring us home to hope and thanksgiving and praise.  For these must be 

the foundation of all our work.  

 

So, sing out!  Unleash those feelings of thanksgiving and praise and yes, 

joy that you have kept close to your vest.  Unbutton that darn vest …  

 

For the joy of ear and eye 

For the heart and mind’s delight 

For the mystic harmony 

Linking sense to sound and sight 

 

For this is our hymn of grateful praise … is the spring song for which we 

have waited so long.   Amen. 


