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I did not wish to take a cabin passage, but rather to go before the mast and on the deck 

of the world, for there I could best see the moonlight amid the mountains.  I do not wish 

to go below now.  “Conclusion” 

 

We must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by mechanical aids, but by 

an infinite expectation of the dawn, which does not forsake us in our soundest sleep.  … 

To affect the quality of the day, that is the highest of arts. ….  I went to the woods 

because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I 

could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not 

lived.  I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so dear …. I wanted to live deep 

and suck out all the marrow of life.  “Where I Lived and What I Lived For” 

 

 

Transcendence:  our December ministry theme. What does it mean? Let’s go with this:  

that which is beyond the universe, beyond time and that surpasses human 

understanding.  Mystery, if you like.  We have a few ancestors who could tell us more. 

 

Buckle your seatbelts.  Some time travel is in order.   

 

It’s the 19th century.  Allow me to introduce you to Henry David Thoreau, Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, and Margaret Fuller.  (I know.  Some of you are well acquainted.)  The three 

of them – and a bunch of other Unitarian & Universalist friends – have started a 

movement called “Transcendentalism”.   They are a heady and radical crew to whom 

“transcendence” means something radically different then to their religious 

contemporaries.   

 

Here’s what they say.  They say that transcendence comes from within the human spirit 

and human intuition is the way we get to it.  The path to divine transcendence is right 

here before us, most notably in nature’s beauty and ferocity.  Step on the path, friends!  

You are invited.   

 

And no, that particular invitation would not be extended in your local Calvinist church – 

not then and not now, in fact.  Out of that radical difference, the transcendentalist 

movement is born.  It births some great ideas.  Here are two of them:  a uniquely 

American sense of individualism and self-reliance emerges and from that the trust just 
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described:  a trust that we could be led to transcendence through our own intuition as 

well as.   Now let’s return to the 21st century to see how these ideas have fared.    

 

Sadly, we find that transcendence has a shallow root system today.  Yet, among the 

transcendentalists’ direct descendents (that’s us, Friends) there is a seedling of trust 

that by intuition we may be led to transcendence.  But like most things that are 

spiritually beneficial, it demands work.  It demands that we be “truly awake”, in the 

words of our friend Henry. 

 

Truly awake.  Are you truly awake? 

 

For just a moment consider yesterday.  Remember the things that you did, the thoughts 

you had, the places you went, all that you saw and touched and smelled and heard … 

everything that filled your day.   Be honest: did you suck out all of yesterday’s marrow?    

 

Let’s take a lesson from our friend, Henry who describes a lake like this: 

 

A lake is the landscape’s most beautiful and expressive feature.  It is earth’s eye; 

looking into which the beholder measures the depth of his own nature.  The … 

trees next [to] the shore are the slender eyelashes which fringe it, and the 

wooded hills and cliffs around are its overhanging brows.  “The Ponds” 

 

The lake about which Thoreau speaks is no more beautiful or expressive than Rogers 

Lake.  Gardner Lake.  Blue Lake.  The pond in the Arboretum.  Long Island Sound.  

He’s a poet, sure.  But you don’t need to be a poet to suck out life’s marrow.  You need 

to be truly awake.   

 

What does it mean to be truly awake?  Let’s examine the inverse for some clues.   

 

George Bailey:  not remotely awake, let alone truly awake.  Let me introduce you to 

George Bailey.  (I know.  Some of you are well acquainted.)  George Bailey is the 

central character of the 1946 movie, It’s a Wonderful Life.  Overwhelmed with life, he 

takes his own, throwing himself from a bridge.  But this is a fable where amazing things 

happen, one of them being an angel’s intervention.  The angel Clarence allows George 

to witness what would have become of the people he loves were he not alive and 

therefore present in their lives.  George is sobered by what he sees.  He returns to the 

bridge and famously says, “I want to live again.”  He returns to life as a new man: truly 

alive and yes, truly awake.   
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To be truly awake is to be self-aware.  It is to be conscious of a broader reality and 

broader context.  It is to strive for inner peace and to recognize joy even when life 

serves you up a heaping plate of misery.   

 

And no, it’s not easy.  As Reverend Caitlin described from this pulpit last week, many of 

us, like George Bailey, are “swimming in waters of worry, resentment, and anger … 

stuck because our minds won’t let go of thoughts that overstay their welcome,”  she 

preached.   

 

There is a veil that lies between the mind that will not let go and the transcendent.  This 

veil effectively keeps out the light while we sleepwalk through the day, our spirits 

parched but thirsting.   

 

There is another way.  There is another way that we may choose even when suffering 

from life’s inevitable slings and arrows.  We may choose to stand with Henry, “before 

the mast and on the deck of the world, for there [we] could best see the moonlight amid 

the mountains.”  We can suck the marrow from each day, for life if so dear.  We can 

look up and out and beyond our lives and find there the transcendent.  And if we work it 

well, there before the mast and on the deck we will be blessed with the companionship 

of friends.   For, “No man is a failure who has friends.”   

 

Let’s circle back to that 19th-century-necessary idea about self-reliance and 

individualism.  How’s that working out for us? 

 

Sadly, we observe that through time the idea has been taken too far.  Notice what 

gradually becomes of a rugged and unbridled individualism.  It morphs into a rugged 

isolation that spreads like an invasive plant that too often chokes the good of the whole.    

 

Stepping into the circle that is All Souls is an antidote to isolation.  We have the audacity 
to make our way to each other pushing back on all the norms that would keep us apart.  
We cut through the cacophony of sound that otherwise drowns out our still, small 
voices.  We move past the forces that divide us to cross the threshold into this 
sanctuary to be in the presence of whoever passes through those doors seeking 
sanctuary.  This morning eight Souls formally stepped into this circle.  Seekers all.  Here 
they will help create and sustain a Beloved Community of welcoming, caring, and justice 
seeking individuals. 

And in this human creation, that is community, there is transcendence.  There is the 
sucking of marrow from life.  Welcome to the front of the mast, the deck – we cannot – 
we will not – go below now.  

Amen. 


