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“Thank Goodness For Angels,” March 30, 2014 
Rev. Caitlin O’Brien 

All Souls Unitarian Universalist Congregation, New London, CT 
 
Reading:  
 
“A Rumor of Angels”, by Peter Berger1 
 
A child wakes up in the night, perhaps from a bad dream, and finds himself 
surrounded by darkness, alone, beset by nameless threats…the child cries out for his 
mother.  It is hardly an exaggeration to say that, at this moment, the mother is being 
invoked as a high priestess of protective order.  It is she…who has the power to 
banish the chaos and to restore the benign shape of the world.  And of course, any 
good mother will do just that…She will speak or sing to the child, and the content of 
this communication will invariably be the same – “Don’t be afraid – everything is in 
order, everything is all right.”  If all goes well, the child will be reassured, his trust in 
reality recovered, and in this trust, he will return to sleep. 
 
To become a parent is to take on the role of world-builder and world-protector.  The 
role that a parent takes on…represents…the underlying order of the universe that it 
makes sense to trust… “Everything is in order, everything is all right”…Not just this 
particular anxiety, not just this particular pain – but everything is all right.  The 
formula can…be translated into a statement of cosmic scope – “Have trust in being.” 
 
Story for All Ages:   “The Most Important Question” – Rev. Caitlin O’Brien 
 
I read in this story2 that a little girl came up to Albert Einstein, the great scientist, 
and asked him, of all the questions there are to answer, which is the most 
important?  His answer was the following question:  Is the universe friendly? 
 
Craig Johnson, and Ben and Nancy Parent are going to answer that question with a 
song.  A song by John Mayer that says, that though times can be hard, the heart of life 
is good. 
   
 “The Heart of Life”, Craig Johnson, Ben & Nancy Parent 
 
Sermon 
 
When I think of angels, I think “safety net.” To what extent am I held safe?  To what 
extent am I accompanied?  Before talking about angels themselves, I want to talk 
about life: observable, measurable life. I want to talk about being at peace with this 
life, as we know it.  To not be afraid.  Susan Maginn whose prayer I read earlier said 

                                                        
1 Berger, Peter.   A Rumor of Angels (Garden City, NY:  Anchor Books, 1970) p. 54-55 
2 Hill, H. Constance.  The Most Important Question (Quincy, MA:  Diamond Clear Vision, 2011)  
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that “there is really only one human fear: the fear that we will be unable to cope.”3  
The spiritual task is to cultivate our inner and outer resources for coping.  Today, I 
want you to feel that, no matter what life brings you, you will be…what?  How about 
held?  You will be held. 
 
First, there’s what we know holds us: the natural world, and it’s home, the universe.  
We exchange oxygen and carbon dioxide with plants.  We cultivate and prepare food 
from what surrounds us.  Our waste, and in the end, our bodies, are reabsorbed into 
the earth for further growth.  Unitarian Universalist minister, Kate Braestrup, wrote 
about her experiences serving as a chaplain for search parties in the Main 
wilderness.   She shared beautifully about the ways that nature came to casually 
hold each lost person.  How, over time, the roots of a tree came to hold and be fed by 
a decaying body.   How “chipmunks scooted past, as Betsy, the suicidal mother, 
staggered and fell into the yellow leaves to sleep away the remaining minutes of her 
life.”4   
 
Maybe Betsy’s family wished they were there in those minutes, but she was not 
alone.  We belong first to the world, and then, to the particular people who love us.  
As we say in our child dedications, “your children are not your children.  They are 
the sons and daughters of life’s longing for itself.  They come through you, but not 
from you, and though they are with you, they belong not to you.”5  By the world, we 
are held, yes, held.  David Whyte tells a Native American story of a boy asking an 
elder what to do if he gets lost in the woods.  The elder says, “stand still…The trees 
are not lost…The forest knows where you are.  You must let it find you.”6 
 
I’m not what you’d call a person of strong faith.  I don’t tend to trust that everything 
will be fine.  I do what I can to make sure everything is fine.  Sometimes it is, 
sometimes it isn’t.  I can feel afraid.  Afraid of what could happen to me or my 
children – from the horrifying stories you hear or create in your mind – to the 
ordinary stomach bugs that take down your family for a week.  Anyway, I do what I 
can to guard against these things.  I tell my kids to look both ways, and we all wash 
our hands when we think of it.  
 
But might I relax a bit more if I reminded myself, or convinced myself that the heart 
of life is good, as Ben, Nancy and Craig sang earlier?  And what do I mean by good?  
It has to be the kind of good that is complex. Not ice cream Sundae good.  I mean 
something else, something more nuanced.  Like you, I’ve seen life’s ugliness.  I know 
people get sick, people die young, and you can’t watch the nature channel for long 
before seeing a cute little creature become another creature’s lunch.  So, I mean a 

                                                        
3 Maginn, Susan.  Be Not Afraid (www.uua.org/worship/words/sermons) 
4 Braestrup, Kate.  Here If You Need Me:  A True Story (New York, NY: Hatchette Book Group, 2007) 
5 Gibran, Kahlil.  “Your Children,”  Singing the Living Tradition (Boston, MA:  Beacon Press, 1993) 
6   Whyte, David.  The Heart Aroused – Poetry and the Preservation of the Soul in Corporate America 

(New    York, NY:  Currency Doubleday, 1996)   
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good that can handle these truths.  A good that holds them: the beautiful, the harsh, 
the wild.  
 
These words from Wendell Berry:  
 
When despair for the world grows in me, and I awake in the night at the least sound, in 
fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be, I go and lie down where the wood 
drake rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.  I come into the 
peace of wild things, who do not tax their lives with forethought of grief.  I come into 
the presence of still water.  And I feel above me the day-blind stars waiting with their 
light.  For a time, I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.7 
 
We are held. 
 
Now, what nature does isn’t always pretty the way we are used to describing pretty.    
The poet knows this.  And while I was dutifully taking library books out on angels, I 
spotted a book on a display table, entitled “Mother Nature Is Trying to Kill You.”8  So 
of course, I had to add it to my pile.  The writer is a scientist who humorously 
exposes nature for its cruelties and cold calculations.  Parasites and conquests all in 
the name of one value: life is good.  Not poetic good.  Ordinary good.  Good the way 
order is good.  The spatula is in the spatula drawer.  The bird stays clear of the cat.  
E=mc2.     
 
You are part of this order, and it is good.  
 
Is this order friendly?  I don’t see it to be friendly in a personal way, but I don’t think 
Einstein meant it personally either.  He is known to have rejected the concept of a 
personal God, preferring instead to revere the beauty expressed in the laws of 
nature, how staggeringly precise and gorgeous they can be.  So…..friendly in the 
impersonal complexly good kind of way?  Yes.  Friendly in the……we’re-all-in-this-
together kind of way?  Yeah, kind of.  Quantum physics tells us that here where we 
live, systems of atoms “are never truly isolated, but often have infinitesimally 
balanced sensitivity to events far away in the universe”9  
 
Einstein knew a thing or two about this, and in answering the question he himself 
posed, Einstein said if we view the universe as unfriendly, we will use our smarts 
and technology to isolate and protect ourselves from the unfriendliness.  He saw this 
as dangerous. If we view it as neither friendly, nor unfriendly, he saw that as the 
mistake of viewing God as playing dice with the universe.  He said that if we view the 
universe as friendly, we will seek to understand and cooperate with it, and therein 

                                                        
7 Berry, Wendell, “The Peace of Wild Things,” Bly, Robert News Of the Universe, Poems of Twofold 
Consciousness (San Francisco, CA:  Sierra Club Books, 1980) p. 177 
8 Riskin, Dan.  Mother Nature Is Trying to Kill You (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 2014) 
9 Ward, Keith.  The Big Questions in Science and Religion (West Conshohocken, PA: Templeton 
Foundation Press, 2008) p. 263 
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lies our safety  “Because power and safety will come through understanding [the 
universe’s] workings and its motives."10 
 
We are held.  We are in relationship.  “Everything is all right”, says the mother – the 
high priestess of order.  And whether or not that order and interconnectedness is 
strictly material is a mystery.  Is there an unmoved mover?  Mystery.  Is there a 
divine element to all that is, as the process theologians propose?  Is God the total 
environment within which the cosmos functions?  Mystery.   
 
And are there spirits that outlive their bodies?  Spirits that have our number 
because they knew us when.  Spirits that whisper wisdom into our ears.  That 
navigate alongside us?  Have you seen the bumper sticker “don’t drive faster than 
your guardian angel can fly”?  Are there angels?  It’s not for me to answer.  How you 
answer all these spiritual questions weaves the particular kind of trust you hold in 
this life, and in death as well. 
 
I often think of my father in his final days.  I came in early one morning to brush his 
teeth, and I wondered what the scene looked like through a faithful Catholic man’s 
eyes.  His daughter, his nurses, bustling around a white room.  He already spoke of 
seeing his long gone mother.  Was she hanging out by the medicine cabinet?  Why 
was he so calm?  Was an angel perched on the shoulder of the nurse poking his arm 
yet again?  Was the bigger picture, the one he prayed to, the one he imagined all his 
life, already making itself known to him?   
 
One morning, I woke up having dreamt that I was outside and my deceased 
grandfather pulled up in an old fashioned car.  He had my father in the passenger 
seat.  I ran up to the car to join them, but Grandpa said I couldn’t.  He said something 
like, “we are going now.”  It was hazy as they drove away.  I didn’t’ make much of 
this dream.  We were told my father would be with us for a while.   Later that day, 
though, I sat with his lifeless body and remembered the dream in a flash.   A dream, 
and only a dream? possibly.  A visit from my grandfather’s spirit?  Possibly.   
 
I used to work at a domestic violence shelter of the Unitarian Universalist Urban 
Ministry in Boston.  Wednesday night was an open Spirituality Group.  In one 
discussion, I very cautiously asked if the women believed in angels, making it clear 
it’s perfectly acceptable not to.  After all, an angel didn’t prevent violence in their 
homes.  I was all ready to say “That’s true.  There really is no concrete evidence of 
angels,” or “Sure, life can be so hard and unfair that it would be naïve to believe 
there are angels looking out for us.”  But before I could dispense these disclaimers, a 
chorus of yeses came from every mouth.  And one by one, the women gave their 
testimonies: 
 

                                                        
10 Einstein, Albert, “Is the Universe Friendly?”  www.awakin.org/read/view 
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“Yeah, they exist.  You wouldn’t believe the dream I once had…”, and “Of course 
there are angels, because once when my daughter was almost killed”, and “Oh, I 
believe in angels, because even at my lowest point of abuse, it was like I still wasn’t 
alone.”   Some were stories of intervention, but most were stories of company – 
friendliness in the darkness.   
 
When life is closing in on us and nothing seems to be of comfort, how many of us 
appeal to the memory or the present sense of a deceased loved one?  (Who out there 
in the haze and mystery of the cosmos do you look for to make the universe more 
friendly?)   
 
Sarah Machlaclan paints such a picture, when she sings: 
 
In the arms of the angel, fly away from here 
From this dark cold hotel room, and the endlessness that you fear 
You are pulled from the wreckage of your silent reverie 
You’re in the arms of the angel.  May you find some comfort here. 
 
We can be so fragile, and sometimes so hungry for a hug the size of eternity. 
 
 
And then there are the life-sized hugs, from ordinary flesh-and-blood angels in our 
lives – our friends and family who show up to make our universe okay.  You know 
who yours are.  One of mine is my good friend Erin.  
 
One night when I was struck with an awful virus (all my hand washing had not paid 
off), I called Erin for help.  And from a thousand miles away, she sat with me.  She 
listened gently and did breathing exercises with me to calm me.  Erin isn’t sure if she 
believes in angels.  Erin is an angel. 
 
We are capable of such beauty, such compassion. 
 
With our words, we can fly a thousand miles to a loved one in need.  With our arms, 
we can hold someone who’s feeling alone. With our resources, we can help out those 
who are in a bind.   
 
Robert Fuller took a stab at Einstein’s question, saying that the universe is likely to 
be as friendly or unfriendly as we are.   Whether or not there is a God, or spirits 
looking to support us, he says, “the universe has a heart:  our very own.”11   

                                                        
11 Fuller, Robert, “Einstein’s Question: Is the Universe Friendly?” Huffington Post, June 2013. 
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The way I see it, nobody is born to this world without their angel wings.  And so 
much of cultivating ourselves has to do with figuring out ways that we can take 
flight.  The ways that we can make the heart of life good.  
 
Embracing your inner angel also has a way of sensitizing you to the angelic 
everywhere, to friendliness everywhere.  So whoever your angels are -- material, 
spiritual, visible or not -- cultivate your friendship with them.  Stay in touch and 
keep looking for them, like scanning a room for your beloved.   
 
You still need to look both ways before you cross the street, wash your hands, and 
keep your wits about you for things that can happen.  But don’t let that vigilance 
close your eyes to the friendliness that trumps it all.  The complex and good 
embrace that holds you and your family always.  
 
Everything is all right. Nature is here for you. The trees are not lost, and they know 
what to do.  Angels, whether human or spiritual, are here for you.  And you are here, 
with your good heart.  Able to cope.  Able to contribute.  Together, we walk this 
ground that is so rich, dare I say -- so holy, that we should probably take our shoes 
off, or at least take it in…and smile back. 
 
 


