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Beauty isn’t an accoutrement.  It is not an accessory.  Let’s think of beauty differently, as 
an experience. An experience of balance, of rhythm, of connection. When I think of beauty in 
this way, beauty becomes a fundamental part of what it means to be.  Balanced, poised, whole. 
The Irish poet John O’Donohue values Celtic thought in part because in it 

Celtic thought and imagination recognized the lyrical unity that beauty effects and 
requires, and managed to link huge differences together within a unifying embrace. 
It avoided the dualism that separates soul and senses. This false division blinds us 
to the presence of beauty.1

Beauty is a thing of balance, poise.  Beauty is a threshold thing. And humans are threshold 
beings. 

My wife, Kristin, grew up in Liverpool, NY, which is a city next-door to Syracuse.    We 
go visit her family as often as we can.  But it’s often not just her family that Kristin wants to 
see.  She wants to visit Onondaga Lake, too.  Onondaga Lake is 4 and a half miles long and one 
mile wide, and it sits between Liverpool and Syracuse.  There’s a park in Liverpool along the 
lakeshore that has miles of walking trails.  When she thinks of home, one of the things Kristin 
thinks of is that lake.  It’s not a hidden gem: Onondaga Lake park has a million visitors every 
year.  It’s lake that is sacred to the Onondaga Nation.  It was on the shore of Onondaga Lake 
that the Great Peacemaker brought together the different tribes into the Haudenosaunee, what 
white folk called the Iroquois Confederacy.  I hope the million walkers, runners, skaters and 
bikers have some awareness of that sacred history as they amble or zip along the lakeside.  

Whenever Kristin can, when she visits her Liverpool family, she visits Onondaga Lake.  
It’s a complicated place.  On the one hand, It’s a lovely park, and to walk for miles along a 
lakeshore can feel centering.  It’s a miles-long walking meditation for us.  And on the other, it 
is also a famously polluted lake.  

We humans love lakeshore landscapes, and even those as complicated as Onondaga 
Lake can be sources of centering and even sources of awe.  We love the seashore.  We love 
vistas.  These are threshold places.  They are places of beauty where it is clear that our sense of 
the beauty of the place comes from an experience of the place as a place of balance.  Land and 
water.  The emptiness of space that is the surface of a lake, alongside the trees and critters and 
whatnot next door.  We are threshold creatures.

I think what lures us about the experience of a vista is that it is a simultaneous 
experience of the near and the far.  It isn’t just that we can see a long way.  It’s that our usual 
circle of awareness — those few feet or yards around us that we are most all the time aware of 
— that usual circle of awareness is put into relationship with a bigger circle of awareness. 



Page !  of !2 5

Maybe the awe that can come from that kind of experience comes from a broadened awareness 
of balance.   

In an individualistic society, we are charged with the task: Find yourself.  Find who you 
are.  Unitarian Universalism is a faith tradition that encourages people to find their own path.  
You are an inherently worthy person, and we want you to get to know and experience and 
celebrate your individual worthiness.  But nothing and no-one exists in isolation.  To find the 
path that is ours to walk, we need the help and support and guidance of others.  And, even 
more fundamentally, the condition of existence is that of interdependence.  So the more 
appropriate thing to do is instead of giving someone the directive find yourself, we might ask 
them this question: Where do you find yourself? 

When Kristin thinks about who she is, I’m sure she’s thinking about Onondaga Lake.  
That’s one of the places where she knows who she is.

The Irish poet John O’Donohue describes the self in a way that doesn’t disrespect 
individuality, but puts that individuality into a larger, mystical, context: 

The self does not awaken to find itself trapped in an isolated subjectivity, rather it 
awakens to ultimate participation; it is a living threshold between nature and 
divinity, a presence that is wild, free, diverse, and indivisible.  2

It is in his book Beauty: The Invisible Embrace that John O’Donuhue calls us “threshold 
creatures.”  Instead of being all on our own, or even striving to be all on our own, O’Donohue 
describes our journey of self-discovery as a growing awareness of relationship.  A growing 
awareness of beauty.

Where do you find yourself?

The writer bell hooks is concerned that of the people she meets as she travels around 
the country, “Many folks feel no sense of place.”   John O’Donohue is intimately connected to 3

Connamara and the west coast of Ireland.  bell hooks grew up in rural Kentucky and then 
lived elsewhere for thirty years, mostly in big cities.  But eventually, she found that she needed 
to live in what was for her, the landscape of home.  The place were she knows who she is.  She 
admits that,  

Like many of my contemporaries I have yearned to find my place in this world, to 
have a sense of homecoming, a sense of being wedded to a place.4

So she came back to Kentucky.  When she was growing up, her family first lived out in 
the hills, in the countryside.  She felt it as her first real loss when her family moved into town.  
She longed for being back out in the hills, in the country, in nature.  She says,

Nature was the place where one could escape the world of man made constructions 
of race and identity.5

Living in nature, she could escape the dominator culture that didn’t have any care for black 
folk like her.  She says,

What we had learned in the hills was how to care for ourselves by growing crops, 
raising animals, living deep in the earth.6

bell hooks says:
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In the natural environment, everything had its place including humans. In that 
environment everything was likely to be shaped by the reality of mystery. There 
dominator culture […] could not wield absolute power. For in that world nature 
was more powerful.7

So for bell hooks, the human desire for freedom was connected to nature.  Freedom is what it 
meant to her to be part of the natural landscape of the Kentucky hills.  Maybe what John 
O’Donohue would remark on is also the connection of nature and being outside a dominator 
culture to the experience of mystery.  

When black people moved north and west to escape the Jim Crow south in what’s 
called the “great migration,” hooks notes that it wasn’t a simple move into freedom.  It wasn’t 
a simple move into whole, respected selfhood.  No longer living on the land, black people 
were separated from nature.

Without the space to grow food, to commune with nature, or to mediate the 
starkness of poverty with the splendor of nature, black people experienced 
profound depression. Working in conditions where the body was regarded solely as 
a tool (as in slavery), a profound estrangement occurred between mind and body.8

The black self, under conditions of oppression in a culture that assumed the supremacy of 
white people, is a divided self.  bell hooks notes that a poem written in the 1920s by the poet 
Waring Cuney described this experience:

She does not know her beauty
She thinks her brown body
has no glory.
If she could dance naked, 
Under palm trees
And see her image in the river
She would know.
But there are no palm trees on the street,
And dishwater gives back no images.

To heal what she calls the “despair of the black psyche”, hooks believes that
when we talk about healing that psyche we must also speak about restoring our 
connection to the natural world.9

hooks says “Connection is health.”  And “When the earth is sacred to us, our bodies can also 10

be sacred to us.”  

Healing is realizing a connection to the sacred, to the divine.  I think what hooks is 
saying here about healing resonates with what O’Donohue says when he describes the self as 
“a living threshold between nature and divinity, a presence that is wild, free, diverse, and 
indivisible.”

At one point in her book Belonging: A Culture of Place, bell hooks talks about how 
important it is to connect and commune with nature and how she realized that

Even in my small New York City apartment I can pause to listen to birds sing, find 
a tree and watch it.11
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We need to know beauty if we are to be whole and healthy, centered and balanced.  In a 
society that sows division and materialism, living whole and healthy, centered and balanced 
will be a struggle.

John O’Donohue notes that:
Our struggle for reform needs to be tempered and balanced with a capacity for 
celebration.  When we lose sight of beauty our struggle becomes tired and 
functional. when we expect and engage the Beautiful, a new fluency is set free 
within us and between us.  The heart becomes rekindled and our lives brighten 
with unexpected courage.12

Beauty is a source of courage.
Out of nowhere, I’ll refer to Joan Baez for a moment, because she is instinctively 

responding to this need for the inspiration of beauty on the new album she’s just released.  13

She says that she “was trying to make an album that was in some musical way trying to make 
some beauty in the face of — well, evil, really.”   It’s a beautiful album.14

We need beauty.  It’s not an accoutrement.  It’s not decoration.  It’s an experience of 
balance, of being poised, on the threshold.  It’s part of the struggle.  It’s what allows us to 
continue on with the struggle.  

Beauty is not just about the head and it’s not just about the heart.  In a discussion of 
imagination as a conduit for the beautiful, O’Donohue explains that:

To follow the mind alone inevitably leads to an isolated and lonesome life. When 
we follow the heart alone, it can lead to sentimentality and the marshlands of 
blurred emotion. An awakened imagination brings the warmth and tenderness of 
affection into the life of thought; and it brings clarity and light of thought to the 
flow of feelings.15

Let us live divided no more, the quaker Parker Palmer might say.  Let us reclaim 
balance, interconnection, poise.

The point isn’t to refuse the threshold.  We often think of the threshold as a place of 
indecision, of hesitation.  A place we’re just about to leave.  A place we are only for a moment 
because our intention is to be elsewhere.  What I’m talking about is something different.  To 
say we are threshold creatures is to say we are at our best when we are in balance, when we 
are poised.  

E. B. White famously complained that 
“It’s hard to know when to respond to the seductiveness of the world and when to 
respond to its challenge. If the world were merely seductive, that would be easy. If 
it were merely challenging, that would be no problem. But I arise in the morning 
torn between the desire to improve the world and a desire to enjoy the world. This 
makes it hard to plan the day.”  16

They’ve been doing a lot to clean up work on Onondaga Lake.  Complicated, expensive 
work.  And the reason folks want to save the lake is because they savor the lake, it’s because 
they celebrate it.  It’s not an either/or choice.  They go together. bell hooks laments how
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Unmindful of our history of living harmoniously on the land, many contemporary 
black folks see no value in supporting ecological movements, or see ecology and 
the struggle to end racism as competing concerns.17

Again, it’s not an either/or choice.  hooks says, “black people must reclaim a spiritual legacy 
where we connect our well-being to the well-being of the earth.”   We humans, we are 18

threshold creatures and there, at the threshold, in restoring balance, living with poise, we will 
find our health.  hooks says

Reveling in nature’s bounty and beauty has been one of the ways enlightened poor 
people in small towns all around our nations stay in touch with their essential 
goodness even as forces of evil, in the form of corrupt capitalism and hedonistic 
consumerism, work daily to strip them of their ties with nature.19

Reconnecting with the threshold experience of nature through landscape may be one 
way we can know ourselves as beautiful, may be one of the ways we can reclaim connection 
and balance and poise.

The point isn’t to decide either to save the world or to savor it.  We do both.  In fact, we 
can’t do the one without the other.  We are threshold creatures, poised and balanced.  
Beautiful.

This week I ask you to think about where you find yourself.

And my prayer today:

May you connect with a landscape that feels like beauty to you.  May you know that you are 
beautiful.  May you know balance.  May you be poised, ready, nimble, and willing.  May we 
see that the ways that we want to savor this world, the land, each other, — those ways of 
savoring are calling us to save this world, the land, each other.  

May we be balanced. Amen.
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