
Page  of 1 3

Listening to the Poetry of the Earth
Rev. Joe Cleveland
April 26, 2021
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs

I learned about being pathetic in college
That’s where I learned about “the pathetic fallacy.”  Maybe you know about this.  

To commit the pathetic fallacy means that you attribute human emotion and concerns to 
things in nature that aren’t human.  When we look at the world, when we look at the 
nature around us, we humans can tend to look at it as if nature reflects our moods, 
rather than being something else entirely.  

Like many Unitarian Universalists, I find a great deal of inspiration in the natural 
world.  If it turned out that I was merely projecting my wishes and concerns onto it, that 
would be a problem, especially if we are looking for religious inspiration.  The object of 
our faith cannot be determined or controlled by us.  When your Gods happen to believe 
everything that you believe, that is a problem.  Your faith just becomes a tool to confirm 
your own biases.  Many Unitarian Universalists come to UU congregations because they 
are fed up with that sort of thing.  But we need to be careful of it, too.

We frame everything we see.  We shape it and interpret it.  We can’t help but do 
that — the only way for us to come to an understanding is by shaping what we see, 
focusing on one thing rather than another, connecting one thing to another to arrive at a 
meaning.  I’ve been exploring religious naturalism as a source of faith.  One challenge of 
a religious naturalist theology is to look for meaning by allowing nature to be 
something other than merely what we think it is.  In a way, a religious naturalist goes 
back to a ptolemaic view of the cosmos, with the recognition that the moral error of that 
ptolemaic view was thinking that everything revolves around people.  What if we allow 
nature or the earth to be at the center, rather than us?  What if our role is to listen, to 
look, to feel, and to care?

When I was in college, I grew to love the romantic poets in England and America 
who seemed to have such a connection to nature.  Who seemed to encounter everything 
around them as sacred, as a source for inspiration.  They seem to listen  Taking time to 
connect with nature is restorative, like James Weldon Johnson recommending a moment 
“Deep in the Quiet Wood” in his poem with that title.  For Johnson, it’s not just a 
cheering up that is possible.  If you are silent and just listen to the wood, and if you then 
let your spirit simply flow along with what you hear, what you get is a connection with 
God, the sacred.  You hear “God’s grand cathedral organ / Filling earth for you with 
heavenly peace / And holy harmonies.”  I think there is something in the human animal 
that instinctively knows this possibility for the experience of connection to the divine in 
the earth.  Robbed of our usual social connections with one another during the 
pandemic, so many people turned to nature, and it helped.  
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Listen to the poetry of the earth.  The earth is a living thing, and that means 
paying attention to our habits of language and thought and feeling.  I think it’s probably 
good for a white person like me, in addition to reveling in the daffodils with 
Wordsworth in his famous poem — it’s good for me to hear Lucille Clifton’s poem, “the 
earth is a living thing,” where we are asked to listen to an earth that “is a black and 
living thing / is a favorite child / of the universe…”  This hasn’t been the dominant 
imagery of nature or the earth in our culture, and I want people to get to a place where 
it feels good to broaden it.  We need better, bigger listening that gets the noise and 
baggage and assumptions and oppressions that we carry out of the way.  “Silently 
listen!” Johnson says.

Nature isn’t just what we might think it is. One stark example of this that I 
learned recently is that while so many Americans have been getting out in nature 
during the pandemic — and that is a good thing — it has also strained the almost 
entirely volunteer wilderness rescue teams across the country who are the ones who get 
out there and have to find us when we get in trouble, because so many haven’t 
recognized that nature doesn’t hold to what we might assume it is.  It’s not a climbing 
gym or a carnival ride, something we can simply use for our own enjoyment or profit.  
The Director of a search and rescue team in Wyoming told a New York Times reporter 
about 

the woman who got tired and did not feel like finishing her hike; the campers, in 
shorts during a blizzard; the base jumper, misjudging his leap from a 
treacherous granite cliff face; the ill-equipped snowmobiler, buried up to his 
neck in an avalanche.1

Another person named Chris Hayes who runs a fishing guide service tells about 
a man from Florida who stopped by the shop in November, intent on climbing 
nearby Gannett Peak, Wyoming’s tallest mountain. The man had no 
backpacking experience for the 40-plus-mile trek, which included ice climbing 
over a glacier, Mr. Hayes said. He advised the man against the trip, repeatedly, 
then watched helplessly as the man ignored him and walked out.

The next day, Mr. Hayes said, he received a phone call: A ranger had 
found the man, huddled in his car at the trailhead, unable to turn on his camp 
stove. Having spent the frigid night in his vehicle, the man had finally been 
persuaded to return home.2

Nature isn’t just what we think it is, which makes it such a rich source for our faith.  
Encountering the earth is all about reverence and awe and wonder.

 Ali Watkins.  “Pandemic Wilderness Explorers Are Straining Search and Rescue.”  The New York Times.  1

April 7, 2021.  

 Ibid.2
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If we could listen to the poetry of the earth, what might we become?  Hear this 
poem by June Jordan called “look at the blackbird fall”:

look at the blackbird fall
down 
into the lake
split white speedboats full of white people
loading the atmosphere with gasoline
and noise
now 
you can’t drink the water
of the lake
you must drive somewhere else to buy
bottles of water to drink
beside the lake that is ten miles 
long
(what I need is a change of season
a snowmobile
or a springtime tomb
that takes me from birth to 55
in six seconds)
what I need is to adjust 
to the tree
without the blackbird that fell
down
into the lake3

I know some of us in this congregation are white and boaters and who are, I believe, 
trying to listen.  But it’s easy to slip, and the white people in the white speedboats in this 
poem are not looking or listening.  There is too much noise.  And you can’t drink the 
lake’s water.  Drinking means driving.  That isn’t right.  Look, listen.  What do you see 
and hear?  And then pay attention to the feelings in you that your looking and listening 
awaken.  Along with the poet, what we need to do is “to adjust / to the tree / without 
the blackbird that fell / down / into the lake.”  The point is to care.

When we listen to the poetry of the earth, what can we become?  Perhaps a 
people who listen, look, feel, care.  May it be so.

 June Jordan.  “Look at the Blackbird Fall.”  Black Nature: Four Centuries of African American Nature Poetry.  3

Edited by Camille T. Dungy.  U of Georgia Press, 2009. 82.


