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I 

What if there were a universe that somehow exploded into existence from almost 
nothingness?  

And what if, somehow, from quarks and leptons, from protons and electrons a small, 
blue/green planet formed from the cloud of elements circling a small star?  

And what if, on that planet, oceans and mountains were created and life came into 
being, evolving over hundreds of millions of years into flowers and trees, mosquitoes and 
dinosaurs, birds, and frogs, and you and me?  

What if …?  

Oh …. Wait a minute! There is a universe like that! It’s right here—all around us! We’re 
in it! And, despite its brokenness and suffering, it is literally awe-some!  

The atoms in your left hand, physicist Lawrence Krauss writes, come from a distant star 
that exploded and died billions of years ago. And the atoms in your right hand, he says, 
probably come from a different star. Joni Mitchell was right! We are stardust! And that’s 
amazing. 

But what’s even more amazing is that instead of everything—instead of something—
there might have been nothing: no universe, no world, no dinosaurs or bumblebees or clouds 
or poison ivy; no you or me. But, instead, there are stars and starfish, rainbows and hurricanes, 
love and war, life and death, beauty and singing, art and imagination. And how cool is that—
even when it’s not so cool? 

Well … I’ll tell you how cool it is!  

It’s so cool that, if we were really aware of how totally awesome, wonderful, beautiful, 
amazing, and cool it is that we are alive and living in this tiny corner of a universe that is so 
immense that it boggles our minds, the only thing that we’d be able to do would be to walk 
around all day wide-eyed with our mouths hanging open—totally amazed, awe-struck and so 
dumbfounded that we wouldn’t be able to say anything but “Wow! How cool is that?”  

II 

It’s the feeling of “wow” in response to the beauty, wonder, and mystery of life that, in 
the words of Albert Einstein, “stands at the cradle of all true art, [all] true science, and [all] true 
religion.” 

And it’s that feeling of “wow” that Unitarian Universalism names as the first of the six 
sources of our liberal religious faith: “direct experience of that transcending mystery and 
wonder, affirmed in all cultures, that moves us to a renewal of spirit and an openness to the 
forces that create and uphold life.” 



Taken together, the six sources of Unitarian Universalism—direct experience of 
transcending mystery and wonder; words and deeds of prophetic women and men; wisdom of 
the world’s religions; the Jewish and Christian tradition; spiritual teachings of Earth-centered 
traditions; and the guidance of reason and science—remind us that our liberal religious faith is 
grounded not only in reason, but also in mystery and wonder—that our faith is one of both 
head and heart, mind and spirit.  

Unitarian Universalism is a faith of open minds—a religion in which reason and faith are 
not incompatible; a faith that encourages each individual’s free and responsible search for truth 
and meaning; a faith that respects individual freedom of conscience and theological diversity, 
affirming that “we need not believe alike, to love alike.”  

Ours is also a religion of deeds, not creeds—a “hands on” faith that calls us to use our 
hands to care for each other and the earth on which we live: a faith that calls us to use our 
hands to give life the shape of justice.  

Our faith, though, is about more than reason, freedom, and justice. It’s a faith that 
values the “spiritual” dimension of life—those very real aspects of life that we can’t see or 
touch but feel, and know, deep within our hearts. It’s a faith that in response to life’s beauty, 
mystery, and wonder says: “Wow! How cool is that?”  

And so, the first source of our living tradition affirms that the experience of mystery, 
wonder, and awe is not only a universal human experience, but also, a religious or spiritual 
experience that can, if we let it, “move us to a renewal of spirit and an openness to the forces 
that create and uphold life.”  

It affirms that, in the words of Rabbi Michael Lerner, there is in the very core of our 
beings—in our hearts and bones and spirits—that causes us to respond to the universe with a 
sense of awe and wonder, with the “wow” and “yes” of our lives, with joy and songs and 
dances, with art and architecture, with philosophy, theology, and prayers, with humility and 
reverence, recognizing the mystery that is both part of us and beyond us—the mystery that we 
cannot name or control.” 

III 

In naming “direct experience of transcending mystery and wonder” as the one of the 
sources of our liberal religious faith, Unitarian Universalism claims the spiritual legacy 
bequeathed to us by our Transcendentalist forebears—famous (or, perhaps, infamous) 
Unitarian “mystics,” including Ralph Waldo Emerson, Margaret Fuller, Henry David Thoreau, 
Elizabeth Peabody, and Theodore Parker—who began meeting together in 1836 and, over the 
following six years, published a magazine of essays and poetry that reflected what Emerson 
called “the new spirit” of the age.  

The Transcendentalists were called transcendentalists because they believed that there 
is more to the world than meets the eye—a reality that is deeper and more true than the reality 
of matter and atoms, facts and figures; a reality that can be apprehended not so much through 
our senses as through human consciousness, emotion, imagination, and intuition; a 



transcendent Mystery that cannot be explained or dissected but only experienced and 
appreciated. 

Rejecting what Emerson called the “corpse cold Unitarianism” of his day, the 
Transcendentalists insisted that “the truth of religion does not depend on tradition or historical 
facts, but on the unerring witness” of the human soul and that it is in our experience of life’s 
beauty, wonder, and mystery, not the yellowed pages of ancient scriptures, that God may be 
found.  

 “Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a clouded sky,” Emerson 
wrote, “and standing on the bare ground, my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into 
infinite space, all mean egotism vanishes and I am nothing. The currents of the Universal Being 
circulate through me. I am part or particle of God.” 

In that moment, Emerson’s experience of transcending mystery and wonder opened 
him to the deep power in which all life exists, a presence that is embedded in the human soul 
and incarnate in the natural world, a motion and spirit that in the words of a poem by William 
Wordsworth, is “deeply interfused … in the light of setting suns, the round ocean, and the living 
air and rolls through all things.”  

And maybe he thought to himself: “Wow! How cool is this?” 

IV 

Like Emerson, all of us experience, from time to time, moments that, in the words of 
Elizabeth Jones, “partake of another, higher order of experience”—moments when we’ve 
touched or been touched by life’s mystery and wonder in profound and meaningful ways that 
resist being put into words.  

For some of us, it’s the experience of gazing up at the stars in the sky and feeling both 
incredibly small amidst the vastness of time and space and also intimately connected to and at 
home in the cosmos. For some, it the moment when a new mother-to-be first feels her baby 
move inside the womb and knows that both she and her child are part of the chain of life that 
stretches back in time beyond memory and on into the future beyond dreams. Sometimes it’s 
the experience of standing face to face with the mystery of life and death, saying goodbye to 
one we love. At other times, it the moments in which our lives are transformed by the love that 
we give and receive.  

Sometimes, it’s what the psychologist Abraham Maslow called a “peak” experience—
mystical or spiritual experiences of intense joy, well-being, transcendence, and peace. And, at 
other times, it’s an ordinary, everyday experience that points beyond the mundane and 
superficial dimensions of our lives to that which is, in some sense, deeper.  

We’re surrounded by life’s mystery and wonder each and every moment of each and 
every day.  

And yet, all too often, we completely miss it because we get caught up in life’s busyness, 
rushing here and there, doing this and that, distracted by worries, forgetting that life is 
something that is meant to be lived and experienced and savored, not a problem to the be 
solved or a project to be completed. And so, in the words of poet Denise Levertov, distracted by 



problems and diversions that jostle for our attention, we forget the mystery for days or weeks 
or months on end until the throng’s clamor recedes. 

Our task, therefore, is simple, but not easy—to open ourselves to life’s mystery and 
wonder.  

Our task, as Forrest Church has written, is to awaken ourselves to the depths and 
possibilities of life itself, to open our eyes and look out with new wonder upon creation, 
realizing, in our hearts and bones, that life is not a given but a gift—undeserved and 
unexpected, holy, awesome, and mysterious.  

Our task is to be so amazed by life—so grateful and full of joy—that we say over and 
over again: “Wow! How cool is that?” 

Our task is to remember that there is something beyond knowing that calls us, that the 
universe is so much larger than our ability to comprehend, and that the most important thing in 
life is not always knowing, but wondering.  

Our task is to live in the mystery that lies beyond all of our knowing—to simply let the 
mystery be without trying to name it, explain it, analyze it, or dissect it, mounting it, in the 
words of Forrest Church, as a trophy on the wall of human knowledge.  

Our task is to stop trying to reduce the incomprehensible to our own petty expectations, 
so that wonder—that sense of what is sacred—can find space to open up our minds and 
illumine our lives. 

May it be so.  


