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UUCMC Covenant Circle Session 

 

December, 2019: Awe 
 

 

 

Opening Words & Chalice Lighting 

 

One way to open your eyes is to ask yourself, “What if I knew I would never see it again?” 

 —Rachel Carson 

 

 

Reminder of our Covenant 

 

 

Check-In (3-4 minutes each) 

 

 

Topic with Readings  

 

Word Roots 

 

Our expression “awe” is rooted in the Greek word áchos which also gives us the word “ache.” 

That vastness we experience in awe opens an ache in the heart, and by doing so, expands it.  

 

“Awe is the feeling of being in the presence of something vast that transcends your 

understanding of the world.” 

 —Dacher Keltner 

 

“Awe: An experience of such perceptual vastness you literally have to reconfigure your mental 

models of the world to assimilate it.” 

 —Nicholas Humphrey  

 

Wise Words 

 

Seven to eleven is a huge chunk of life, full of dulling and forgetting. It is fabled that we slowly 

lose the gift of speech with animals, that birds no longer visit our windowsills to converse. As 

our eyes grow accustomed to sight they armor themselves against wonder. 

 —Leonard Cohen 

 

Were the sun to rise but once a year, we would all cry out...How glorious! Our hymns would rise 

up, our thanks would ascend. O God,...Give us new eyes…and vision to see the world anew. 

 —A Jewish Prayer Book  

 

Everything was glowing with heaven’s unquenchable enthusiasm…I tremble with excitement in 

the dawn of these glorious mountain sublimities, but I can only gaze and wonder. Our camp 
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grove fills and thrills with the glorious light. Everything awakening alert and joyful...Every pulse 

beats high, every cell life rejoices, the very rocks seem to thrill with life. The whole landscape 

glows like a human face in a glory of enthusiasm. The mountains, the trees, the air were, effused, 

joyful, wonderful, enchanting, banishing weariness and a sense of time. 

 —John Muir, writing about his first visit to Yosemite. 

 

The sense of awe and mystery, for some reason, has gotten greater as I’ve got older. I’m not sure 

why. Maybe because many of us, as we get older, we start thinking more about the fact our life is 

going to come to an end, and we become a bit more religious and philosophical. If you don't 

have conventional religious belief, as I don’t, I think in a way thinking about the mystery of 

one’s own consciousness and the universe is a sort of compensation for that in some ways. 

 —Henry Marsh 

 

Don’t let the world become familiar — 

don’t forget the sheer strangeness of being alive. 

Don’t forget the sheer strangeness of being here 

on the surface of this spinning globe. 

Don’t forget the sheer strangeness of being this body 

that breathes and blinks and heals and grows 

a miracle of precision and complexity. 

Don’t forget the strangeness of seeming to be a ghostly self 

that lives inside your body, that has attached itself to your form, 

that seems to stare out from your eyes 

and can spin webs of logic, create alternate abstract worlds. 

Don’t forget the sheer strangeness of this world of form 

where matter pulses with consciousness. 

It’s a strangeness even stranger 

because it’s not hostile or indifferent 

but right and reassuring, somehow warm and welcoming, 

like a chaos that was always planned 

a riddle that makes perfect sense 

a cacophony of meaning, full of hidden harmony. 

 —Steve Taylor 

 

What is it that breathes fire into the equations and makes a universe for them to describe? Why 

does the universe go to all the bother of existing?  

 —Stephen Hawking 

 

Away from the immense,  

cloistered in our own concepts,  

we may scorn and revile everything... 

But we can never sneer at the stars,  

mock the dawn or 

scoff at the totality of being. 

 —Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel 
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Awe imbues people with a different sense of themselves, one that is smaller, more humble and 

part of something larger…Even brief experiences of awe, such as being amid beautiful tall trees, 

lead people to feel less narcissistic and entitled and more attuned to the common humanity 

people share with one another. In the great balancing act of our social lives, between the 

gratification of self-interest and a concern for others, fleeting experiences of awe redefine the 

self in terms of the collective. 

 —Paul Piff and Dacher Keltner 

 

Awe makes things new again. And that makes it the best drug in the world. 

 —Jason Silva 

 

People go abroad to wonder at the heights of mountains, at the huge waves of the sea, at the long 

courses of the rivers, at the vast compass of the ocean, at the circular motions of the stars, and 

they pass by themselves without wondering. 

 —Saint Augustine 

 

Here dies another day 

During which I have had eyes, ears, hands 

And the great world round me; 

And with tomorrow begins another. 

Why am I allowed two? 

 —G.K. Chesterton 

 

Let me keep my mind on what matters, 

which is my work, 

which is mostly standing still and learning to be 

astonished. 

 —Mary Oliver 

 

 

Silent Reflection  

 

 

Questions to prompt discussion (choose ones that work for you)  

 

1. Who taught you the most about “living in awe”? 

 

2. Has age impeded or assisted awe for you? 

 

3. How as the location of awe changed for you over time? Has it shifted from the stars to the 

woods? From the birth of planets to the birth of your child? From the physical feats your 

body allows to the storied wrinkles of your hand? What now leaves you most in awe 

when you look at it? 

 

4. Have you ever turned to the stars for support? Comfort? Escape? Connection? 
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5. Is awe calling you to feel smaller or bigger? 

 

6. What if we need awe to be good? 

 

7. Have you ever sat in the middle of nature and it suddenly came to life? What gift did that 

experience leave you with?  

 

8. Is it possible that awe is where God is found?  

 

9. Do you most often complain about your body or stand in awe of it? 

 

10. When was the last time you stood in awe of your life partner? 

 

11. When was the last time you stood in awe of your child? 

 

12. Can you imagine someone standing in awe of you? 

 

13. What’s your question? Your question may not be listed above. As always, if the above 

questions don’t include what life is asking from you, spend the month listening to your 

days to hear it. Or maybe the question or call you need to hear is waiting in one of the 

quotes listed below. Consider looking there! 

 

 

Housekeeping Details 

 

How goes your service project plans? Do you need ideas? Lisa, Michelle, Rev. Craig,or Rev. 

Virginia are happy to help! 

 

 

Check-out 

 

 

Closing Words 

 

Wonder takes our breath away, and makes room for new breath. That’s why they call it 

breathtaking.  

 —Anne Lamott 


