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There’s a moment I want to take us back to this morning -- two years before the first Earth Day and Joni 

Mitchell wrote "Woodstock," one year before the oil spill happened off our shore and coated our 

pelicans in goo.  

It was Christmas Eve, and the astronauts of the Apollo 8 mission were in orbit around the moon when 

they noticed that as their space module was spinning they could see the Earth seeming to rise up over 

the surface of the moon.  

They grabbed a roll of color film and took a picture that people like nature photographer Galen Rowell 

have labeled "the most influential environmental photograph ever taken." That photograph has come 

to be called “Earthrise,” and it changed how we look at our planet.  

I have never not known what the earth looks like from space. I grew up with that image and what it 

represented already alive in the world.  I missed that moment of revelation. That moment when we saw 

so clearly that the Earth is a small fragile thing in the vastness of space.   

In that photo the earth looks almost like something you can hold in your hands. 

I love learning about things like the Earth-rise picture and the Apollo missions -- I have been for a long 

time a self-identified “space geek.” My current favorite astronaut, Scott Kelly, has talked a lot to various 

news organizations and on social media about what he learned and how he was changed by his recent 

year in space. He was taller than his identical twin when he came home; he’s had to re-adjust to his 

utensils not floating away while he’s eating, and he’s found himself even more of an environmentalist 

than he was before he went into space. 

He reported seeing areas of the planet that were just covered in pollution all the time, and recorded 

huge storms like Hurricane Patricia, the biggest storm ever measured. And he’s commented that seeing 

just how big those weather systems were became brought climate change home to him in a new way. 

More than any of those specifics, he has talked about the incredible experience of looking down on 

Earth, and how intense that was, how much it made him want to be a part of protecting the planet. 

He’s far from the first astronaut or cosmonaut to say this, about how incredibly protective they feel of 

our planet after viewing it from space, about a heightened sense of how fragile our global ecosystem is.  

These people who went to space and looked down report a profound sense of connectedness, a 

cognitive shift in awareness that causes them to see themselves as part of our “pale blue dot” in an 

entirely new way. 

This has come to be called the “overview effect.” It’s similar to what many mystics have achieved in 

meditation, a sense of the whole cosmos as an interconnected quantum web, where consciousness is 

not separate but a part of the Universe. 



That sounds pretty familiar to me -- a bit like one of the Principles of Unitarian Universalism.  We as an 

association of congregations covenant to affirm and promote respect for the interdependent web of all 

existence of which we are a part.   

You don’t have to be an astronaut to believe in interconnection and interdependence… and you don’t 

have to even want to be an astronaut to think space stuff is cool.  I, for example, have never had any 

desire to go into space myself.  But I do get pretty excited about the idea of space exploration. I 

watched a video online just the other day showing how scientists think we could terraform Mars, 

starting by melting the frozen CO2 at the poles. SO COOL.   

I’ve been enthusiastic about plans like this for a long time. When I was in middle school, and particularly 

excited about this, I had one particular conversation with my father that has stuck with me. I was 

gushing at him about Mars, and how we might start a colony there, and so on, and I asked him 

“wouldn’t that be so cool, Dad, if we went to Mars.”   

He looked at me and said, “I guess.” 

I was surprised.  That is not how my parents usually reacted to me being excited about something. 

"What do you mean?" I asked him. 

“I just….  Well….,” he said, “ I think we should clean up our own room first before we go outside.” 

Huh.  

Now, I don’t actually agree with my dad on this. I think you should go outside no matter how tidy or 

untidy your living space might be. And I still think we should go to Mars as soon as we can and that the 

government should give more resources to NASA.  JUST MY PERSONAL OPINION. Yet still… 

His comment has stuck with me. It’s stuck with me because it made me wonder, as a thirteen-year-old, 

what my responsibility was in all of this. What my responsibility to my planet was.   

At thirteen I was already in love with the natural world.  I’d been hiking since before I could walk, I was 

a Girl Scout who spent a good chunk of every summer in the woods, I loved to lie in the grass and dance 

in the rain.  And I had grown up with that Earthrise photo.  I knew the Earth was a fragile little thing 

twirling in a great dark cold universe.  The conversation with my Dad sparked something. Caused me to 

think again and more deeply about it. It made me wonder. What did that knowledge of our Earth’s 

fragility mean for me, and how I would spend my life, what choices I would make? It left me with the 

question: what can I do for my planet? 

I have been wrestling with that question ever since, and I’ll be seeking answers to it the rest of my life. 



This question drove me to be a nature educator, a professional environmental advocate, and of course 

it’s part of what called me into Unitarian Universalist ministry. I’ve canvassed for the environment on 

street corners and taken piles of postcards to government officials and spent a lot of time in the woods 

with kids helping them to find the sense of connection to the natural world I had.   

And It’s a question a lot of Unitarian Universalists ask ourselves, this question of how we can protect the 

Earth, what our role is in the work to serve the interests of the natural world, all our interconnected, 

interdependent web. 

As I mentioned before, it’s one of the principles we covenant around. 

We also have a principle about world community, and how we wish peace, liberty, and justice for all. So 

it’s not surprising that there are a lot of people in our tradition are interested in environmental justice --  
the work to protect our ecosystem, and to work against the racism that makes the effects of things like 

pollution and massive storm damage so much worse for some people than others. It’s not shocking that 

we, as a group of people, tend to care a lot about global climate change and how that’s going to affect 

every person and every creature on our fragile spaceship Earth.   

We Unitarian Universalists have made a promise to each other that we will care about these things. 

So what can we do? What can we do, as individuals and a group, to protect our fragile parent Earth?  

How can we help “clean up our room,” as my dad put it? 

There are so many answers to that question. More answers than there are people in this room, more 

answers than there are booths at the Earth Day festival happening in the park a block away. There are 

the little things we do to live with integrity, like using recycled paper. There are big scary things like 

confronting oil and gas companies by dangling off a bridge like my colleague Elizabeth Mount does with 

Greenpeace. There are petitions that can be signed, organizations that can be supported.   

You can save a pelican, oppose an oil pipeline, plant a tree, ask questions about our power plants and 

where our limited water supply is going. I hope you find time to head over to the festival this weekend 

and get inspired to do something. And I hope you’ll meet me next weekend, on Saturday morning, 

when I’ll be joining a volunteer from our local Channelkeeper organization to do a beach cleanup on 

West Beach.   

It is, after all, on our beaches here that many began to see -- that that big oil spill brought home to 

many -- how fragile our home is. When we go outside and put our hands in the sand we tangibly 

connect to our Earth home. Just as when we zoom out, we see just how delicate our parent planet is, 

how utterly precious.

So think about that image of Earthrise, of the Earth globe that’s been traveling around the room. 

Maybe you’ve seen it so many times you don’t even notice it anymore. Today I invite you to notice it 

again. This place, this beautiful planet Earth, is our blue boat home.   

Let’s do what we can to protect it.  It won’t be easy, but it will be worth it. 




