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This month we are exploring what it means to be a people of zest. Zest 
is a fancy word that we don’t use that much everyday. What does it mean to 
you? (call it out.) What does it mean to leave room for all of these things 
(energy, possibility, life, vitality) in our lives? How do we do that when we 
find ourselves trudging along, through one more test, one more class, one 
more day at the office? When we’re stuck or exhausted, where do we find 
the help to kick-start feeling alive again? 
 
American poet, children’s book author, and photographer, Nancy Wood, 
gives us one answer in her poem entitled My Help is in the Mountain: 
 
“My help is in the mountain 
Where I take myself to heal ... 
I find a rock with sun on it 
And a stream where the water runs gentle 
And the trees which one by one 
give me company. 
So must I stay for a long time 
Until I have grown from the rock 
And the stream is running through me 
And I cannot tell myself from one tall tree. 
Then I know that nothing touches me 
Nor makes me run away. 
My help is in the mountain 
That I take away with me.1” 
 
….and I cannot tell myself from one tall tree. Nancy Wood is talking about 
something many of us have done. As a kid, I remember laying out this time 
of year on the grass and staring up at the daytime sky. If it were a clear blue 
day, and I could look just at the right angle, I could lose any sense of up or 
down. It could feel like I was in the sky. Who else remembers doing that? 
Who else has done that recently – maybe in your own way? (less hands?) As 
we get busier and busier, it’s easier and easier to forget to get lost in the 
clouds from time to time. We even use the phrase – lost in the clouds – to 
mean a criticism. 
 

																																																								
1	My Help Is in the Mountain, from Hollering Sun, 1972, by Nancy Wood 
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I recently was reading a blog about resilience, how we handle the stresses 
and pressures of life. It basically argued that how resilient we are is less a 
factor of how much we can endure in life, but how well we turn all “the 
busy” off each week. Do we fill up our weekends with tasks? Do we do 
work on the train or the plane? Are we up at 6am, and still doing homework 
at 11pm? We may be able to endure a lot for a long time, but if we don’t find 
ways of putting it all down – not simply shifting our focus of which burden 
we’ll manage next – but actually getting lost in the clouds – our resilience 
will give out sooner than later. And in between – all our enduring work will 
be of less quality. We’ll be testier, in worse spirits, less accurate. Being a 
people of zest means remembering to leave room for life – in our life. 
 
Remember the words of writer, Anne Sexton from earlier in this service, 
which began, “There is joy in all: in the hair I brush each morning, 
in the Cannon towel, newly washed, that I rub my body with each morning, 
in the chapel of eggs I cook each morning, in the outcry from the kettle 
that heats my coffee each morning, in the spoon and the chair that cry “hello 
there, Anne” each morning, in the godhead of the table that I set my silver, 
plate, cup upon each morning.” Anne is reminding us to find life in all the 
everyday things we become used to; to not let them pass by unnoticed. We 
can find renewal in the small mundane pleasures in life if we remember to. 
And most importantly, to share that joy with one another, for as she says, 
joys left unshared, die young. Joy, zest, life, are best shared. Maybe a bit too 
often, we live in a culture where we look down upon exuberance. Maybe a 
bit too often we elevate the perpetually busy among us – as if we were ever 
going to be given a Merit Badge for the Protestant Work Ethic. (What would 
that merit badge even look like? Someone tapping their watch? Maybe just a 
dry time stamp.) 
 
As we come to a close in this service of celebration, memory, and life, I 
want to share with you one more short story, a personal one. It’s sort of my 
go-to memory in my life about enjoying what’s before you. When I was in 
college, I spent one semester studying abroad at Oxford. At the close of the 
program, they held a celebratory dinner. I got invited up to the high table by 
one of the professors whom I had grown close with for the meal. As it 
happens, he and I have stayed in contact these past 20 years; he even gave 
one of the readings at my wedding two years ago. 
 
Now the dining setting is a little like Hogwarts from Harry Potter. Students 
all at long tables – but in suits and dresses rather than robes – and there are 
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no owls in sight. (We had to dress formally even for breakfast.) Christ 
Church, Oxford, was home to Lewis Carroll who wrote the Alice in 
Wonderland stories that we all know so well, and in honor of him, the 
stained glass windows all had small depictions of parts of the story crafted 
into the glass. 
 
There’s a part in the dinner, near to the end, when they bring out silver to 
serve the tea (and for the silly Americans like me, the coffee.) I’m having a 
surreal moment of is this really happening. It must have shown on my face, 
because the professor leans in and whispers, “The Buddhists are wrong, this 
is meant to be enjoyed.”  
 
Now first off, the Buddhists are not wrong. But we do sometimes think of 
the Buddhist mindfulness teaching in the wrong way. Being present and 
aware of what’s before us is being mindful, and not passing judgments. But 
sometimes we confuse that teaching with not letting ourselves enjoy the 
fruits of life. It’s sort of another form of the Merit Badge for the Protestant 
Work Ethic that we can let infect our religious life. 
 
But this professor was reminding me, that it was ok to soak it all in. At the 
end of a long semester, with a lot of work and effort, that it was ok to 
celebrate, to feel good about it – even knowing that more was going to need 
to be done before college was over. Now was the time to breathe it all in. 
 
As we come to the close of another Fellowship year, another year of school 
for most of our children and youth, we can remember to soak it all in. Some 
of us heard the Coming of Age speeches yesterday at our service for the 
graduating Long Island UU coming of agers. Our youth will share those 
credo’s next Sunday in our worship then, along with the speeches from our 
Bridging youth who are graduating from Sunday School as they head into 
adulthood. 
 
And for some of us, it was a long, hard year. Maybe the world has taken 
turns we don’t agree with. Maybe we’ve endured a year that was full of 
more protest than gratitude. None of that goes away, but we can still raise a 
glass to life, and drink deep. Our Flower Communion celebration today 
commemorated 95 years of celebrations worldwide. Our partner churches in 
Eastern Europe asked their American cousins to celebrate it this Sunday in 
honor of it’s origins in 1923. The Flower Communion began at a time in 
Europe’s history where one of the worst wars humanity ever knew – the 
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First World War, was still in folks’ recent memories. Unitarian minister, 
Rev. Dr. Capek, founder of the modern Unitarian movement in then 
Czechoslovakia, wanted to create an interfaith ritual that would bring people 
together. He wanted a ritual that helped his people see beauty amidst 
incredible pain.  
 
I’ll end with these consecrating words from Rev. Dr. Capek. As we leave 
today, may this blessing enter our lives:  
 
“Infinite Spirit of Life, we ask thy blessing on these, thy messengers of 
fellowship and love. May they remind us amid diversities of knowledge and 
of gifts, to be one in desire and affection, and devotion to thy holy will. May 
they also remind us of the value of comradeship, of doing and sharing alike. 
May we cherish friendship as one of thy most precious gifts. May we not let 
awareness of another's talents discourage us, or sully our relationship, but 
may we realize that, whatever we can do, great or small, the efforts of all of 
us are needed to do thy work in this world. “Rev. Dr. Capek 
 


