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“The Possibility of Wonder” 
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September 19, 2021 

 

On this day in 1836, the First Transcendentalist Club meeting occurred in nearby Concord. For 

the next four years, the Club would meet thirty times, bringing together intellectual and 

spiritual leaders from throughout New England—names you know such as Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, William Ellery Channing, Margaret Fuller, Henry David Thoreau, and the Peabody 

Sisters, Elizabeth and Sophia. With a stated goal to enable a “free discussion of theological and 

moral subjects,” these meetings ushered in new possibilities of thought, religion, and ways of 

being in the world. 

 

Also in 1836, Andrew Jackson was still president. Six years earlier Jackson signed the Indian 

Removal Act, dispossessing thousands of indigenous peoples from their ancestral lands to make 

room for European settlers. Farther west, the Battle of the Alamo was but one in a series of 

multi-national events contesting control of land we know today as Texas. While slavery was still 

the law of the land, a nascent abolitionist movement was taking root with the Boston 

newspaper The Liberator now five years old. During those same 5 years from 1831 to 1836, 

Charles Darwin was sailing on the H.M.S. Beagle observing wildlife and plants.   

 

Do you notice how many possibilities are crammed into those few years?  We do not always 

know what may come to be from the moment we are now in. 

 

Imagine being told in 1836 that Nat Turner’s failed rebellion five years before would still be 

remembered nearly two centuries later as a smoldering spark that contributed to the downfall 

of slavery. Imagine being told that, yes, the end of slavery was possible within the lifetime of a 

young man alive that day.  

 

Imagine walking into the Transcendentalist Club meeting in Concord and describing for them 

the possibility that some scientist now sailing around the Atlantic would upend Christianity by 

introducing the theory of evolution. Imagine telling that same Club how they would transform 

the American religious and literary landscape just as they indeed hoped they might.  

 

Sometimes possibilities are not merely dreams. Sometimes possibilities are seeds for what the 

future does become.  

 

In their discussions and publications, the Transcendentalists nurtured the seed of religious 

https://www.patheos.com/blogs/monkeymind/2007/09/the-transcendentalist-club.html
https://www.thoughtco.com/timeline-from-1830-to-1840-1774037
https://www.uuworld.org/articles/transcendentalism-divided
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intuition. Religion need not be a cold affair of rational analysis or mindless obedience. Religion 

could be like a sixth sense, “an intuitive capacity more profound and reliable than scriptures, 

ecclesiastical institutions, or tradition.” (Jeff Wilson, UU World, Summer 2008) This intuitive 

capacity could connect people to a more direct experience of the transcendent good, the 

transcendent truth, to transcendence itself.  

 

And yet, how many days does such an experience of transcendence feel far, far away from the 

dishes, the bills, family conflict, work deadlines, or, perhaps, long empty hours? So much of our 

lives reside in the realm of the measurable and the quantifiable rather than the transcendent 

and the ineffable. Especially during these months of pandemic, we play close attention to the 

metrics of infection rates, the data on breakthrough infections, as well as the economic impact 

of it all. Still others may be closely watching the catastrophic numbers of global warming, the 

number of acres burning out west—and just how near they come to the ancient Giant Sequoias. 

Measurement permeates our living and our thinking. 

 

In their book, The Art of Possibility, co-authors Rosamund Stone Zander and Benjamin Zander, 

challenge us to move beyond the world of measurement and into the universe of possibility.  In 

describing this universe, they write: 

 

“Unimpeded on a daily basis by the concern for survival, free from generalized 

assumption of scarcity, a person stands in the great space of possibility in a posture of 

openness, with an unfettered imagination for what can be.” 

 

Clearly, they are not writing in 2020 or 2021!  Concern for survival is readily apparent not only 

because of the pandemic, but also for many in the turmoil of Afghanistan, for those in the path 

of massive hurricanes, and for Black, Brown, Asian, and Muslim Americans afraid of when 

bigoted violence might be directed their way.  And while the toilet paper shortages of March 

2020 may have become a memory, a sense of “scarcity” lingers.  Shortages remain peppered 

throughout the global supply chain. The invisible threads of trade become manifest when we 

watch a massive cargo ship block a canal for days, or when we cannot buy a new computer or 

car because computer chips are scarce.  

 

Given all of this, how realistic does it feel to venture forth into a space of possibility and 

“unfettered imagination”?!? 

 

And yet, consider this possibility—what if the Transcendentalists were right and we all have an 

intuitive capacity to connect with the Transcendent? What if who we are is more than can be 

measured and quantified?  If we are more than the world of measurement, then how can we 

https://www.uuworld.org/articles/transcendentalism-divided
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avoid dabbling in—or drinking deeply from—the waters of transcendent experience? What 

might we lose if we do not dare to try? 

 

Transcendent experiences need not be “woo-woo,” nor do they need to entirely alter the 

course of our life. Transcendent experiences are possible in any or every day. As the Zanders 

write, “There are moments in everyone’s life when an experience of integration with the world 

transcends the business of survival.” 

 

When is the last time you didn’t worry about your survival? Put otherwise, when is the last time 

you lost yourself in a meaningful moment and stopped worrying about the pandemic or Climate 

Change or divisive politics—if only for a time? 

 

We are hearing more and more these days about mental health struggles—for kids long apart 

from their peers; for isolated adults alone in their homes; for parents, teachers, healthcare 

workers and others who have borne complex burdens of care these past months.  While I am 

not a mental health care professional, I am a spiritual health care professional. Which is to say, 

that I pay close attention to expressions of “spirit” in people as a marker of well-being. 

 

To be clear, when I say “spirit”, I am not invoking a sense of an invisible breath-like entity that 

inhabits a corporal body. Rather, I am pointing to that inner sense we have that we are more 

than the sum of our daily tasks. I am noticing our longings for meaning and a sense of purpose. I 

am noticing our intuitive capacity for wonder found in transcendent experiences.  I am staking a 

claim that paying attention to one’s spiritual and inner life is a critical piece of our well-being. 

 

So, let me ask you again:  when is the last time you didn’t worry about survival? When is the 

last time you stepped out of the realm of measurement and into the universe of possibility? 

When did you last find yourself entranced with the possibility of wonder? 

 

I believe wonder is a critical spiritual gift. Wonder exercises our intuitive capacity to connect 

with transcendence, with a sense that we don’t have everything figured out and, well, 

sometimes that’s okay. Wonder whispers for us to not settle for the known, but rather, to be 

open to encounter the unexpected. To repeat the words of the Rev. Gretchen Haley from our 

opening words: 

 

Make space in your heart 

To be surprised 

Make room in your soul 

For a new story to take shape 
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Let astonishment be possible 

At this life that remains 

A miracle 

 

Opening ourselves to the possibility of wonder makes space in our spirits for new stories, new 

life.  

 

Daring to hold ourselves in a posture of openness can be scary. The stories we each carry vary 

from one another. And some of us are carrying a story with a lot of pain and a long narrative of 

loss. Others may have had a lighter burden overall, but nonetheless have had an experience 

that wounded our faith in what is and is not possible in the world. By acknowledging how wary 

we can be towards opening ourselves to new possibilities, I want to affirm that such pain and 

challenges are real. And I wonder what possible path forward there may yet be towards 

rebuilding faith in a new story, in experiences of wonder and transcendence that could still be? 

 

If this open posture still feels scary, consider also that we need not face possibilities alone. Even 

while lauding the power of individual conscience and experience, the Transcendentalists met as 

a Club. They intentionally formed group structures to support one another in their learning, 

discussions, and living. From this perhaps we can take heart that we too gather today as a 

group in which we can support our individual searches for meaning.  Perhaps part of caring for 

one another might also mean supporting one another’s spiritual health.  

 

What if we asked one another not only about the measurable deeds of one another’s days, but 

also questions like “how’s your spirit?” or “what has filled you with wonder lately?” or “what 

new possibilities are you imagining these days?” Such questions put to ourselves or one 

another might just help encourage us all to nurture our spirits. Perhaps by doing this work 

together, we might be braver in our dreaming and opening ourselves to new possibilities. 

Perhaps then we might indeed get a taste of “an unfettered imagination for what can be.” 

 

What can be? What can be here at First Parish this year? In 3, 5, or 10 years? What can be 

today in your life? What can be in the lifetime of a young adult today? Before we too quickly 

shrink back into the realm of metrics and the known, let us not lose sight of 1836 when the 

country was governed by a racist bigot, slavery was the law of the land, and no women could 

vote. And let us ask again, what is possible today for us in our lifetime, in the lifetime of young 

adults and in that of the children laughing and learning in classrooms today? May we not 

surrender hope. May we not surrender wonder, dreams, or transcendent experiences. May we 

have faith in possibilities. 

So may it be. 


