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White Mountains Meditation


Appalachian Mountain Club Cold River Camp is south and east of Mount Washington, close by the White Mountain National Forest, on the Maine—New Hampshire border in the town of Chatham, New Hampshire. The river spills through Evans Notch, a valley surrounded by small mountains, the three-thousand footers, the sort of mountains you can hike to the top in the morning and have your lunch, walk down in the afternoon and still have time for a swim or a nap before supper.


God’s country. Spruce and pine and hemlock, maples and birch and beech in the forests, along with white-tail deer and moose and the occasional bear. The hiking trails are rocky and full of roots. The mountain tops are stone ledges, fields of bare granite dotted with alpine flowers and lichens. Mountains with names like Caribou and Blueberry and Little Deer.

My family has been coming to Cold River Camp for just about thirty years, in July, for a week of vacation. The camp is tucked into a meadow along a small ravine over the river—a green clapboard lodge, a rec hall, some cabins. Hot showers in the bathhouse. You get up and go to bed with the sun at Cold River Camp. More stars than you can imagine. It’s so quiet that when the porcupine gets under your cabin and starts chewing up the boards, you are startled awake, and once you’ve persuaded the intruder to move on, startled again by the silence. Coming home after a week at camp, you notice how many sounds at home you take for granted and don’t really hear—like it was when the power went out here a few weeks ago. At camp it is truly quiet.

Meals are provided in the lodge: three-course breakfasts starting with hot cereal and moving on to eggs and fresh-baked breads are a tradition. If it’s cool in the morning—and it could be almost frosty—there will be a fire in the fireplace. 

Life at Cold River Camp is simple: you get up, you eat, you make yourself a lunch, you go for a hike, you come back, you eat, you go to sleep. As I fall into the rhythm, I wonder why I would ever want to leave this peaceful valley. It restores my soul. Away from the fragmentation, and busyness of the world, I find abundance and rest. 


Each summer when we go to camp, I remember again who I am. Living so close to the natural world, freed for a little while from the distractions of everyday things, I experience my interconnectness with all living thing, the interdependence of mountains, river, trees. We are all one. The mountains give me a perspective on myself, a sense of my actual size and importance in the world. Nurtured by the beauty and quiet and peacefulness of the place, I feel whole and balanced.

Oh sometimes I just notice the mosquitoes and how much my knees hurt and how far the bathroom is in the night, sometimes I wish for the little conveniences of my ordinary life. But mostly I can settle into the quiet and feel the deep peace, so this place away from the world builds me up and I can go home stronger and more sane.


A poem that captures this rich gift: “Biology: Course Review” by Marilyn McEntyre. 
If you forget what axons do,

or how a virus invades a cell,

remember this—

that light becomes food.

That the seasons rhyme,

a different word each time

turning soil into living song.

That all things work together.

Even death. Even decay.

That this is the way

of the world we got: what is given

grows by grace and care

and knows what it needs.

That life is strong, and precarious,

full of devices and desires.

That what we hold in common

may not be owned. Control

is costly. Close attention

is the reverence due

whatever lives and moves,

mutant and quick and clever.

That our neighbors—

the plankton, the white pine,

the busy nematodes—

serve us best

in reciprocal gratitude:

what they receive, they give.

The way the heart accepts


what the vein delivers and sends it on,

again. Again.

(Christian Century, June 1, 2010)


The people who come to camp are mostly old friends since many of us come the same week every year. Some campers have been coming for fifty years. People come with their extended families. Friends who never see each other at any other time reconnect each year. We first came when our son was two, and now he’s grown. This past summer we got to know the new grandchild of a family we first met when the mother of this child played with our son in the sandbox thirty years ago.


So somehow this past summer the life we share at camp was reminding me of the life we share here in this congregation. Both camp and UUSIS are intentional communities of free people. We come together to be together, to share a common purpose, and to nourish our spirits. Like Cold River Camp, our congregation can be a place away from the world, a respite, a chance to realize who we really are and to prepare to carry our true selves back into the rest of our lives. And here, too, “close attention is the reverence due whatever lives and moves…”

At camp and in the congregation part of the pleasure we experience each time we come is being with people we know and care about, getting to know them better over time, enjoying each other’s company. We share common values and rituals. Every year at camp there’s a Fourth of July parade, a sing-a-long, a square dance, the talent show that ends the week. Here at UUSIS we enjoy our Sunday morning services, First Friday potluck suppers, our annual book sale, the Chili Cook-Off, the Cocoa Caper. Community is abundance.


Both communities are tight knit and can be challenged to welcome newcomers. At camp one of the questions on opening night at the orientation in the rec hall is “How many years have you been coming to camp?” It can be daunting to come up on the porch before dinner to a noisy gathering of people who already know each other. When we remember to invite newcomers to sit at our table for meals, tell them about the ice cream store down the road, help them decide which hikes to take, no one is left outside the circle. We want to get to know these latest members of our community, to help them enjoy what we share. At the end of the week, we say, “See you next year.”

Here in the congregation, following the lead of our greeters and the members of the Membership Committee, we also practice openness and acceptance and attention to the newcomer. We want them to feel included in what we are doing. We want them to enjoy our community and come back next Sunday.

Both camp and the congregation are focused on a goal, a purpose, a mission. People come to Cold River Camp to climb mountains. People come to UUSIS to “deepen their individual faith, celebrate unity among diversity, and promote a just and humane world” (from the UUSIS 2010 mission statement). If you don’t care about following a trail to get to the top, being in the outdoors, if the wilderness doesn’t thrill you, you’re probably in the wrong place. Cold River Camp won’t work for you.

A person who comes into our religious community expecting to find ready answers or elaborate liturgies will be disappointed.


This year at camp there was one family who hadn’t come to climb mountains. As far as we could tell, they came to enjoy a family reunion and take advantage of the inexpensive accommodations. They always ate together, didn’t talk to any of the rest of us, went shopping or sightseeing during the day and spent their evenings playing board games or cards with each other. They weren’t interested in being in our community or in hiking in the valley. They just wanted to hang out with each other. After a while, this family was ignored by the rest of the campers. Nobody tried to engage with them any longer.

Unitarian Universalism isn’t for everybody. And this congregation can be a daunting place: between settled ministers, searching for clarity and direction. 

Both Cold River Camp and UUSIS are places that can sustain and nourish the human spirit. The peace and beauty of the wilderness, the power of the organ music, the words we say together here in this historic sanctuary. There is history made long before we were here that hovers over, the ancestors guiding and encouraging us. Raoli Schweiker. Virginia Streitfeld.
Summer is over, officially in another few days, but really a while ago. It’s late September. Next week begin the High Holy Days, the celebration of the Jewish New Year and Yom Kippur, the Days of Awe when observant Jews look back over their lives, make amends, and ask God for another year.


And we, too, ask God—however each of us understands the spiritual power that animates our bones and causes the sun to rise up in the morning—for another day, another year, another chance to use the gifts we have been given for the good. We want to say thank you for this day, for this new year, for another opportunity to be here in this place where we are learning how to be useful and how to love, where we are asking what difference our lives might make in the world.


We come together to deepen our connections, to help each other learn the ways of transformation and redemption, and to nourish our common life. As Unitarian Universalists, we understand that our religious life begins in relationship and that the test of our faith is not what we say but what we do.


And so we turn, back to each other, back to the work of nourishing this congregation, back to the wounds of the world, we turn away from the sunlit indolence of summer toward the bright, brisk days of fall.


Let us come together thoughtfully, in the spirit of Rosh Hashanah, taking time for introspection, examining our motives and our days. As each of us take up our fall schedules, let us pause to ask if the plans we are making and the priorities they reflect, are aligned with our deepest values and highest hopes. 


The time of harvest approaches. The tomatoes are red on the vine, the corn is ripe in the stalk, the apples—golden and russet—are ready for picking. Pumpkins turn from green toward orange on the vine. And in our lives we can also reap, a harvest of resolve, a harvest of reverence, a harvest of gratitude.

As we come together this new season, let us turn to each other with love, listening to learn what is in the heart of the other.

Let us turn to the work of this congregation with willing hearts and fresh imagination. And let us turn to the work of the world ever supported by the conviction, in the words of Margaret Mead: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”


We are all one. Together we create a community here where wholeness, balance, abundance, and rest abide. Let us nurture each other in mindfulness, ever attentive to the purpose of our days, every aware of our connection to each other and to all living things.
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