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Weeks ago when I sent Marilyn the title House as a Mirror of self, I had no idea how much the word 

house would be in the news this week. It’s hard not to focus on the story of the People’s House, that 

was violently invaded last Wednesday. But I’m not going to dwell on that. I need a break from the story 

of that house anyway. Maybe you do too. I think one of the services a service provides is the room to 

pull back and replenish our reserves. So we have the strength to face the days ahead. To be able to face 

even daily difficulties and obstacles, we need a strong center. Each of us. Both within ourselves, and as 

I’m going to discuss, a place of centering in the physical world. And communities need strong centers 

too, made up of individuals who are doing their best to be centered, and who somehow, when all joined 

together, create a center that is bigger than the sum of its parts. A generous, giving, loving center. When 

it comes to our physical spaces, it is our homes that are the center of our lives. Whether that’s our 

personal home or our spiritual home. Or both. We can have more than one home of course. Home is 

quite literally the ground of our being. It is our axis mundi. Axis mundi is the Latin term for the axis of 

Earth between the celestial 1 poles. In religious anthropology it’s a term used to describe the place 

where a people, or an individual, centers themself on this planet. A sacred place. A sacred center. The 

center of the world. I’m going to quote to you from a site called Ancient Origins: “What do Mount Fuji in 

Japanese culture, the Dome of the Rock on the Temple Mount, Mecca for Islam, and the Black Hills for 

the Sioux all have in common? They are all examples of a belief in the axis mundi – a perceived center of 

the world, where Heaven and Earth are connected. This concept is also known by other names, including 

the ‘world tree’, the ‘world pillar’, and the ‘cosmic axis’. “Where heaven and earth are connected”. 

What does that mean? Whether you believe in a literal heaven or not, I think we can all feel the power 

in that primordial understanding. I think it’s about the relationship between our physical selves and our 

spiritual selves. The relationship between the concrete world and the eternal, or the non-rational, 

instinctive world. And the longing to link them somehow, to unite them. There’s a kind of stretching 

upward and outward that is being described try the term, “axis mundi” which contains all dreaming, all 

longing, all searching and hoping. And for some of us, myself included, that “stretching” is about the 

relationship between self and a higher power, which I call God. 2 Here’s a quote from another article 

about the axis mundi: “Homes can represent world centers. The symbolism for their residents is the 

same as for inhabitants of palaces and sacred mountains. The hearth can be at the center of a home. 

The home fire. It participates in the symbolism of the altar. And a central garden participates in the 

symbolism of primordial paradise." Some of you may have lived in other cultures, as I did briefly in 

Mexico, where we had central gardens surrounded by the home. At the center of my garden was an 

abundantly generous lime tree. That lime tree was my axis Mundi for the short time I lived there. The 

lime tree was framed by that courtyard, which was itself encircled by the home on three sides and a 

high stone wall on the fourth. Giving a sense of both protection and safety, and infinite magic. And I 

remember too, living in Kenya, which I did for a year, on a compounds. That was a word borrowed from 

British colonialism unfortunately, but the compound I lived in, and my students lived in, was decidedly 

African. Whether round homes, or square homes, they were often set in a circle, or bounded in some 

way by trees or walls. The kitchen fire on which we cooked, was nearly always at the very center. The 

article I quoted goes on to say: “In some Asian cultures houses were traditionally laid out in the form of 

a square, oriented toward the four compass directions. Traditional Arab houses are also laid out as a 

square surrounding a central fountain that evokes a primordial garden paradise. 3 Mircea Eliade noted 



that "the symbolism of the pillar in [European] peasant houses, likewise derives from the 'symbolic field' 

of the axis mundi.” And then, all we have to do is think about how many nomadic people had homes 

that were circular, like a teepee with a pole at the center. The axis mundi. In other words a home, 

traditionally, has, at its center, something believed to be of spiritual importance. It may be an empty 

space, or a tree, or a pillar, or a fireplace, or the hearth. And that central something gives the 

inhabitants the feeling of being anchored and centered here on this earth. It gives a sense of at least 

temporary permanence in life, which is always changing. There is something in humanity that has always 

sought to reach out to the heavens, and to be grounded to the earth, both. That pull, that stretch, that 

tension even, is central to who we are as human beings. And we too, in our bodily existence itself, are 

ourselves an axis mundi. Wherever we stand, we are at the center. Our center. Our houses are the 

expression of that self at the center of our own existence. We return to them from a trip, whether to the 

grocery store or across country, and we feel like we are coming back to our selves. And so it can be 

disquieting to move. I moved a lot when I was a kid, and each time it felt like a huge loss. Of self. But it 

also felt exciting. Like maybe I’d get to try out a new self. But of course we take our same selves, into 

our new homes. What did Ram Dass say? “Wherever I go there I am.” Oh well. A family is a kind of axis 

mundi too. Together we re-centered ourselves, my family did, each time. Within ourselves, and using 

the home, we re-grouped as a unit. I always 4 found something in each place that made me feel at 

home, and as if I could pull all the pieces I’d left behind along the trail, into one piece again. Sometimes 

it would be a particular spot in the yard. Sometimes it was my room. I’m sure you can think of places 

you claimed, that grounded you, and allowed you to stretch into something new. Then we grow up, and 

choose our own homes. My guess is most of us have had the experience of choosing a home, based on 

some single aspect of that house, or yard, that called you. One of the reasons Michael and I chose the 

house we live in now is because it backs up on a grove of live oaks, hundreds of years old, some of them 

400 years old, I’m told. Twisty like a modern sculpture. I feel like I’m living inside of nature’s brain when I 

look out there. I love that about it. And just as amazing, on our top floor, we have a loft room where I 

work, and there’s a skylight there, so I can lie on the floor and stare at the stars and the moon, while still 

being anchored to the earth. It does give me that sense of connection to both heaven and earth. That 

room is my axis Mundi. These days, with all of us having to spend so much more time in our homes due 

to the pandemic, we are probably all more aware of how we use our homes. And how we feel about 

them. In this socially distanced time, our isolation gives us some gifts one of them might be time. In that 

time we are gifted with a kind of confrontation with ourselves, and our homes, as a mirror of those selfs. 

This means we can befriend our own homes, if we have not already. To learn it more deeply. And so to 

learn about ourselves. 5 If you haven’t already, you might ask yourself, how does my home ground me. 

Which spot inside my home is sacred to me? If I don’t have one, how can I make one? As I’ve already 

said, a church or congregation, is also an axis mundi. It grounds us as individuals, and it stretches us 

beyond ourselves at the same time. Because it is a collective home. Y’all came together for years and 

years in one place in downtown MHC, and that became a second home I’m sure for many of you. From 

what I can tell, and have heard, you have managed, with many voices, and many individual selves, to 

nevertheless come up with a whole new collective center. Your new building, your proposed building. 

That’s quite a feat. And I commend you. I commend you equally, for creating a warm and welcoming 

home here in this patchwork quilt called ZOOM. This is a kind of axis mundi, too, isn’t it? Amazing. Out 

there in the ether, we float between heaven and earth, a sea of faces, connecting somehow through 

pulsing signals, that’s magic as far as I’m concerned. ‘Cause I sure don’t get how that happens. I am 

eternally grateful for ZOOM. Humankind seems always to be able to adapt and move out of the familiar, 



and come back together again, in fresh ways. That gives me hope. Especially in times that do feel 

broken, in so many ways. Let’s be sure in the days ahead, to pay attention to both the grounding and 

stretching upward, inside of us. It is natural, that desire to be connected with the Great Something 

More, which is symbolized by the heavens. And to want to be grounded in earth. In that creative tension 

between self and other, between earth and sky, human and divine, is where we find guidance, and how 

we grow. Individually and collectively. 6 May it be so. And now I’d like to ask you to join me in the spirit 

of prayer, which will be followed by the meditation music, How Can I Keep From Singing. It’s #108 in the 

gray hymnal if you happen to have one and want to sing along. I am one of those UU’s who prays. A. Lot. 

I pray to a higher power, to that force of being I feel around me, everywhere in nature, and way up 

there at the other side of the axis mundi, and that comes to my ears in the wisdom of other people. In 

other words I’ll be praying to that something that is much greater than just me. Or you. I humble myself, 

daily, to that power, as a practice of keeping myself as open and honest as possible. Ongoing work. I 

invite you to make my prayer yours, if you wish. And then in the silence to lift up your own.  

God, higher power, spirit within and between us, the events of our times make me weep, they make me 

frightened, they make me crazy, they make me angry, they make me tired. I feel powerless, and I and 

sometimes overwhelmed. Help me to be right sized in the days ahead, to not assume I know the answers 

or the outcome, or the cause. Help me to know what I can and can’t do, can and can’t control and yet 

never to shirk doing what I can do in whatever small way I can. Help me to keep my heart open, my mind 

awake, and my resolve flexible. In the name of all that is holy, sacred and connected, in the name of that 

intelligence which connects all of us and all of us to both the stars above and the earth beneath our feet, 

…I pray. Amen 


