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 May 1, 2016 

 

 Let it be a dance we do, 

 May I have this dance with you? 

 

 May, I have this dance with you. With you, May! For in May what had 

looked dead comes alive, and the world is revealed as a giant cosmic dance.  May 

I?  Mother May I? 

 All of creation is in a dance, if we can just see it.  As we sit here immobile 

in this room in this apparently immobile wooden building on this apparently solid 

piece of ground, we know that in fact this piece of ground is part of a globe that is 

performing a perpetual pirouette on its own axis and in the process describes a 

giant circular path around the sun.  We know that our only natural satellite, the 

moon, performs a perpetual pas de deux with us at a near distance, shyly keeping 

the same face turned toward us at all time, either because she doesn't trust us or 

because she doesn't want us to see the stain on the back of her dress.  We know 

that the other dancers on the floor include Mars and Venus and Mercury, each 

absorbed in its own figure, as well as Jupiter and Uranus and  Neptune, each with 

its own coterie of swirling satellites and Saturn, the bell of the ball in her 

multicolored rings.  Asteroids are constantly attempting a clumsy break-dance in 

their own belt, and occasionally a comet swooshes in from outside to do a do-si-

do with the sun.  We also know that whole system waltzing around our sun is 

itself positioned at the outer arm of a huge crowd cakewalking around the center 

of the Milky Way galaxy, which in turn is tangoing at the edge of an expanding 

universe.  The dance was first called thirteen billion years ago and the dancers 

show no sign of exhaustion yet; in fact, they seem to be speeding up as the dance 

progresses.  Are you dizzy yet? 

 And it doesn't just happen at the huge end of the scale.  While you are 

sitting in your pews, your red blood cells are performing a wild snake-dance 

through your veins, arteries and capillaries.  Within the cells the various parts, 

whose names I once knew, sashay in and out, delivering fresh hot nutrients and 

taking out the garbage.  The molecules dance around on the proteins and the 

atoms dance around on the molecules and the electrons dance around on the 

atoms.  They go so fast, in fact, that we can never be certain of both the size and 

position of a particle. This was the famous uncertainty principle, discovered by 

physicists named Heisenberg and Schrodinger in the 1920's, which got them the 

Nobel prize.   

 I admit to being an incurable manic digressive.  In the odd way my mind 

has of working, I remember this fact, I am certain of this uncertainty, because at 

the time I took my one college course in physics, there was a popular verse form 

called Higgledy Piggledy.  The rules for higgledy piggledy was that it was two 
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verses of four lines each, each line except the last had to be two dactylic meters, 

and one of the lines had to be one word.  Anyhow, my physics professor won the 

college newspaper's prize for the best such poem with the following entry: 

 Higgledy piggledy 

 Werner H. Heisenberg 

 Turned his uncertainty 

 Into a prize 

 

 Atoms and molecules 

 Dancing unceasingly 

 Complementarity 

 Shielding our eyes. 

 

 Indeed all is in motion and everything changes, despite the appearance of 

stability and permanency.  Heraclitis said that you never step into the same river 

twice, but good Buddhists maintain that you never even step in once.  At around 

the time that Werner Heisenberg was working out his uncertainty principle, 

Alfred North Whitehead was coming up with the idea that nothing ever is; rather 

everything is the in process of becoming.  This spawned the movement called 

process theology, and Whitehead's students Charles Hartshorne and Henry Nelson 

Wieman, two of the foremost Unitarian theologians of the Twentieth Century, 

developed elaborate systems of thought based on this insight.  But the Buddha had 

declared 2,500 years before that everything is impermanent. 

 The dance, then is ubiquitous and you are going to be dancing whether 

you like it or not.  The human race has probably been dancing since the dawn of 

prehistory, and dance is known in almost every human culture.   

 A blessing of May Day is the dance.  For orthodox Christians, the big 

celebration of the spring is Easter, the time Jesus is said to have risen from the 

dead, and that rising is said to open the door to eternal life for all who believe in 

him.  I, like many UUs, take a broader view, that Easter is just one of many ways 

we can celebrate spring, when all of nature seems to return to life, and the earth, 

which had seemed dead only months before, renews itself.  It’s resurrection, it’s 

renewal, but it follows the laws of nature instead of suspending them.  

 I say, why stop at one spring celebration?  Let’s celebrate the Vernal 

Equinox and Easter and May Day and Mother’s day and Memorial Day, all the 

way to the Summer Solstice.  One UU church I heard of has even done away with 

its Easter celebration altogether; they wait until they first hear the chirp of the 

peepers in the wetlands, and then the next Sunday is celebrated as First Peepers 

Sunday.   

 “April is the cruellest month” wrote T.S. Eliot in his classic poem, “the 

Waste Land”,  

“April is the cruellest month, breeding 

Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing  

Memory and desire, stirring  

Dull roots with spring rain.” 
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Memory and desire, life and death.  April contains the promise of spring and 

summer’s warmth to come, but it’s always threatening to plunge us back into 

winter. This April we have just been through was no exception. There were 

shirtsleeve days of balmy sun pouring down on sand and sea and town and then 

there were wrap-up sweater days when the grey flat clouds hung low and the wind 

cut like a knife.    

 Hope is risen from despair, life has risen out of death, yet we know that 

despair is not gone for good, and that each of us individually and every living 

thing individually will die.  If you’ve wrestled with a condition for a long time, 

such as an illness or  financial woes, and you think you’re about to get the cure, to 

put the illness behind you or get free of debt, it can be really agonizing for the 

illness to reoccur or for you to discover some new obstacle to financial wholeness.  

You had begun to hope, to plan, and now the hope is dashed, and you feel worse 

than you did before you had that glimmer of hope.   That’s the cruelty of April.  

Mixing memory and desire. 

 Against the cruelty of April we have the blessing of May.  By May, it 

looks like winter is really banished.  The landscape is ablaze with the yellow 

glory of forsythia and dandelions.   The trees are flowering and some delicate 

green leaves are making a tentative appearance.  Have we really passed out of the 

shadow of winter?  

 An old English May Day song invites: 

Come ye young men, come along 

With your music, dance and song 

Bring your lasses in your hands 

For tis that which love commands 

 

   Then to the Maypole haste away 

   For 'tis now our holiday 

Staines Morris, traditional. 

 We have done a May Pole in this congregation most of the years I have 

been here.  This year, the RE teachers said the kids wanted to try something 

different, and I will be looking forward to see what they have come up with after 

the service. 

 I didn’t grow up dancing a May Pole, but when I came to Boston to 

seminary, I discovered that there is a May celebration every May morning, rain or 

shine, on the banks of the Charles River at dawn.  Morris dancers in their bright 

outfits mingle with Harvard undergraduates who are in tuxedos and prom dresses, 

and everybody dances and sings around the May Pole.  If I didn’t have services 

this morning, I probably would have driven up for the Cambridge May Pole.  My 

friends are already posting pictures of it on Facebook. 

 The first church I served as minister was Wakefield, and shortly after I 

arrived there I discovered that that little Universalist church had celebrated May 

Day in the 1860s with a big event on the town green.  I even discovered a song 

that the minister at the time had written for the occasion.  Here’s one verse. 

1 –  Hurra! my dear companions all, a-Maying let us go, 
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 O’er hills and through the valleys, where the sparkling waters flow; 

 Where breezes play among the trees, and wild birds flit along –  

 Hurra!  Hurra! With joyful heart we’ll sing a cheerful song! 

CHORUS: Laughing, shouting, happily we’ll go 

  O let us all be roving now, 

  Where vernal flowers grow! 

 We revived the Wakefield May Day celebration and I hear it is still 

ongoing twelve years after I left the church. 

 May Day has both green and red roots.  The red roots have to do with the 

agitation for the eight hour day; in 1884, a labor group in Chicago declared that 

eight hours should be the standard work day by May 1, 1886.  And through the 

bloodshed of the Haymarket riots, and the shameful show trials of anarchists 

which followed, May 1 became the International Labor Day which is still 

celebrated around the world, except in the US, where it was considered 

Communist, and so labor is celebrated here in September. 

 Today we are concerned with its green roots which stem from the Roman 

holiday Flora, the German Walpurgis Night, and the Celtic Beltane, a word which 

can be translated as “Bright Fire.”  

 What do we have to celebrate on May Day?  If you will consult the page 

in your hymnal right after the preface, you will see our Principles and Purposes, 

and if you look at the seventh principle, you will see that by it we are covenanting 

to affirm and promote the interdependent web of all existence, of which we are a 

part.  This is a profound theological statement.  The Genesis creation story holds 

that humans are separate from nature, a special kind of creation, given dominion 

over nature.  This is why people who read the Bible literally often have trouble 

with evolution, for evolution definitely sees humans as part of nature, and our 

seventh principle affirms that, affirms, in other words, that we are connected by 

genealogy, by blood kinship, to the dinosaur, to the trilobite, to the panda, and the 

earthworm.  

 Below the principles and purposes are a list of five sources of our religious 

tradition.  They include Jewish and Christian teachings, direct inspiration from 

our own religious experience, words and deeds of prophetic men and women.  In 

1995, after this hymnbook was printed, a sixth source of our living tradition was 

added:  “Spiritual teachings of earth-centered traditions which celebrate the sacred 

circle of life and instruct us to live in harmony with the rhythms of nature.”   

 “Earth-centered traditions” is a very broad term.  A lot of people use the 

word pagan or neo-pagan, but earth-centered is broader.  It might include the 

hard-nosed scientific environmentalist, the follower of Thoreau and John Muir, or 

religious naturalists like Chet Raymo or Ursula Goodenough, who spoke here on 

Darwin’s birthday in 2009, none of whom would fit the label pagan. 

 IN some ways, the scientific and spiritual understandings converge.  We 

are aware of how much of our human DNA is shared with the rest of life forms.  

We are aware of how related we are to primates and other mammals.  We are 

aware that the very atoms of heavy metals in our bodies were once in the heart of 

the stars we see at night, now millions of light years away.  We are all part of a 
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vast interconnected web of existence, a sacred circle of life.    

 This is the blessing of May, that we see how the parts of the great dance 

are interconnected and interdependent. 

 One more word on paganism; we UUs embrace faiths for which we can’t 

produce a pedigree.  A book in the 1980's, The Chalice and the Blade, set out the 

case that before the monotheistic religions arose, there had been a universal 

feminist religion in the world, centered on the worship of the Goddess.  How 

many of you are familiar with “cakes for the Queen of Heaven”?  This was a very 

popular spiritual path which came out in the wake of the Chalice and the Blade, 

and encouraged women to find their inner Goddess.  Now scholars today don’t 

buy the idea that there was a universal cult of the Goddess, but that doesn’t 

undercut the contemporary spiritual practice, for the validity of the spiritual path 

rested on the individual’s direct experience not its historical grounding. 

 In much the same way, the fun of May Day celebrations is its own excuse 

for being, we do not require anyone to declare themselves a pagan or to go out 

and commit acts of fertility.  But I want to highlight a few points on the arc of this 

delightful custom to enhance our enjoyment of it. 

 The Celts had four quarter days, the solstices and the equinoxes, and four 

cross-quarter days which were roughly halfway between the quarter days.  These 

were Imbolc, Feb 1, Beltane, May 1, Lughnasa, August 1, and Samhain, 

November 1.  Beltane, as I said earlier, means “Bright Fire,” and it was the 

custom to build two bonfires on the eve of Beltane and drive one’s herd of cattle 

between them to purify the cattle.  We will dispense with the bonfires this 

morning.  The ancient Romans called the celebration Flora and the Germanic 

people called the eve of May 1 Walpurgis Nacht, and it is probably from the 

Germans that we get the custom of the May Pole, for such poles are common 

throughout central Europe.  

 For the Celts, Beltane was the beginning of summer, and the solstice was 

the midpoint, which is why June 21 is sometimes referred to as Midsummer.  It 

was a time when the crops could be planted.  And in an agricultural society, 

planting the crops meant that you were hoping for fertility.  So it is natural that 

folks would want to have a little celebration to kind of help the fertility along.  So 

the woods on May Morning are filled with nymphs and satyrs and people trying to 

imitate them. 

 Fertility of crops, livestock and people.  The reading this morning from Sir 

Thomas Mallory in the fifteenth Century celebrated “the month of May..., when 

every lusty heart beginneth to blossom, and to bring forth fruit...”  In writing the 

legends of King Arthur, Mallory was writing in a very Christian era trying to 

conjure up a pagan past that was then a thousand years gone.  He very well may 

have been indulging in wistful thinking more than recording actual practices. 

 Let it be a dance we do.  I have learned through the years that many in this 

congregation no longer dance physically.  Some of us go to yoga classes where 

we stay in chairs.  You can dance in your heart, if you can accept the rhythms of 

life, those alternating currents which have us one moment in the depths of despair 

and the next on the crest of the wave of hope.  The blessing of May is that the 
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flux, the ceaseless churning of the tides, which is here always, becomes evident, 

opens itself to our loving eyes.  

 Let it be a dance we do, May I have this dance with you? May, I have this 

dance with you! 

Amen. 

 

Readings for May Day 

 

Opening 

The Lord of Misrule by Alfred Noyes (excerpt) 

 

All on a fresh May morning, I took my love to church, 

To see if Parson Primrose were safely on his perch. 

He scarce had got to thirdly, or squire begun to snore, 

When, like a sun-lit sea-wave, 

A green and crimson sea-wave,A frolic of madcap, May-folk came whooping 

through the door: - 

 

Come up, come in with streamers! 

Come in with boughs of May! 

Come up and thump the sexton, 

And carry the clerk away. 

 

Now skip like rams, ye mountains, 

Ye little hills, like sheep! 

Come up and wake the people 

That parson puts to sleep. 

 

They tickled their nut-brown tabors. Their garlands flew in showers, 

And lasses and lads came after them, with feet like dancing flowers. 

Their queen had torn her green gown, and bared a shoulder as white, 

O, white as the may that crowned her, 

White all the minstrels round her 

Tilted back their crimson hats and sang for sheer delight: 

 

Come up, come in with streamers! 

Come in with boughs of May! 

Now by the gold upon your toe 

You walked the primrose way. 

Come up, with white and crimson! 

O, shake your bells and sing; 

Let the porch bend, the pillars bow, before our Lord, the spring! 

 

Sir Thomas Mallory, Morte D’ Arthur 1485 
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And thus it passed on from Candlemass until after Easter, that the month of May 

was come, when every lusty heart beginneth to blossom, and to bring forth fruit; 

for like as herbs and trees bring forth fruit and flourish in May, in like wise every 

lusty heart that is in any manner a lover, springeth and flourisheth in lusty deeds. 

For it giveth unto all 

lovers courage, that lusty month of May, in something to constrain him to some 

manner of thing more in that month than in any other month, for divers causes. 

For then all herbs and trees renew a man and woman, and likewise lovers call 

again to their mind old gentleness and old service,  and many kind deeds that were 

forgotten by negligence. For like as winter rasure doth alway arase and deface 

green summer, so fareth it by unstable love in man and woman.  

  

 

 

 


