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The Transpirational Theory of Everything.  Transpiration is the process 

by which plants release water into the air – making it possible for the plant 

to take up more water through its roots.  Can we use transpiration as a 

metaphor for the flow of other things through our lives – things we must 

release or let go of in order to make room for more – or for something new?  

Things like laughter, tears, money, love? 

 

Message: 

For twenty years, I have been carrying around in the very back of my mind a 

fragment of memory from a conversation I had with a classmate in seminary.  

Between classes, we stood outside in the fresh air, and – letting our 

imaginations off the leash of high-minded theology – we spun a theory we 

called “The Transpirational Theory of Everything.”  I brought to the 

conversation my background in biology and a reverence for the intricate and 

resilient systems that link living organisms with the world – living and non-

living – that sustains our lives.  Kathy brought a deep interest in people: in 

our soul-deep need for connection; in the ways we thrive in community and 

are diminished and even damaged by isolation and disconnection.  (At the 

time, we could never, ever, have imagined a year and more of quarantine 

and social distancing.) 

I’m pretty sure I must have started it – thinking out loud about the web of all 

existence which is, for me, the most powerful metaphor for God.  And the 

biologist in me has long understood that web not as a static pattern of 

threads holding one element of the pattern in its fixed and proper place 

relative to everything else, but rather as a dynamic network of giving and 

receiving – not just interdependent, but interactive and evolving.  In my 
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version, the strands in the web are pathways for the flow of nutrients that 

feed body and soul; are conduits for the movement of energy and spirit from 

one to another; are pulsing and shimmering with motion and with life. 

Kathy and I stood in the shade of a sycamore tree.  Knowing what I knew, I 

could feel the movement of water through the tree: up from the ground, 

through roots and trunk and branches and leaves and out into the air.  The 

tree itself was a strand in the web, moving the water out of soil and into 

clouds, molecule by molecule connecting earth and sky. 

And the name for that movement is transpiration.  And transpiration is not a 

process of pushing water up from below, but rather a process of pulling 

water upwards, powered by evaporation that draws water out of the moist 

leaf and into the drier air that moves past the leaf.  It works a lot like 

drinking through a straw – and it only works when the leaf is able to let 

water go, out into the air. 

There is, of course, more to the story of transpiration of water through 

vascular plants, but this is the place where some might say I know just 

enough biology to be dangerous – and the place where I prefer to say I know 

enough biology to make me a mystic – moved to wonder and to reverence 

by the resonance I feel and the parallels my imagination draws between 

biological communities and human communities; between the workings of 

the universe and the religious impulses that rise up in every seeker, in every 

society, in every age, sensing dynamic, interactive, evolving connection with 

a wholeness far greater than we, ourselves, can comprehend. 
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So Kathy and I started drawing parallels: what else moves through the world 

– moves through our lives – like water through trees?  There’s respiration, of 

course: plants taking in carbon dioxide and giving off oxygen – which 

animals breathe in, giving off carbon dioxide in turn.  Unitarian Universalist 

musician Sarah Dan Jones brings Buddhist teaching to bear on something 

like the respiration/transpiration cycle, transforming it into spiritual practice 

as she sings “When I breathe in, I breathe in peace.  When I breathe out, I 

breathe out love.” 

But – here’s a leap – what about a smile?  Have you ever noticed what 

happens when somebody smiles at you?  More often than not, you can 

hardly help smiling back – and that smile may elicit a smile from somebody 

else.  A chain-reaction of smiles.  And it only works when somebody lets a 

smile go, out into the world.  Laughter works pretty much the same way.   

(And so do yawns).  In her song “Magic Penny,” singer-songwriter and 

political activist Malvina Reynolds suggests that love is something that, “if 

you give it away, you end up having more.”  And what’s more, she hints that 

money can work that way, too: “like a magic penny: hold it tight and you 

won’t have any.  Lend it, spend it and you’ll have so many, they’ll roll all 

over the floor!” 

Kathy and I agreed that there was a sermon in there, somewhere.  And for 

twenty years, I carried the idea around in the very back of my mind.  

Recently, I checked the internet and couldn’t find any evidence that Kathy 

ever preached that sermon.  So, here we are: knowing what we know about 
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that interdependent, interactive, dynamic web of all existence in which we 

give, and we receive, and we find wholeness and health.  A Transpirational 

Theory of … Everything!   

For if we are connected with – connected in – a wholeness far greater than 

we, ourselves, can comprehend, then much of what we need comes to us 

from others.  And more, much of what we create within us – and much of 

what we carry within us – can serve others when we are able to let it go. 

This is easier to understand when what we let go into the world is something 

we can imagine to be a gift: a smile, a laugh, money, peace, love.  Then this 

sermon becomes a call for generosity: do not hoard your treasures, but share 

them with the world.  Give of what you have, and give of what you are.  Pay 

it forward, that your generosity may inspire or empower generosity from 

someone else, generating ever-larger networks of connection and of giving. 

But transpiration is powered not by upward pressure from the roots, but by 

the infinitesimal pull created when each molecule of water moves out 

through the leaf – and pulls the molecule behind it one place upward in the 

column.  And it is that infinitesimal upward pull that draws one more 

molecule into the roots from below.  The distinction between pushing and 

pulling is a subtle one, in this analogy.  (In the very back of my mind, I’ve 

been pondering this distinction for twenty years.) 

The distinction between pushing and pulling points to the distinction 

between giving in order to receive, and giving because what you have – 
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what you are – is of use to the world.  Is needed by the world.  It is the 

distinction between – on one hand – warning ,or threatening, or guilting – 

oneself or others to consider giving as an imperative; and – on the other 

hand – freely letting go of what has come to fullness in yourself, be it joy 

bursting forth in a smile or a laugh; or compassion welling up in tears, or a 

hug, or an act of solidarity.  It is the distinction between “you reap what you 

sow,” as a warning to be careful what you do because of how your actions 

affect you, yourself, and an open-hearted acceptance of life – all of life, with 

its blessings and its hardships – flowing through you as life flows through 

every, every, strand in that interdependent, interactive web of which we are a 

part. 

And if we are –metaphorically speaking, spiritually speaking – if we 

ourselves are pulsing, shimmering, living strands in the web of all existence, 

then what happens if we don’t let go of what comes to fullness within us?  

What happens if we hold on tight to what is inside – even if what is inside 

feels not like a blessing on the world, but rather like a curse?  What if we are 

holding on to pain, or anger, or insecurity – keeping it inside so we don’t 

inflict it on the world? 

This, too, is subtle – but so important.  Anger, pain, insecurity – I know, and 

you know, the litany of fears and shames that we hold tight, that we 

sequester away from others and sometimes from ourselves.  Truly, these do 

not bless the world when we spew them out.  But, held tightly, they damage 

us; they poison us.  Held tightly, they block the free flow of the good we 
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would do, the goodness and the wisdom we have to offer, and so they 

diminish us – and all those whose lives we touch.  There are ways of 

working through these difficult and damaging responses to the hurts and the 

traumas that blight our lives.  These ways can be small-scale and simple: 

pounding a pillow or a punching bag; yelling or screaming in an empty room 

or a soundproof place.  They can be long-term and intentional: spiritual 

practice or journaling; counseling or support groups; physical therapy or 

psychotherapy; medications that can restore chemical balance within our 

bodies or our brains.  Healing is not promised, but healing is possible – and 

healing builds upon and strengthens our connection to the web: to those who 

would hear our pain and respond with empathy, with compassion, with 

solidarity, with love. 

For we may be the tree, through which the water flows.  And we may be the 

wind, gently tugging the water out, and up, and into the sky.  We may be the 

source of laughter, of love, or compassion.  And we may be the one whose 

spirit cries out for these blessings– and in so doing, powers the movement of 

laughter, of love, of compassion, of all that is holy; molecule by molecule, 

connecting you and me, connecting earth and sky. 

Joseph and Nathan Segal wrote it in the simplest of songs.  The Rev. Kristin 

Grassel Schmidt (UU) sings it in its simplest form.  This video comes from 

the Church of the Larger Fellowship, UU.  From You I Receive. 

From You I Receive 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k7a0Lei2OCA 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k7a0Lei2OCA
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Tom shares screen 

 

Blessed be. 


