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Call to Worship [the words of Beatrix Potter]:
“I would rather keep going till I drop  --early or late--  never mind what the work is, so long as it is useful and well done…  I am sometimes surprised at myself, being contented.  I lift my eyes to the hills, and I am content to look at them from below.”

Homily:


When people see a little book like this one--  with drawings in it of animals--  animals like mice and rabbits and squirrels and ducks and pigs and cats and frogs and birds and even hedgehogs--  What do they usually say?  “Oh, isn’t that so cute and sweet!”  People say, “Oh, look! The animals are wearing little jackets and caps and shoes!  And they’re gardening!  And even ice skating!”  But once people really look at Beatrix Potter’s life, and the things that really mattered to her, they say things that are the opposite of  “Oh! That’s just so cute and sweet!”  They say how impressed they are with her extraordinary talent, how smart she was, with all her years of hard work, with all the ways she made the world more beautiful for future generations, with her dreams and the ways she made her dreams come true. 
Beatrix Potter was a Unitarian who was born in London, England in 1866.  I’m sorry to say that, at the time Beatrix was born, many people did not take women and their talents and dreams very seriously.  It was more like women were supposed to be content just being decorative.  But times were changing so, during her lifetime, more and more people were realizing women are just as talented and smart as men. Beatrix Potter was a serious person who kept making people take her seriously and her dreams seriously.  She was talented at writing and drawing and marketing her stories and drawings--  And she had an inherent genius and passion for the natural sciences--  She understood, and could draw and paint, animals, rocks, fungi [which is a fancy way to say mushrooms], trees, hills, valleys, and lakes.  
Her ancestors were from the part of England called the Lake District.  That’s the area that she loved more than anywhere else on earth; that’s the area that made her spirit feel whole and happy and harmonious.  Beatrix loved the hard-working people there who visited each other by walking around or riding in horse-drawn carts, and grew their food and raised sheep.  She loved that kind of live and she didn’t love living in London.  During Beatrix Potter’s lifetime, lots of areas of beautiful countryside were being wrecked and plundered and developed so they became industrial and ugly.  [And we all know that there are still naturally beautiful areas of land today that are in danger of being wrecked like that.]  That practice of destroying land and destroying a way of life bothered Beatrix so much that she decided to do something about it.  She bought more and more of the land around her farm and, when she died, she left it to the National Land Trust of England so it would be preserved for everyone’s enjoyment, and would never be able to be wrecked.  She was way ahead of her time in thinking of that--  And she worked with other people who cared about preserving conservation land to make her idea a reality.  Because she preserved that lovely countryside, people from all over the world can go to the Lake District of England and even see the house Beatrix Potter lived in.  The area still looks like the beautiful pictures in her books.
Maybe the reason Beatrix Potter loved the animals and plants of the countryside so much was that, when she was a little girl, she was very lonely and shy.  She did not have other children to play with. And her mother didn’t give her good attention [though her father did].  Maybe the spirits of the things and beings of nature were like friends to her.  In an essay she wrote as an older woman, Beatrix recalled that, “she had wandered in ‘the company of gentle sheep, and wild flowers and singing waters,’ and ‘listened to the voices of the “Little Folk”… often I went alone. But never lonely.’”  

Beatrix and her father both loved taking photographs  --of people and nature--  and they both loved fine art paintings.  They went to museums and art galleries together, and the Potter family knew some famous artists who noticed Beatrix’s natural artistic genius and encouraged her.  Beatrix had a nanny, who was Scottish; her name was Nurse Mackenzie.  Nurse Mackenzie sang songs and told stories to Beatrix that all had fairies and witches and magic in them--  Nurse Mackenzie really believed that fairies and witches and magic were real.  When Beatrix Potter grew up, she said her inspiration to write and illustrate so many wonderful children’s stories came from three things:  her ancestors who were hardworking farmers and weavers in Lancashire, England; her summers spent in the country in Scotland with her Scottish nurse telling her about witches and fairies; and her remarkably good memory for words, and how words sound when spoken out loud.  
When Beatrix was six years old, her brother, Bertram, was born.  They became best friends.  Bertram had artistic talent, too; when he grew up he became an artist.  Beatrix and Bertram both loved animals, and were allowed to keep lots of them as pets, including dogs, mice, rabbits [yes, one was named Peter], bats, frogs, snails, hedgehogs, and Judy the Lizard.  The animals lived long and happy lives, and many of them could do tricks.  Beatrix said the real Peter Rabbit was, “An affectionate companion and a quiet friend.”  
Even when Beatrix was a very young girl, it was obvious to the grown-ups around her that she had real talent at drawing and painting.  So they made sure she had art classes every year.  Her artistic skills improved.  She became expert at drawing animals, plants, landscapes, and interior rooms.  In her drawings, the animals were anatomically correct; in her watercolors, the plants were exactly the right colors; in her paintings, the perspective was precise and the mood evoked deep emotions.  Beatrix also continued to write stories, particularly about animals who got into mischief and then had to endure consequences.  And Beatrix loved writing letters to people.  In those letters, she always drew little animals that animated what the letters were about--  animals going to the library or animals gardening or shopping or making dinner.  That’s how Beatrix, when she was twenty-seven years old, originally created the story of Peter Rabbit.   The little son of Beatrix’s former governess, Noel Moore, was recovering from a very serious illness called Scarlet Fever.  Beatrix felt moved to write Noel a letter to cheer him up.  So she sat down in the sunshine on the lawn and wrote a story about a disobedient rabbit who gets himself in trouble because he doesn’t follow rules, is curious, and loves to eat.  We can all recognize that it’s in the nature of rabbits, and children, and even adults, to act that way sometimes.  We appreciate the humor and suspense, and are relieved when Peter arrives safely home at the end of the day.  When “The Tale of Peter Rabbit” was ready to be sold in 1902, all eight thousand copies were sold out before it was even published.  Beatrix Potter went on to write twenty-two more stories for children, which are all still beloved today.  
Becoming a professional author and illustrator meant that Beatrix earned her own money and didn’t have to live with her parents anymore.  Then she and her editor from her book publishing company fell in love and became engaged to be married.  Very sadly, just a month after they became engaged, he died.  His name was Norman Warne, and Beatrix always loved him for the rest of her life.  But then something else happened to her that everyone feels happy and grateful about--  She met a man named William Heelis, and they fell in love.  They got married, and were happily married for thirty years.  People say that Beatrix Potter got a “second act,” or a second chance at happiness.  It surprised me to find out that Beatrix Potter never had children.  But look at how many children’s lives she touched with her entertaining stories and endearing illustrations--  more children than we could ever count.  What Beatrix Potter wanted most was to be useful--  She wanted her dreams to become ways that her work was meaningful, in lasting ways, and to leave the world better than it was when she was born into it.  One of the most important reasons we adults come together as a congregation is to keep trying to make sure that children have chances to make their dreams come true--  you, the children with us, here, and children all over the world.
Parting Words [the words of Beatrix Potter]:
“I cannot rest, I must draw, however poor the result, and when I have a bad time come over me it is a stronger desire than ever.”
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