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Once there was a little girl named Cecilia who fell in love with the universe. She felt her heart leap 
with joy every time she learned something new about the world around her. She wanted to grow up to 
become an astronomer who studied the stars. Throughout her whole life, she studied and observed 
the stars, asking, "What are stars made of? How are they born? Do they die? And how do we know?" 
Throughout her whole life, her heart sang with each discover, each bit of new understanding about 
the wonders of the far-off sky. 

When Cecilia was a small child in England, she saw a meteorite blaze across the sky. Her mother 
taught her a small rhyme so she could remember what it was: 

"As we were walking home that night 

We saw a shining meteorite." 

She later told a friend that from that moment, she knew she would grow up to be an astronomer. She 
learned the names of all the constellations in the sky, picking out the Big Dipper, Orion's Belt, and 
others. She was naturally very observant and precise, able to remember small details. By age twelve, 
she had learned to measure things and to do math problems easily. At her school, they had an 
interesting way of increasing the students' powers of observation. Once a week, students were 
required to find with their eyes (not touching) three little brass tacks scattered somewhere in the 
school garden. For Cecilia, always an observer, this exercise strengthened her resolve to be a 
scientist. 

In 1912, when Cecilia was a teenager, there was very little education available for a young woman 
who wanted to be a scientist. She spent hours in a makeshift laboratory, which she called her chapel, 
where she conducted "a little worship service of her own," in awe before the magnificence of the 
natural world. Persistent, she found people who would teach her science at school, and she pored 
over her family's home library until she found two lonely science books to study: one about plants and 
the other containing Sir Isaac Newton's observations about gravity. 

In 1919, Cecilia entered college to study botany, or plants. This was one of the fields of science 
permitted for women. She went through her courses, but also attended lectures in physics, where she 
found "pure delight." Each new bit of knowledge about physics and astronomy transformed her. 
Leaving botany behind, she persuaded the college to allow her to take a degree in physics: 
astronomy is a branch of physics. 

After finishing her degree, Cecilia Payne left for the United States, where she would study as an 
astronomer at Harvard University. As an astronomer, she figured out that stars are primarily made of 
hydrogen. In today's world of satellites and computers, we know this to be true, but it was an 
extraordinary statement at that time. How can you possibly know what a makes a star from so far 
away? Because of this discovery, Cecilia was the first person, male or female, awarded a Ph.D. in 
astronomy. 

Cecilia choice to be an astronomer was not popular, or appreciated, because she was a woman. 
People kept her from advancing in her carrier or just flat out didn't believe her. Nevertheless, she was 
right. And through it all, she held on to her love for the scientific quest, and her love for the stars. 
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PUTTING DREAMS INTO ACTION 
In early 2008, Mark Covington was out of a job—a very common problem in his native city of Detroit, 
where unemployment rates are some of the highest in the country. Large sections of many 
neighborhoods have been abandoned as people have fled Detroit, looking for jobs and a better life 
somewhere else. Lots of people have just given up on Detroit, but Mark has a different way of looking 
at life. As he hung out in the neighborhood surrounding his grandmother's house, Mark couldn't help 
but notice the mess filling the three vacant lots at the end of his block. But he did more than notice. 
Looking to do something productive with his time, Covington started clearing out rubbish, where 
locals had beaten a diagonal path over to the low quality groceries and liquor stores along Harper. At 
first, he only intended to take on the lot's litter and garbage. But as he cleared away the corner, bigger 
dreams began to form in his head, and in his heart. Mark became inspired to make a community 
garden. 

Fast forward just a couple of years, and the path through the garbage and broken glass is now green 
and growing, filled with vegetables and flowers. And it doesn't stop there. The abandoned store on 
the corner is now a community center and library where kids can be with their friends in a safe 
environment. Adult mentors work with neighborhood kids to tend the garden, building relationships as 
well as providing fresh food in a place where grocery stores rarely sell fresh produce. Events at the 
garden and center provide everything from backpacks full of school supplies for neighborhood kids to 
hosting free community dinners where people can get to know one another better as well as enjoy 
bounty from the garden. 

It was hard at first. In Mark Covington's words: "I was preaching to the neighborhood. It was hard to 
get people to come out. They were used to a lot of people talking about things, but nothing being 
done. I just thought, 'I'll start doing it.'" Given the condition of the lots, early predictions for the project 
were grim. Some locals, Covington says, thought "people would steal from it, that we'd need a big 
fence. But we don't need a fence. I just strung a rope around it. Nobody takes anything, and we leave 
tables and chairs out there. Now if you put up a fence and try to control something, people would 
want to fight that." 

Indeed, nobody took so much as a bean from the garden, and in December, Covington hosted a 
neighborhood dinner. That night, Georgia Street attracted 80 people. Not only did they eat much of 
the harvest, they brought so much food they had plenty left over to donate to Detroit Rescue Mission 
Ministries. 

The project keeps growing. The garden now includes five lots on Georgia Street, including a fruit 
orchard with apples, plums, cherries, peaches and pears, as well as raspberries and strawberries. 

But fruits and vegetables aren't the only things that are growing in this Detroit neighborhood. 
Friendships are growing as children and adults from the neighborhood work and play with each other, 
and with volunteers who come from surrounding cities to work in the garden. Respect is growing, as 
people see what they can accomplish together. Hope is growing, not just on Georgia Street, but 
around Detroit as others like Mark Covington imagine and create a new Detroit full of urban farms, 
rather than urban desolation and abandonment. 

  



THE WOMAN WHO WOULDN'T GIVE UP 
This story appears in volume 5 of The Stream of Living Souls, the Rev. Denise Tracy's self-published 
anthology of short stories for worship based on the lives of famous historical Unitarian and 
Universalists. 

I have a question for you. How many of you have ever been to see or had an appointment with a 
doctor who is a woman? 

What if we went back in time 150 or so years to 1847? How many women doctors do you think there 
were then? 

Well, in 1847, there were exactly no doctors who were women. Nada. Zero. None. Zip. Zilch. Not a 
one. 

But there was a woman who wanted to be a doctor, who dreamed of helping people and who 
changed our world because of who she was, how she lived and what she believed. Her name was 
Elizabeth Blackwell and she was a Unitarian. This is her story. 

It is 1853. Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell closed her eyes and then slowly, ever so slowly opened the door 
just a crack. Then she opened one eye and peeked. She looked to the right. She looked to left. What 
she saw made her heart beat faster. They had put up signs all through the neighborhood. Free Clinic. 
No one knew if it would attract any patients. But it had worked! The room was full! There were 
patients waiting to see her. This was a dream come true! 

She was the first woman to be accepted into medical school! She was the first woman to graduate 
from medical school. She had studied in England and in France and received the highest 
recommendations of anyone. She had worked in hospitals and in clinics. Even with all this, no 
hospital in the United States was willing to let her be a member of their staff. No one had been willing 
to hire her at any medical college, because she was a woman. She had studied and worked for many 
years. She was as qualified as any man but she could not find work as a doctor. 

When Elizabeth first arrived in Geneva, it seemed all the people in town had heard of this woman who 
wanted to study to be a doctor. When she walked down the street, people turned their backs and 
some refused to speak to her. 

So since no one would hire her, she decided to found her own clinic. She bought a house in the 
poorest section of New York City. She lived upstairs and kept a room to see patients downstairs. 

In the first year she treated over 200 patients, most of whom had little or no money to pay her. 
However, in only a few years, the demand for her services was so great she raised money and 
founded a hospital supported by the many people who believed in her. Elizabeth Blackwell was both 
compassionate and courageous. She wanted to be a doctor to help people, and no matter what 
obstacles she faced, she was determined to follow her calling. 

 


