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This nmorning’s sermon will attenpt to weave together pieces of

my spiritual autobiography and a devel opnent of or argument for ny
current faith. The principal signposts for this devel opnent will be,
first, secular and then religious humani sm second, a metaphorica
under st andi ng and application of basic Christian theology; and third,
my current conviction that |ife and the universe are sacred, in and
of thensel ves and not because some Divine Power created them In
fact, | shall argue that the words “sacred” and “holy”, not only do
not depend on God, but are concepts in fact nore basic than that of

o G)d” . 1

1'1f not at the beginning, then certainly by the end, of this talk, many
of you will be asking for nmy credential s! Wiat makes this bearded chap think
he has anything to teach us and the right to adunbrate on so many deep and
wei ghty subjects? He can think what he |ikes, but why take up our tine here to
present what are essentially subjective ideas? | have no irrefutable answer to
this suspicion, though | hope the talk as a whole will argue for itself. But |
think the foll owi ng background informati on may aneliorate sone fears. First, |
have been a Universalist and then a Unitarian since the age of ten and dili-
gently followed for four years the nagnificent R E. curriculum of Sophia Lyon
Fahs. At the age of sixteen, | was proud to be the tenth nmenber necessary for
the legal creation of a Unitarian Fellowship in Saskatoon, and fromthat tinme
to the present, | have prepared and presented an average of at |east one ser-
non every two years and in three different countries. Second, while always
remai ning a UU, | have worshipped in churches of five different denom nations
or religions during extended periods in nmy life, not to mention the nmerely
occasi onal attendance (at |east for weddi ngs and funerals) of several others.
(These religious hones have been the United Church of Canada, the Church of
Engl and in both Engl and and France, French Calvinism and Mennonite Brethren
all bal anced and conplicated by a continuous adherence to UU theol ogy.) Once
| got over the fear that the God in whom | did not believe would strike ne
dead if | orally consuned H's Son’s body and blood, | have willingly shared in
comuni on at several churches out of solidarity with my hosts or a sense of
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The humani st phase cane first and remains basic. My parents both
|l eft Protestantismas a result of neeting Darwin's theory of evol u-
tion in a university biology class; unfortunately, it took them ano-
ther fifteen years to find UWUism M first RE experience was a

grade-four text entitled How Mracles Abound; our teachers were

scientists, doctors and engi neers, and we | ooked through m croscopes
and tel escopes, studied stones and crystals, and on blotters pl anted
wat ercress that germnated in just one week. Qur mnister in

M nnesota had noved from the Departnent of Phil osophy at Tufts

Uni versity (near Boston) to a Universalist pulpit. Although a man of
great personal warnth and strong, progressive political views, he
seenmed nore confortable presenting rational, factual argument than
any spiritual dinension of faith. On the other hand, the church had a
brilliant organist/conposer and regularly delivered all forns of
serious music, on various voices and instrunents, of the highest

quality.

bonding with the comunity. Third, | have thrice served on the Board of Trus-
tees in Wnnipeg, for two years as President, and have contributed to various
other commttees or in diverse other ways served ny | ocal church. Fourth, |
have enphasi zed the history of Judeo-Christianity and of the Church in virtu-
ally every course | have ever taught, partly because of their centrality in
all pre-nodern historical periods, but also because | have al ways been pas-

sionately interested in the subject. | have striven to learn what | didn't
know and to understand what | didn’t believe, and to present ny lectures with
t he best conbination of criticismand enpathy that a UU could nuster. | regard

as high conplinents, indeed, one froma Catholic and the other froma Luther-
an, that | taught them nore about their own faith in one year than they had

| earned fromtwel ve years of Sunday School. Fourth, | ama UU groupee. In ad-
dition to giving sernons frequently, | have gone to conferences, attended and
facilitated workshops, nmade presentations, worshi pped in churches, and entered
into discussions with our faith’'s theol ogical, scholarly and adm nistrative

| eadership fromcoast to coast, below the 49t parallel, and in France and
Engl and. From everyone of these sources | have learnt sone things, found in-
spiration, and been intellectually and spiritually challenged. For my listen-
ers this norning, | hope to distil fromall these experiences sonething of
interest and val ue.
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Thr oughout ny adol escence and first university degree, | was at
| east nore a non-believer in the Virgin Birth and the Resurrection
than | was a believer in anything else at all. As soon as | becane
capabl e of religious self-exam nation, | was bothered by the apparent
absence of any positive belief within ny UU faith, a concern that |
must say has been nuch aneliorated in recent years. So | rennined
primarily an anti-Christian, someone proud of grounding his val ues
and even understanding of ultinate concerns in secul ar reason.

After ten nore years, three countries and two graduate degrees,
we found ourselves in Wnnipeg, where the Rev. Norman Nayl or hel ped
me think in terns of “religious humani sni. But | remai ned dissatis-
fied at sonme deeper level, both intellectually and spiritually. | had
| ong ago conme up with the mantra that, while humani smwas a
great —i ndeed, the essential —place to start, it was a hell of a
pl ace to finish! | asked nyself such questions as: if ny faith were
really just a philosophy, why did | go to church? if earth-bound
sci ence and human-based ethics were all there were, what was the
poi nt or purpose of |ife? was there meaning to life if no higher
power gave it any? if intelligent, well-educated and ethical people,
in overwhel m ng nunbers over two and a half mllennia, believed in a
supernatural force and in reveal ed sacred texts, who was | so inper-
tinently to diverge fromtheir paths? Sonmehow, sonething significant
and val uable had to be buried underneath the literal words of the
sacred text.

But | could not give up ny faith in science and reason. Recent

converts to UUismin the 1950s through *70s frequently confessed that
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the intellectual criticismof their religion came early but the | eap
of faith into humani smwas so frightening and nonentous that it took
several nore years. Learning to live without God, or at |east wthout
Christ, terrified them surely they’d end up in Hell! | eventually
came to realize that the leap of faith in the opposite
directi on—that is, from humani sm back into religious belief——was
just as frightening as fromfaith to disbelief. I found many
humani sts actually afraid to depart fromor add to science, to trust
hardly even our enpotional feelings, |et alone sonmething one m ght
call the spirit, and to add a non-rational, non-secular or non-
mat eri al apprehension to our lives. Note: | said “non-rational”, not
“irrational”; no one was asked to abandon reason, but to attenpt,
rather, to supplenent it.

Today, | still cannot abandon reason, criticismand science. Not
only do | feel great confidence in their certainties and even in
their questions and anbiguities, but | thrill with pride at UUi snis
determ nation to hold nothing so sacred that it's beyond criticismor
satire and to treat all matters as both earnest and hilarious. CQur
seven principles have taught nme, anong other things, that the process
of religious search is essential, that the manner of seeki ng under-
standi ng nust be secular and critical, not at all dependant on sone
other-worldly revel ation, even if a sense of the spirit remains
active. The failure of nost religions is just as much about how the
bel i efs are reached and di scussed as about what those beliefs are.

But at the end of all our solid and careful processes, what have

humani sts [ earnt about ultinate questions, what do we know, in what
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of form and substance do we believe? At | east we know that the
Uni verse does not require a Creator and that human destiny is in
eart h- bound hands, and these are great truths. But is this enough if
one wi shes fully to understand the human predi cament? And if it’'s
enough, why is humani st sel f-doubt so often shown by our intol erance
of opinions originating in the spirit and of those who speak of God,
even if these spiritualists and deists belong to our church? After
all, our 16'"-century begi nnings were solidly based on biblical theism
and remained so for many well into the 20'" century.

My next step in this spiritual search was chall engi ng, fascinat-
ing and sonetinmes exhilarating, but | amglad to have eventually (and
recently) left it behind. Christians assert, anmpong other things, that
they see God through Christ Jesus, that the Divine Father sent His
Di vine Son, not only to atone for human sins, but also to help humans
find and know their Lord. Christianity is the only religion in which
a wholly divine being becane a wholly historical individual. Wiile I
coul d never accept these clains as literal truth, | began to grant
that, as netaphors, such ideas mght offer significant help towards
under st andi ng human nature, the mracles of the natural world, the
process of history, and the apprehension of the ultinmte nysteries of
exi stence. Twenty-five hundred years of theol ogical study shoul d not
be witten off as conpletely m staken. So | devoted the m ddl e years
of my life to searching out the analysis and interpretation that |ay
underneath the surface literalism As |’'ve said at |east once before
in a sernon, | deeply regret the biblical fundanentalism of many of

my fellow humani sts, who feel they nust interpret the Bible literally
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so that they can the nore easily reject it!

For starters, the Jewish faith believes that God gui des, indeed
acts through, history, which certainly makes the study of history an
i nportant undertaking. As well, | found intellectually worth pursuing
the notion that God becane Human and so reveal ed Hi nself as sonething
historically tangible. If we used this idea as a netaphor, would it
hel p us understand oursel ves and our place in the Universe? As a pro-
fessional historian, | was of course flattered to think that History
was considered one of God s three ways of revealing Herself and Her
intentions—the Bible and the scientifically accessible Natural Wrld
being the other two. But on the other hand, | saw i medi ately how
Christianity al so betrayed i nportant Jewi sh insights, in at |east two
ways.

One was this very assertion that a human prophet was God
Hi nmsel f. By making God cl oser and nore pal pable through this
mani festation in human form Christians broke the second Commandnent,
the one about graven images. The invisible and transcendent Deity,
never seen and who woul d answer probing questions by the hardly
useful statement “I amthat | anf, was now presented, not only as an
imge in people’'s mnds, but as an icon on crucifixes and in painting
and scul pture. The intellectual challenge to understand and the spir-
itual challenge to love this invisible and intangible God, which
Mosl em t heol ogy was to reassert, suddenly becane, through Christian
doctrine, deceptively easier. The leap of faith was thereby narrowed
(even as it was in another sense w dened——nanely, by the counter-

scientific aspect of this sane doctrine of Incarnation).
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The second betrayal was also ironic. The doctrine that God had
becone incarnate in History and Nature seened to reaffirmthe unity
of all reality—in fact, transcendence and i manence were intinmately
brought together, —whereas Christianity, admttedly with the help of
G eek phil osophy, actually drove a dualistic wedge between this world
and the other, faith and science, flesh and spirit, good and evil,
reason and feeling, etc., etc. Like nost religions, Judaism believed
in the whol eness of the world (a position which to nmy know edge I sl am
did not reassert), but Christianity effectively divided it.?

Nonet hel ess, | have spent hours trying to unpack this God/ Human
doctrine and fewer hours studying the Bible. |I believe that one of
the nost inportant potential contributions of Ulismto the religious
under st andi ng of today’'s world would be a biblical criticismdraw ng
on our particul ar perspectives. The Bible is basic to three world-
wide religions (the Koran being largely derived fromit) and is
t hereby fundamental to al nost all Western, African and Sout heast
Asian cultures. Furthernore, its appeal continues to bind many
potential UUs to their Jewish or Christian heritage. |Is there any
religious group that undertakes a Biblical criticism not only em
pl oying scientific and historical principles (which the best Chris-
tian schol ars have | ong done), but also applying secul ar or humani st

presuppositions? |I’'m not aware of any.

2Wiile | amhere, may | also point to another uni queness of Christian-
ity, another doctrine shattering whol eness? This is the belief in the sexua
i nnocence of Jesus. No other religious |eader is held to have denied hinself
sexual pleasure and long-termconmtnment to a bel oved other, one of the cen-
tral anbiguities of all human experience. Ironically, no other religious
founder has been so overtly a femnist, but Christ’s virginity—unfortunately
claimed to be a virtue—-drove a wedge between mal es and fenmal es, and gave
Christianity a uniquely neurotic attitude towards sex and the erotic!
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Al t hough | continued not believing in God, | found that using
the word “God” filled many gaps in conception and comuni cati on t hat
no other word or phrase could fill so easily. This does not require
any of the previous definitions of God, whether anthroponorphically
literal or abstractly philosophical; it requires nerely reflective
di stance, the recognition of nystery, and the humlity of enbracing
the sacred; perhaps, it’'s accepting God as a process rather than as
an entity, as a verb rather than a noun. | have no troubl e defining
unexpected and gratuitous occasions for happi ness as anong “God’s
bl essi ngs”, not because | believe that some actual Divinity deliber-
ately favoured nme or one of ny friends, but because I know of no bet-
ter way to recognize how rare, precious and unearned such bl essings
are.

If one turned to the Bible, one mght find that the story of
Adam and Eve, properly interpreted, hel ps us understand hunman drive
and the human predi canent. Moses teaches us about vision and
determ nation, as well as the founding of new societies; David and
Bat hsheba, about tenptation, seduction and treachery; Ruth, about
immgration and assinilation; |saiah, about peace, |ove and co-opera-
tion as social ideals; the disagreenment between the epistles of Pau
and Janes over faith and predestination vs. good works and free will,
how fundanental to all questions of norality such a divergence is.
Oten, the stories and their nessages are no better, or no worse,
than the Greek nyths or Gims’ fairy tales. Sonetines, they're only
useful as anal ogi es and met aphors, but al nost always (like poetry or

art), they are a way of know ng, a way of understanding, that is

8
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i rrepl aceabl e.

Contrary to popular belief, the Bible is not worth much as an
ethical teacher. O course, its noral ambiguity hel ps the scholarly
and the curious explore ethical issues and fornul ate noral questions,
just as so nmuch other great literature also does. But nost people
take away fromthe Bible the ethical position they initially brought
toit. Is God judgnmental and even wathful, or is She nmerciful and
conpassi onate? |Is the Hamrurabi injunction about eyes and teeth an
upper limt of punishnment not to be exceeded, or is it a mninum
requi rement definitely to be enforced? Are we really supposed to | ove
our enemes, which is actually the only unique noral injunction in
Christianity, or are we to snmte themwth unrelenting force, such as
ot her passages even in the Christian Testanent exhort? What is really
meant by the statenent that God hel ps those who hel p thensel ves? When
I finally read the Christian Testanent fromend to end, two sumers
ago, | was deeply shocked by its strident and persistent anti-
Judaism its hostility to females and even to the famly, and its
frequent exhortations to harsh revenge and stern punishnents. | now
regret having so strongly advised all ny students to read it!

That experience was one of the factors leading me to ny present
position and third signpost. In sharp contrast to the Christian claim
that the Incarnation and Resurrection help |ead us to God, | now be-
lieve that Christ obstructs our view of God and gets in the way of
any properly religious worship or ethics. In contrast to the genera
Cccidental religious view that God nust be worshi pped as the Creator

for us to develop the true notion of the sacred and a proper attitude
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towards worship, | now believe that even the notion of a Deity ob-
structs our view and hanpers our efforts. But these are very recent
i nsights, and before | try to develop or apply them | should go back
to earlier changes in ny personal theol ogy.

I’d like to say that this apprehension of the sacred began with

chi |l dhood wonder about butterflies, cats, x-ray machi nes and ava-
| anches. And | suppose it did, though if one stops there, we're |eft
with only curiosity, feelings and aesthetics as potentially religious
urges. Significant for me was the full realization of the dangers
i nherent in such religious notivations as those of Osama Bin Laden
and George W Bush, though they’'re only the nost recent exanples.
Underlying all ny thoughts was the passage, read earlier in the
service, that | had found not |Iong after Bernie Loonmer wote it in
1987; let ne reproduce it here:

Why deify this interconnected web of existence by

calling it “God”? Why not sinply refer to the world

and to the processes of life? ... The world is God

because it is the source and preserver of neaning;

because the creative advance of the world in its

adventures is the suprene cause to be served; because

even in our desecration of our space and tinme within

it, the world is holy ground; and because it contains

and yet enshrouds the ultimte nystery inherent in

life itself.

“The Size of God,” Anerican Journal of
Theol ogy and Phil osophy (1987): 41-42

Thi s passage has becone the nost inportant series of words in
the mature formation of ny religious understanding. It is not
attenpting to define religion or the causes of religion (e.g, awe
before the world, the joy of living, and fear of dying), that is,

sone institutional undertaking created and controlled by humans yet
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claimng to be driven by God’s Wrd. It is not getting at sone actua
“God”, but at the essence of Meaning, sonething nore inportant than a
Deity, even while only the word “God” serves to name it. One of the
creators of what is called Process Theol ogy, Loonmer does not separate
the Creator fromthe Creation; he sees themas the sane thing: as the
Creation evolves, it serves as its own Creator.?

Berni e Looner brings together the physical universe and the
evol ving processes of life; a grasp of both the ultinmte neani ng and
the purpose of existence; the recognition that we waste, pollute and
destroy that which should be nost precious; and the assertion that
the nystery of it all is to be found only here, in the world and its
evol ution, both obscured by m sts. There is some tautol ogi cal reason-
ing, some circularity, in Loomer’s presentation, but it rises above
those criticisns by its clarity, poetry, and energy.

Nonet hel ess, the intellectual strength of his words for at |east
ten years remained at the | evel of reason and netaphor—I have no
i dea why: the humanist’s fear of both letting go and commtting to?
or some profundity in the words greater than ny ability to absorb
then? Only recently have | grasped with great force the notion that
“sacred-tal k” was nore inportant than “God-tal k” and that, as a hu-
mani st, | was as unconfortable initially with one termas | was with
the other. The sheer nmjesty of the world and its workings is too
overwhelmng to be nerely described, or even just wondered at; in

sone sense, we have to |l et ourselves be conquered by the magnitude of

® Beginning life | believe as a Baptist, Looner ended his days suspected
of having enbraced the heresy of pantheism Wile enjoying many di scussions
with UUs, | believe he never joined our church.
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its bulk, power and nystery. The neaning of |life is not to be found
in sone existentialist proposition that it’s sinply whatever each of
us makes of it; sonehow, we have to accept and affirmthat |ife has
meaning in its very existence, in its collectivity of all sentient
bei ngs, and that it has meaning for the tautol ogical reason that,
outside of life, there is no neaning: that is, life and neaning are
one and the sanme. Qur adventure takes place on holy ground, in sacred
time, am dst mysteriously divine circunstances.

Now, sone of you may think I'mnerely betraying the weakness of
age, the fatigue of having lived too long, but let nme at |east say
that the realization I’mtrying to describe and convey did in fact
precede ny recent brush with death through heart failure. It cannot
be bl amed on the extraordi nary feelings | had while regaining ny
health fromreceiving the | ove and support of friends.

In recent years, the follow ng things canme together for ne: the
correspondence between Looner’s passage and our seven UU principles
and, in addition, the overwhelnmng reality of the inmportance of life
within transitory tine and space.* At the sanme tine, the follow ng
t hought s became central: that the traditional assertions of institu-
tional religion usually cone between human bei ngs, on the one hand,
and both the sacred and the noral, on the other; and that Jesus as
Christ is an obstacle to, not a vehicle for, reaching an adequate
apprehension of the sacred. |I find H mas nmuch a hindrance as an

asset in critiquing socio-political activities and in fornulating

4 Perhaps | should al so say, parenthetically, that it took ne years to
find “religion” in the substance and wordi ng of our seven principles; at first
I could see in themonly phil osophical propositions.
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personal norality, not because sone of his exhortations as recorded
in the Bible are immoral and unw se (though some are!), but because
even the virtuous injunctions, especially as filtered through the
hi storical Church, get in the way of thinking for ourselves. Humans
we are told are free, but we should al so be responsi ble; actions are
not right or wong because Jesus or sone cleric said so, but because
they are hel pful and appropriate or unhel pful and i nappropriate in a
gi ven circunstance, as conpared with simlar circunstances in other
times and places. (lronically, Jesus hinmself pointed this way when he
reduced all the commandnments to just two.)

| believe any humani st can, and often does, reject Jesus in
these terns, on these grounds, but the rejection is solely secul ar,
sonetimes smart-ass and often superficial—at least it was in ny
case. That is, Jesus is witten off before his story and nessage have
been thoroughly and enpathetically investigated. The reason ny
current conception is so powerful for me is that it cane after years
of westling with the Christian doctrine and its biblical text in the
belief that inportant insights |lay behind or beneath words that |
found literally incredul ous or absurd. After all, some UUs cal
thensel ves Christians, and many nore regard Jesus as an et hi cal
prophet of uniquely special status; others want to place Buddha and
Lao-tse on the sane |evel, perhaps also Ghandi, King and Mot her
Theresa. Wiile all of these individuals should be admred, they al
have their faults, and none of them should displace our own re-
sponsibility to think for oursel ves.

In sunmary, the world is sacred, | submt, because no
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description of Nature and Life is adequate that refuses to admt the
words “holy” and “sacred” into its vocabul ary. The processes at play
in our universe are |arger than rational conprehension and al ways
will be. Meaning is already within the basic reality of existence,
and norality nust be discerned directly fromthe context of action
exam ned wi thin our previous experience. Al science, history and
literature (even so-called sacred literature) may be invoked to
chal |l enge our mnds and to give resonance to our tentative thoughts,
but the enterprise and the stage on which it is enacted are too
sacred for any vicarious atonenment to substitute for and w pe away
our own responsibility and too sacred to be apprehended fromnerely a
secul ar, let alone a so-called reveal ed, description. Its holiness is
in our own hands.
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