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Call to Worship

God—we just can’t seem to get away from God.

Walk into any bookstore and you will see shelves heavy with the latest titles.

Everyone wants to talk about God, 
tell you what God has planned for your life, 
debate the existence of God, 
tell you how you can be closer to God, 
or prove, once and for all, that God does not exist.

With all this thinking and writing about God, you’d think we would have a more progressive view.
Sadly, our culture seems stuck right now either on the far edge of atheism or the other edge of doctrinal fundamentalism.  Both of them are using an outdated image of God.

Karen Armstrong puts it this way, “even though we now live in a totally transformed world and have an entirely different worldview, people have always thought about God in exactly the same way as we do today. But despite our scientific and technological brilliance, our religious thinking is sometimes remarkably undeveloped, even primitive.”
(from A Case for God by Karen Armstrong)
Come, let us praise the unseen, the unknowable, the mystery.

Come, let us worship together.

The Poetry

Mysteries, Yes by Mary Oliver taken from http://www.panhala.net/Archive/Mysteries_Yes.html
Truly, we live with mysteries too marvelous
to be understood.

 

How grass can be nourishing in the
mouths of the lambs.
How rivers and stones are forever
in allegiance with gravity
while we ourselves dream of rising.
How two hands touch and the bonds
will never be broken.
How people come, from delight or the
scars of damage,
to the comfort of a poem.

 

Let me keep my distance, always, from those
who think they have the answers.

 

Let me keep company always with those who say
"Look!" and laugh in astonishment,
and bow their heads.

The Sermon

I can still remember when God was my friend, my protector, my rock.

I was in elementary school.  While the events in my life were sometimes unpredictable, and people would come and go, I could always count on my God.
My young mind had fashioned a God in my image.  He was like me, just bigger, stronger, smarter and, yes, a grandfatherly sort. He insisted on good behavior and could see everything I was doing--naughty or nice.
As I moved through childhood, my image of god pretty much stayed in line with my family and my church and the little Midwestern town I grew up in.  
I did have some trouble with the idea that Jesus is also god—I guess I was a Unitarian way back then!    
We all believed in the supernatural God--the one who created us and provides us with everything we need; the one who is all powerful and all knowing.  
He (it was always “he”) could make things happen.  He intervened in our lives—but  only if we pray hard enough and believed.  
Supernatural God is such a fixture in our language, in our culture. You almost can’t go to a public function without someone invoking the image of Supernatural God.  

In Karen Armstrong’s new book, A Case for God, she notices that, 

“We regularly ask God to bless our nation, save our queen, cure our sickness, or give us a fine day for the picnic. We remind God that he has created the world and that we are miserable sinners, as though this may have slipped his mind. Politicians quote God to justify their policies, teachers use him to keep order in the classroom, and terrorists
commit atrocities in his name. We beg God to support "our" side in an election or a war, even though our opponents are, presumably, also God's children and the object of his love and care.”
By the time I was 18 I had had enough of God.

Actually, I had had enough of religion, but I didn’t know the difference.   I couldn’t stand the hypocrisy of church folk praying about love one minute and gossiping the next.
I read the Bible and asked critical questions that no one wanted to answer.  

I still believed that God created the world.  But then humans evolved naturally from that initial creation and eventually, God stopped paying attention to us.  I figured he was busy creating new worlds and new galaxies.    

So I did what a lot of 18-year-olds do—stop going to church and instead concentrate on friends and parties and experiencing new sensations.  
When I finally settled into adulthood, I found that God wouldn’t go away.  I felt a yearning to go back to the God of my childhood.  I wanted to return to my friend, my protector, my rock.  I was even willing to give church another chance.   

But after forcing myself to say prayers and sing praise songs, I was reminded once again that churches are created by fallible people who hurt and disappoint.  

So I left God once again.
This is when I found the Unitarian Universalists.  In the company of progressive Christians, Pagans, Buddhists, Humanists, and Atheists, I could turn away from the God of my childhood without guilt and without regret.

I tell you my story not because it is particularly profound, but because I have heard similar stories from people who have found a home in Unitarian Universalism.  
For some UU’s, their religious autobiography stops here.
Not wanting to return to the God of their childhood, turned off by God-language and not knowing how to re-imagine the holy, their spiritual path ends in a denial of God—not only Supernatural God, but all ideas of transcendence.
For other UU’s, including me, the religious journey started with the freedom found in Unitarian Universalism.  For me, agnosticism was a resting place, and it was also a restless place.  Even though I had turned my back on Supernatural God, God would not go away.  There was a God-shaped hole in my heart that yearned for a sense of ultimate belonging, yearned for a life that was close to the ground of all being.

I wanted to live awake and alive to the sacred nature of all things.

**There was an Afro-Cuban/Flamenco dance performed here by a Youth Member**
When I asked T’Arah to dance in this service she told me about how the Flamenco came from the exuberance of the Roma people in Andalusia.  It was a dance that expressed  their deepest feelings of both sorrow and great joy.
Flamenco is also connected with the Spanish Catholics who insisted on certain answers and a particular way to know God.  T’Arah didn’t want this to be her only expression of the holy because she doesn’t believe that there is only one true answer; one true way.  And so she added African dance.  The African expression doesn’t insist on answers—it encourages the questions.
I am amazed by this young person’s ability to sort through the various images of the holy, taking the ones that are meaningful to her, setting aside the ones that don’t fit, and combining them in a way that is intensely personal.   In this dance, she connected the transcendent mystery with the deepest levels of her being. 
This is soul competency.   Last week we talked about this--this capacity in each person to connect with transcendent mystery—that which is beyond our understanding. 

Transcendent Mystery…

You’re not alone if those words don’t mean much to you.  
Ours is a highly secularized world where religion has been forced into a little box called Supernatural God.   And “religion” is seen as the institution that keeps the little box closed.   There’s very little support for the multitude of religious expression in between.  
And there is even less support for a state of not knowing--for questions that have no answers--for mystery and awe.
Here at WUU, we aspire to support those religions expressions in between.

We aspire to sit comfortably in not knowing.  We don’t give out easy answers, but we will be your companion in asking the questions.
We are a religious institution—one that insists on breaking open that little box called Supernatural God.  We see religion as “a practical discipline that teaches us to discover new capacities of mind and heart.” Religion should “help us to live creatively, peacefully and joyously with realities for which there are no easy answers.” (Karen Armstrong)

Unlike other competencies, like technical or professional skills, you can’t cultivate soul competency by using your intellect or your rational mind.
Discovering new capacities of mind and heart calls for us to stop thinking, stop doing, stop trying. Just Be still and listen.

The poet William Butler Yeats (from his poem, Vacillation) describes what happened to him when he sat still and listened:   

My fiftieth year had come and gone,
I sat, a solitary man,
In a crowded London shop,
An open book and empty cup
On the marble table-top.
While on the shop and street I gazed
My body of a sudden blazed;
And twenty minutes more or less
It seemed, so great my happiness,
That I was blessed and could bless.
Not everyone is going to have an experience like that, but a lot of you have felt something similar.   Maybe it lasted only a few seconds. But for those few seconds, you felt connected to everything, and an unexpected sense of peace washed over you.

If you long for a sense of ultimate belonging, for a life that is close to the ground of all being.  If you want to live awake and aware of the sacred nature of all things, then you have to make space in your life for worship, for silence, for stillness.  You have to create an inviting welcoming space in yourself.

It’s been almost 20 years since I first found the UU community.  I will be forever grateful for whatever fate, luck or gift of grace drew me to that place.  There, I found a religion that opened in me a sacred spaciousness.  There, I found the spiritual freedom to discover my own capacity to connect transcendent mystery with my deepest self.
I have long since set aside Supernatural God.  I agree with Paul Tillich that it has done great damage. Most of all, it has almost destroyed our ability to imagine a more meaningful idea of God.    I think he would be astonished that 70 years after his death, millions of people are still holding up Supernatural God as the only “true” God. 

Sometimes I think I will stop using the word God altogether because it has become synonymous with Supernatural God.  

But I hate to give in to those who have hijacked the word God. And so, for the time being, I’ll keep using it.  Besides, it’s really hard to be a minister and not say God.
Today, my concept of God is closer to mystery than deity.

I find the Holy in myths, metaphors, dance, music, and beauty.   They are the finger pointing to the moon.  The moon I do not know and will not know.  I just say, “‘Look!’  and laugh in astonishment, and bow my head.”
An old Talmudic parable teaches that we should always carry two pieces of paper with us—one in each pocket.  On one piece of paper these words:  “You are But Dust and Ash.” On the other piece of paper these words:  “For you, this world was created.”

The message in this hand is that God is transcendent—beyond everything we know and understand.  From that perspective, you are dust and ash. This does not mean that you are insignificant and unworthy.   It means that you are of this world, that you rose from the dust and to the dust you shall return.    This message affirms your ultimate belonging.
The message in the other hand is that God is right here, as close as your own breathing.  From this perspective, each one of you is a precious, distinct being.  No one like you has ever come before, and no one like you will come ever again.
The path to living life--awake and aware of the sacredness in all things is a path that can hold these two seemingly contradictory ideas at the same time.
Go now.

Walk upon the earth knowing that you are but dust 
and this world was created just for you.
Amen
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