A Discussion of Our Fourth Principle, “A Free and Responsible Search for Truth and Meaning”
Presented at the UU Church of Tullahoma by Chuck Morgret, April 2007

[In 2007, the UUA was reviewing our Principles and asked congregations for input on suggested changes. As part of that process, we devoted a series of Sunday services to discussions of our principles – two per service for the first three services –  each presented by a different member of the congregation This talk was the second half of one of those  services. The first half was a presentation on the third princple presented by Linda Von Ohlen.]

[Congregational reading of our Principles:]

We, the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist Association, covenant to affirm and promote 
1. The inherent worth and dignity of every person; 

2. Justice, equity and compassion in human relations; 

3. Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations; 

4. A free and responsible search for truth and meaning; 

5. The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our congregations and in society at large; 

6. The goal of world community with peace, liberty and justice for all; 

7. Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part. 

1. I would hate to see this list changed in any substantive way – I think it was very carefully and artfully crafted, and I find it a concise but comprehensive foundation for a consistent set of morals and ethics.
2. I think of our 7 principles as forming an arch, with “F&RSFT&M” as the keystone that holds the rest of the arch together. Many of our principles are espoused, in varying degrees and with varying limitations, by other faith traditions. But most religions insist on adherence to a particular view of the truth, and see alternate views as threatening. The UU Church is unique in that it doesn’t require us to accept a particular belief system, but instead actively encourages us to explore on our own, wherever our search might lead, and gives us a forum in which to learn from each other.

3. I’d like to parse this principle out a little:

a. “Truth” is the actual state of reality, while “Meaning” is one’s understanding of one’s place and purpose within that reality.

b. The “search” for truth represents a fundamental desire to have one’s personal viewpoint conform to reality as closely as possible. This is of course grounded in a belief that there is such a thing as objective reality.
c. “Free” means unconstrained. We may go where our search leads us. As I was first thinking about this talk, I ran across a William Blake quote used as an LA Times crossword puzzle clue in the Sunday Tennessean: “I must create a system, or be enslav’d by another Man’s.” …I read this as: If you don’t think for yourself, someone else will gladly do it for you.
d. As for “responsible” A few pages away from the Blake quote, the “Opus” comic strip ended with this punch line: “The trouble with having an open mind is that people keep coming along and sticking things in it.” …Now more than ever, we are bombarded with information, and we must learn to sort the wheat from the chaff, the true from the false, the important from the irrelevant. We must learn to think critically. To constantly reexamine and challenge our belief systems in light of new experience and new information, to discard obsolete or discredited beliefs.

e. The world view each of us has is, basically, a model of reality. I do mathematical modeling for a living, and some of the same caveats apply. If your model doesn’t agree with reality, it usually isn’t reality that’s wrong. It’s time to either update your model or replace it.
f. I think our culture places too much emphasis on “standing up for what you believe in” and not enough on first being certain that what you believe in is worthy of standing up for.

4. In my experience, “truth” isn’t likely to come in a great blinding flash of insight, but in a never-ending stream of incremental discoveries. The search for truth is a lifelong endeavor.
5. As individuals, we each have one woefully limited point of view. No matter how hard we try to open our minds and expand our horizons, we can never see more than a tiny fraction of the overall picture…I’d like to read a poem, supposedly based on a fable from India, which you may well have heard in one form or another.
THE BLIND MEN AND THE ELEPHANT

John Godfrey Saxe's ( 1816-1887) version of the famous Indian legend,

It was six men of Indostan,
To learning much inclined,
Who went to see the Elephant
(Though all of them were blind),
That each by observation
Might satisfy his mind.

The First approach'd the Elephant,
And happening to fall
Against his broad and sturdy side,
At once began to bawl:
"God bless me! but the Elephant
Is very like a wall!"

The Second, feeling of the tusk,
Cried, -"Ho! what have we here
So very round and smooth and sharp?
To me 'tis mighty clear,
This wonder of an Elephant
Is very like a spear!"

The Third approach'd the animal,
And happening to take
The squirming trunk within his hands,
Thus boldly up and spake:
"I see," -quoth he- "the Elephant
Is very like a snake!"

The Fourth reached out an eager hand,
And felt about the knee:
"What most this wondrous beast is like
Is mighty plain," -quoth he,-
"'Tis clear enough the Elephant 
Is very like a tree!"

The Fifth, who chanced to touch the ear,
Said- "E'en the blindest man
Can tell what this resembles most;
Deny the fact who can,
This marvel of an Elephant
Is very like a fan!"

The Sixth no sooner had begun
About the beast to grope,
Then, seizing on the swinging tail
That fell within his scope,
"I see," -quoth he,- "the Elephant
Is very like a rope!"

And so these men of Indostan
Disputed loud and long,
Each in his own opinion
Exceeding stiff and strong,
Though each was partly in the right,
And all were in the wrong!

MORAL, 

So, oft in theologic wars 
The disputants, I ween, 
Rail on in utter ignorance 
Of what each other mean; 
And prate about an Elephant 
Not one of them has seen! 

The above version of Saxe's poem was published in 1878 in Linton's "Poetry of America" 

6. What I most love about this Church is that almost every Sunday, I learn something from another’s viewpoint that expands my own world view and leads to some new insight. I don’t even have to agree with someone to learn from them.

7. The first time I read that poem (many years ago), I wondered why the men didn’t compare notes, share their experiences and come to a better understanding of the nature of the Elephant. (Never mind that the poem wouldn’t have had much of a point that way.) In a way, that’s what we do here. We may never be able to fully comprehend the Elephant, but we can get closer to it together than any of us could alone – if nothing else, we can at least learn a lot about what the Elephant isn’t.
