
I recently spoke at another Unitarian Universalist congregation, and afterwards a woman came up to me and said, “I really enjoyed your, ah, ..” and it this point she seemed to be at a loss for words.


“Sermon,” I offered helpfully.  “Feel free to call it a sermon.”


“Oh, no, I don’t care for that word.  I enjoyed your talk.”


This short exchange is very illuminating and should be cause for serious thought.  I have spoken at length on the meanings of words we use in a church setting.  I’ve done a sermon on the word “worship,” another on the word “prayer,” another on the word “God,” and one on the whole concept of using a language of reverence (as proposed by former UUA president Bill Sinkford), the idea that we must use religious words common in the American religious scene if we are to interact with other faiths.  These words may mean something else to us, and we should define them as we use them, but the argument made is that if are to maintain an identity as a religion, and if we are to cultivate spirituality in our congregations, we should use this language.  Whether this is a valid line of reasoning can and should be debated thoroughly.


I for one find the very non-religious writings and lectures of Christopher Hitchens (who likes to call himself an anti-theist rather than an atheist) to be highly educational and spiritually uplifting.  When I share this with people, especially my fellow seminary students, they look at me as if I’ve completely lost my mind.  Perhaps one day I’ll do a sermon on the inspirational writings of a man who hates religion.  But I mention Mr. Hitchens because I’d like to share a quote he made which has some bearing on today’s sermon (or if you prefer, today’s talk).

It might be that there is more morality in a novel by George Elliot than there is in any of the four gospels, or the four of them put together.  I care very much about literature as the place where real ethical dilemmas are met and dealt with.

- Christopher Hitchens


Traditionally, religions have important writings known as “scripture.” Scripture can be defined as “sacred writings,” and “sacred” can be defined as “devoted or dedicated to a deity or a religion.”  In a broad sense, scripture can be all writings devoted to a religion.  It a narrow sense, scriptures refer to a specific holy book or books for a particular religion.  The Bible and the Qu’ran are a couple of obvious examples, but there are many others.  Mormons would consider The Book of Mormon, Doctrines and Covenants, and The Pearl of Great Price as scriptures.  Scientologists consider the writings of science fiction author L Ron Hubbard as scripture.  The examples are endless.  But what happens when you ask a Unitarian Universalist for examples of scriptures?  There are many possibilities.

Some would assert that whatever any religion considers to be their scriptures can be included in a very large collection of human scriptures.  Others might even say that due to our Christian roots, the Bible has a special place in our tradition, though certainly not an exclusive place.  Still others would completely disagree, stating that there is no such thing as real scripture, since all of these alleged scriptures are merely the writings of humans, and any claims to divine origin are not only false, but disqualify them as being of any value whatsoever.  In a religion that values free thought and freedom of conscience so highly as we do; in a religion that stresses we can all come together, even with very different beliefs, and find value in the views of others; in such a religion is there such a thing as “scripture?”


Consider again the words of Christopher Hitchens.   I care very much about literature as the place where real ethical dilemmas are met and dealt with.  Every holy book, every “scripture,” can be considered nothing more than literature.  If the Bible, the Qu’ran, and even Dianetics are viewed as the writings of humans attempting to make a point, advance an idea, or explain the human condition, does the term “scripture” really carry much urgency?  What if we stop caring about “scripture” and start looking to a large variety of literature as the foundation of a modern, relevant religion?  You can certainly see examples of this in our hymnbook.   Along with readings from conventional scriptures like the Bible, you will find writings from authors and poets like Maya Angelou, William Blake, Emily Dickinson, e.e. comings, William Wordsworth, Alfred Lord Tennyson, John Milton, and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, just to name a few.  

Is literature just as meaningful as scripture to Unitarian Universalists?  Do we have scripture of our own, or are the collected works of humanity our scripture?  I’m inclined toward the latter, but you will need to make that call for yourself.  I know from personal experience that I have found inspiration and insights in the least likely places, and found books of a supposedly profound nature to be utterly worthless to me.  


I have thrown out a lot of questions in this sermon.  There should be plenty to discuss in the next hour.  But I don’t want to simply throw out questions.  This issue of scripture does go to the root of language, or the language of reverence I mentioned earlier.  Unitarian Universalists are very comfortable stretching the definitions of religious words to their breaking points.  But when does this become more of a problem than a help? (oops, I just asked another question).  I believe, very fervently, that words do have clear meanings, and when we deviate too much from those meanings, true, honest communication breaks down.  I have these debates with my professors and classmates at seminary, and it is perhaps my single biggest beef with UU theology.  The word “God” is used a great deal at seminary.  But what is meant by that word can be radically different from person to person.  The same holds true with words like “prayer,” “worship,” “religion,” and of course, “scripture.”  The simple question, “Do you believe in God,” is utterly meaningless unless all parties in the discussion understand what is meant by “believe” and “God.”  And those definitions are not as clear as you might think.

So here is where I come down in this debate.  I will rarely use the word “scripture,” and when I do, it will probably be in the context of another religion’s sacred text.  I do not believe in any distinctive scriptures, not for me and not for my sermons and not for my theology.  I find great value in literature and poetry in general.  Whenever a person deals with the struggles or joys of this life, and puts pen to paper to share the story with us, it has the potential to speak meaningfully to someone else.  And the work does not need to be serious or tragic.  There are profundities in the comic works of Douglas Adams, who wrote the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, and one day I will undoubtedly give a sermon on that very topic.


Sharon Welch, ethicist and my advisor at seminary, once said to me, “Literature is our scripture.”  As I’ve already stated, I don’t like the word “scripture,” but I do agree with the sentiment.  I might say, “Literature provides us with access to many more stories, the stories we find so valuable here in our church.  Stories allow us to share in memorable ways the travels we have taken through our lives, as we each seek truth, meaning, peace, value, community.  Stories allow us to connect; stories allow us to find profundities within our own thoughts.  Be it the Bible or the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, any story has the potential to trigger a thought, an idea, or an emotion in someone else that helps them in their journey through life.  Literature has incredible value Unitarian Universalism.”  On this I know Sharon and I would agree.

 I’ll close with one example.  I have here two large, impressive tomes.  The first weighs in at a hefty 2206 pages with a simulated leather cover.  The second has a mere 1674 pages and a more conventional cardboard cover.  Both are quite heavy, both look impressive, and both are quoted extensively in the English-speaking world.  The first is the Bible, and the second is the collected works of William Shakespeare.  Both volumes contain stories that deal with the human condition.  Both have scholars who spend huge chunks of their lives studying and interpreting what the authors meant.  Both are full of great quotes.  And both have handy references. The Bible has book, chapter and verse, while Shakespeare has Play, Act, Scene, and in many versions, line numbers.

Let’s spend a few minutes with one of the most famous passages from any of Shakespeare’s plays, Hamlet, Act Three, Scene One.  Hamlet’s father, the king of Denmark, has recently died.  Two months later, Hamlet’s uncle, Claudius, marries Hamlet’s mother and assumes the throne.  Hamlet has been visited by his father’s ghost, who tells Hamlet that Cladius murdered the king, and Hamlet must seek revenge.  Hamlet suspects this to be true, but should he really trust a ghost?  It could be a devil trying to trick him.  As Hamlet wrestles with what he should do, he utters these words, thinking out loud to himself:

To be, or not to be: that is the question:
Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing end them? To die: to sleep;
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to, 'tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wish'd. To die, to sleep;
To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there's the rub;
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil [cast off the fuss of life],
Must give us pause: there's the respect
That makes calamity of so long life;
For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,
The oppressor's wrong, the proud man's contumely [insulting behavior],
The pangs of despised love, the law's delay,
The insolence of office and the spurns
That patient merit of the unworthy takes,
When he himself might his quietus [discharge] make
With a bare bodkin [dagger]? who would fardels [burdens] bear,
To grunt and sweat under a weary life,
But that the dread of something after death,
The undiscover'd country from whose bourn [boundry]
No traveller returns, puzzles the will
And makes us rather bear those ills we have
Than fly to others that we know not of?
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all;


Hamlet is talking about suicide.  He is wondering why people don’t simply kill themselves and be done with all the pain and suffering of life.  We can dig deeper into this passage, much as people dig into Bible verses, and debate the very meaning of the author or the character.  This passage may mean one thing to you, and another to me.  It is also of note that the Bible nowhere discusses suicide in any detail at all; on this topic Hamlet has far more to say.
To be, or not to be: that is the question:
Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing end them?

Hamlet asks which is nobler – to suffer all that life throws at us, or to take arms against them and end them.  By this he seems to mean suicide is a way of fighting back against troubles.  By killing yourself, you end them. But there is a catch:

To die: to sleep;
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to, 'tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wish'd. To die, to sleep;
To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there's the rub;
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil [cast off the fuss of life],
Must give us pause:

Hamlet points out that we don’t really know what happens after death.  If death is sleep, what dreams may come then?  They might be worse than any of our current troubles.  This must give us pause. Suicide may not be the way to escape suffering.  So what makes us bear the injustices of life, the whips and scorns of time that could be ended with a bare dagger? Hamlet continues:
But that the dread of something after death,
The undiscover'd country from whose bourn [boundry]
No traveller returns, puzzles the will
And makes us rather bear those ills we have
Than fly to others that we know not of?
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all;
It is not the fear of non-existence that drives us to live, but the fear of what comes next; the dread of the undiscovered country.  The knowledge that the church forbids suicide, and it may result in damnation, pricks at our conscience.  Thus conscience makes cowards of us all.


Hamlet paints a grim picture of life.  This passage helps to show the audience the depths of his despair, both over the possible murder of his father, but the rapid remarriage of his mother, which hints of incest.  But even keeping in mind Hamlet’s depression, he makes some good points and asks good questions; questions we must face and answer. Why is it noble to keep living in the face of endless hardships?  Why not end our lives?  The only answer he comes up with is that death could be even worse.  Can we do better, or must we say, like Hamlet,

     To die, to sleep;
     To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there's the rub;

Next week I will be speaking on our source of hope.  What do we say to Hamlet, when he wishes to die and end it all?  What do we say to the starving refugees scattered across the globe?  What do we say to those facing intense hardship?  What is our source of hope?  What is your source of hope?  I’d like you to think on this over the next week.  What gives you the strength to go on when things look hopeless, and living is painful?

As we address questions like this, can literature serve us as well as the Bible?  Certainly.  Literature abounds with characters facing the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.  And while they are fictional, they are created by real people, telling stories that help us to expand our horizons, to stretch our brains, to challenge our preconceptions and shake us from our comfortable perch of having it all figured out.  Whether you can it literature or scripture, the writings of humanity offer us a rich source of ideas and insights into the difficult questions we wrestle with.  To limit our time to a select few special books known as scripture would be tragic.  

     Amen and Blessed Be
Literature and Scripture
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