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Usually, when I give a talk it means I’ve reached some specific waypoint in my meandering spiritual journey that I want to share with y’all – a spiritual scenic overlook, if you will. This is a little different in that I’m not really at a convenient stopping point, but I’ve been through a lot lately and I feel the need to just pause and reflect on where I’ve been…so to stretch the metaphor, this is more of a rest stop than a scenic overlook. And a bit of a love letter to this church and to the larger Unitarian Universalist world.
And to stretch the metaphor just past the breaking point, I’m going to be taking the scenic route to get where I’m going. So just sit back and I hope y’all enjoy the ride.

As most of you know, my wife Kathy has ongoing medical problems which have kept her either in a hospital or a nursing home since January 2009. This situation has of course turned our lives upside down and inside out, and we have no idea what the future has in store for us.
As much as this talk is about anything, it is about my search for spiritual grounding and sources of inspiration during this stressful time in my life. (I’d like to point out that I’ll be talking about the ongoing evolution of my spirituality, not the spirituality of evolution…if that’s a topic that interests you, I would recommend Michael Dowd’s book “Thank God for Evolution” and strongly encourage you to go hear him speak if you get the chance…but I digress…)
Now, I am a Universalist (in the universal-salvation sense). Simply put, I believe that wherever one of us is going, we’re all going, and that there’s no defensible basis for believing otherwise. (I stubbornly cling to an expectation that we’re going SOMEwhere. If I’m right, I’ll get to tell my atheist friends “I told you so,” but if they’re right they won’t get to tell me that.)

I am also a pragmatist. As I related in a previous talk, as a pragmatist, I believe that the fundamental question we are really seeking to answer through philosophy or religion is not “What is the meaning of life?” but rather “OK, what should I do now?” That is, we are looking for guiding principles to help us in our day-to-day decision-making.

A rather stunning consequence of being a Universalist is that, if we accept that what we do in this life has no effect on what happens (or doesn’t) when it’s over, then our theological beliefs do not provide the basis for how we should live our lives. This doesn’t mean that religious teachings are necessarily irrelevant. It does mean that we can examine them critically and come to our own conclusions as to their validity and applicability in our lives.
Some of you may recall the talk I gave on Gnosticism a couple of months ago. Part of what my research for that talk imparted to me is not just a tolerance of but an appreciation for allegory and symbolism that does not come naturally to me. I was quite surprised to discover, first, that most if not all the Greek and Roman intellectuals and philosophers were Mystery adherents, and second, that Mystery initiates generally held a universalist view (in the universal-truth sense) of the polytheistic religions of the time. That is, they understood the various gods in the various national pantheons as different manifestations or representations of one, ultimately unknowable God (or divine principle); as different aspects of God, not different gods.
This understanding is similar to Forrest Church’s “Cathedral of the World” metaphor, which is presented in the book “A Chosen Faith” and is also the subject (and title) of his last book. Rev. Church, who passed away in 2009, is perhaps the foremost contemporary UU theologian. Here’s an excerpt from a 2001 sermon on the “Cathedral of the World”:
“A 21st century theology based on the concept of one light (Unitarianism) and many windows (Universalism) offers to its adherents both breadth and focus. Honoring many different religious approaches, it excludes only the truth-claims of absolutists. This is because fundamentalists-whether on the right or left-claim that the light shines through their window only. Skeptics draw the opposite conclusion. Seeing the bewildering variety of windows and observing the folly of the worshipers, they conclude that there is no Light. But the windows are not the Light. The whole Light (God, Truth) is beyond our perceiving. God is veiled. Some people have trouble believing in a God who looks into any eyes but theirs. Others have trouble believing in a God they cannot see. But that none of us can look directly into God's eyes certainly doesn't mean God isn't there, mysterious, unknowable, gazing into ours.”
I have come to agree with this general view. I’m not an atheist nor even truly an agnostic – I believe that there is a framework within which our reality exists, that God is a convenient if emotionally loaded shorthand term for that framework. If pressed, I’ll probably even admit that I have a vague, non-rational faith that somehow a Higher Power will see that things work out in the long run. 
Along the same line, 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. (I should say re-read, as I used this poem in another talk several years ago.)
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! 
[Published in 1878 in Linton's "Poetry of America" ]

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.

There is a theme running through much of Christianity, arguably including Christian Gnosticism (and probably other religious worldviews as well) that portrays the material world as corrupt and irredeemable, as a fatally flawed creation, and suggests that the goal of enlightenment or salvation is to escape this reality.

I find this view not only tragically misguided but downright dangerous. That reality is not perfect should motivate us to work to improve it, to make it better, not to devote our energies to trying to escape it or preparing for the apocalypse. That is, our attitude should not be “the world is not perfect, therefore we should abandon it, or wish for its demise” but “the world is not perfect, so let’s endeavor to make it better.”

Indeed, Tricia Gardner, who served here in a part-time minister capacity while a United Church of Christ divinity student at Vanderbilt, sought to find common ground with us UU’s through her view that the “Kingdom of God” was not an otherworldly paradise but something we should be working to create here on Earth.

I find the idea that “spiritual enlightenment” – which I would take to mean an appreciation of reality and our place in it – can only be achieved by separating ourselves from that reality contradictory and frankly puzzling. I feel that an authentic and relevant spiritual path should encourage and require us to engage with and participate in the world around us, not separate ourselves from it. (Actually, I think some of my puzzlement over the idea of “awakening to my spiritual self” may be because I’m not willing to accept the notion that I’ve ever been spiritually asleep.)

Of all the spiritual sources to which I have been exposed, what I have found the most useful and meaningful to me over the last couple of years are the teachings of the Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh. I believe he originally came to my attention because one of our previous interim ministers – I’m not sure which one – quoted him frequently.
Now, I am not a Buddhist, and my knowledge of Buddhism is pretty rudimentary. I’m at best a one on a scale of one to Zen. But I think that what Nhat Hanh has accomplished is to make Buddhism accessible to non-Buddhists. I believe that one can adopt Buddhist spiritual practices and viewpoints and find them quite helpful without subscribing to a particular theological view or dogma.

Nhat Hanh’s teachings emphasize mindfulness, which, quite simply, is living in the present moment, and conscious breathing as the path to mindfulness. The past is unchangeable, the future is unknowable – the present moment is reality, life is a succession of present moments, and to live fully and happily requires that our consciousness be focused in the present moment. In his view, mindfulness should be practiced in every aspect of daily life, not just in meditation sessions.
I am prone to depression. I have strong tendencies to let myself be distracted both by dwelling on mistakes of the past, berating myself for things I should have done differently, and by spending much of my time thinking about what I need to do next instead of focusing on what I’m doing now. Stressful situations only make those tendencies stronger. Although I’m still learning, practicing mindfulness has been a major boost to my mental well-being and to my quality of life. If I catch myself getting distracted, a few conscious breaths are usually all it takes to calm my mind and bring me back to the here and now.

In my view, the essence of mindfulness is living IN the moment, which is not the same thing as living FOR the moment. There is a time to reflect on the past and a time to plan for the future – but those activities also take place in the present moment and should be done mindfully.

While Thich Nhat Hanh would probably insist that the purpose of mindfulness is mindfulness, to our goal-oriented Western minds it does have other benefits. If I am calmer, happier and more focused, I am naturally more effective at whatever I am doing. These days, I quite simply don’t have the luxury of time to dwell on the past or fret about what might happen in the future.

One of my mantras for the last couple of years – I draw inspiration from strange places – has been a line from the mostly forgotten movie “Gumball Rally,” uttered by a young Raul Julia at the outset of a cross-country race as he wrenches off and discards his rearview mirror: “The first rule of Italian driving: What’s behind me is not important!” I’m trying to learn to live one day at a time and live it fully. Yesterday is gone and tomorrow will take care of itself.
Another of Nhat Hanh’s themes is interdependence, or what he calls “interbeing,” the essential oneness of reality. An example from “The Miracle of Mindfulness:”
“Consider the example of a table. The table’s existence is possible due to the existence of things which we might call the ‘non-table world’: the forest where the wood grew and was cut, the carpenter, the iron ore which became the nails and screws, and countless other things which have relation to the table, the parents and ancestors of the carpenter, the sun and rain which made it possible for the trees to grow.

If you grasp the table’s reality then you see that in the table itself are present all those things which we normally think of as the non-table world. If you took away any of those non-table elements and returned them to their sources – the nails back to the iron ore, the wood to the forest, the carpenter to his parents – the table would no longer to exist.
A person who looks at the table and can see the universe is a person who can see the way.”

Carl Sagan put it more simply: “If you wish to make an apple pie from scratch, you must first create the universe.”

The gist of “Peace is Every Step” is that to bring peace to the world, you must first be at peace with yourself. In UU terms, we must remember that in affirming the inherent worth and dignity of every person, “every person” includes ourselves.
In yet another previous talk, I asserted that the one thing that, for me, does not fit with the view of a completely mechanistic universe is that I am here to appreciate it – that there is one fundamental truth that is so universal that it is proclaimed on shopping mall directory maps the world over: YOU ARE HERE. So I was delighted to come across a recently translated Thich Nhat Hanh work by that title.
From “You Are Here”:
“Being truly here is very important – being here for yourself and for the ones you love. Fortunately, being here is not a difficult thing to accomplish. It is enough to breathe, and let go of thinking or planning. Just come back to yourself, concentrate on your breath, and smile. You are here, body and mind together. You are here, you are completely alive. That is a miracle.”

Impermanence is a key Buddhist concept. Life is dynamic, not static. There is going to be change and we need to be prepared to deal with it. In Thich Nhat Hanh’s teachings I believe I have discovered some of the necessary tools.
Certainly being a member of this congregation has broadened my spiritual horizons. Most of you have at one time or another either given me some new insight or viewpoint, or stoked my curiosity on one topic or another.

I was fortunate to have been able to visit Van Kenyon shortly before he passed away and to tell him I thought some of his Taoist outlook had rubbed off on me, and that that was one of the things that was helping me deal with my ongoing ordeal. I also think I’ve absorbed some appreciation for the cycle of life from my pagan friends.

Hemingway defined courage as grace under pressure, and I have been inspired and strengthened by people I’ve known who embodied that definition. Van was certainly one of those, but there are others, including many within this congregation.

This congregation has been one of the few constants in my life through the trials and tribulations of the last couple years. I really do consider you mine and Kathy’s extended family. What I have come to most appreciate about Unitarian Universalism is that as my religious beliefs change, evolve and grow that I won’t outgrow this church – that I will never have to face the awful choice to either leave the church or pay lip service to a creed I don’t really believe in order to be accepted – which is about as close as it gets to unconditional love. Thank you all just for being here.
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