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Reading:  by the Unitarian Universalist minister George Marshall from Challenge of a Liberal Faith (p.108)
Liberal religious thinkers tend to see the dangers inherent in ill-founded and self-deceptive beliefs which are simply meaningless phrases repetitiously recited from one generation to another…


In consequence, many religious liberals approach the problem of believing with hesitancy, and even with doubt. Can one believe free of dogmatism, without ritualistic ramifications?  A long tradition makes it difficult to answer “Yes.”


We see the error of the easily accepted beliefs of others.  We see the pitfalls.  We know the history of belief which often seems to us merely a means of sterilizing creative thought; and we know that uncritical faith too often is an abortion of the intellect.

We recall the words of Dr Harry Emerson Fosdick: “Better believe in no God than to believe in a cruel God, a tribal God, a sectarian God.  Belief in God is one of the most dangerous beliefs a [person] can cherish.  If the God [people] believe in is small and  mean, the more intensely [they hold their belief and cultivate] it the smaller and meaner [they] will be.  [People] have believed in a cruel God who will send a large part of the human race to an endless hell, and by this belief all their own cruelty was confirmed.  They got the idea that the torture chambers of earth were but replicas of the great torture chamber of God.  It behooves us to take care what kind of God we believe in.  Some of the people who do not believe in God at all are more merciful, truth-loving, and just than are some who do.”

Reading:  by Jennifer Michael Hecht from  Doubt: A History (p.xi)
 

         Whether you are a nonbeliever, or you belong to a religion without God, or you are a believer troubled by dark nights of the soul, we are all part of the same discussion. This is because, whatever our position may be, we all have the same contradictory information to work with. Sometimes it feels like there is a God or ultimate certainty, and it would be a great comfort if such a thing existed and we knew the answers to life’s ultimate mysteries: who or what created the universe and why; what is human life for; what happens when I die? But there is no universally compelling, empirical, or philosophical evidence for the existence of God, a purposeful universe, or life after death.

         Some people may be tone-deaf to the idea of evidence, some may be tone-deaf to the feeling that there is a higher power – we must forgive them each their failing. But there is also a tradition by which both sides refuse to engage the interesting questions: believers refuse to consider the reasonableness of doubt, and nonbelievers refuse to consider the feeling of faith. Believers value the sense of mystery human beings can feel when they look inward or beyond; nonbelievers value the ability to map out the world by rational proofs. Yet there is a kind of mutual blindness, as if personal affiliation with one camp or another means more than does interest in the truth. . . .

         Great believers and great doubters seem like opposites, but they are more similar to each other than to the mass of relatively disinterested or acquiescent men and women. This is because they are both awake to the fact that we live between two divergent realities: On one side, there is a world in our heads – and in our lives, so long as we are not contradicted by death and disaster – and that is a world of reason and plans, love and purpose. On the other side, there is the world beyond our human life – an equally real world in which there is no sign of caring or value, planning or judgement, love or joy. We live in a meaning-rupture because we are human and the universe is not.
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Does God actually exist?  Is there a reality or being out there, a holy spirit, a divine creator?  Are there absolute universal categories of good and evil, of right and wrong, or are ethics defined purely by our cultural conventions and social norms?  Do we live amidst unavoidable moral relativism?

These are the kind of questions we were kicking around in a book discussion group a few weeks ago.  These were the questions that intrigued and puzzled us, the big ideas we were trying to grasp.  The book we were reading provided some possible answers, but – as you might expect in a gathering of Unitarian Universalists – the author’s answers weren’t completely satisfying to us.  Though insightful and wise, the answers did not make an airtight case for the author’s point of view.

It was one of those evenings on which we circled around these questions again and again, struggling to glean kernels of truth, and yet every time it seemed we had found something upon which we could all agree, one of us offered a perspective that shed doubt upon what a moment ago seemed perfectly plausible.

When the time came for us to bring our conversation to a close one of the more spirited skeptics of our group made an admission that has stuck with me.  She confessed that there are times that she envies those who have a more traditional, perhaps even fundamentalist faith.  She envies the certainty their faith offers.  She envies the comfort believers find in the authoritative answers their traditions teach.

* * *

Certainty sometimes seems in short supply in Unitarian Universalism.  Ours is a faith, after all, that proudly proclaims “To question is the answer.”  The heroes of our faith were dissenters who challenged the religious conventions of their time.  They were declared heretics, because they chose express their beliefs and practice their faith differently than the authorities decreed.  Our religious ancestors were feared and loathed by their adversaries, because they questioned authority and sowed seeds of uncertainty among believers.   

This subversive streak of our faith is found on the pencils we like to distribute among university students on quad day.  On the pencils, apart from the name and address of our church, students find the quote “Unanswered questions are far less dangerous than unquestioned answers.”

As George Marshall said, we “tend to see the dangers inherent in ill-founded and self-deceptive beliefs.”  Many of us agree with Harry Emerson Fosdick, that it is “better to believe in no God than to believe in a cruel God, a tribal God, a sectarian God.”

As religious liberals we are quick to identify the weaknesses in others’ beliefs.  We are good at pointing out logical inconsistencies in how God’s actions are recounted in religious scriptures – How can a loving God wipe out the entire human race, save one family, in a cataclysmic flood?  How can an all-knowing and all-powerful god create a world full of suffering and injustice?  We are quick to point out instances in which religious stories conflict with scientific truths – a world created in six days is disproven by the geological and fossil record; rocket ships have pierced earth’s atmosphere, crisscrossed the skies, and have reported no evidence of a god in heaven. 

It is difficult for us to understand why some people would believe religious stories that are either highly implausible or downright nonsensical to us.  It is difficult for us to understand why some people take ancient religious texts as literal truth, above and beyond any doubt.

* * *

Christianity has a long and troubled relationship with the experience of doubt.  Doubt has long been regarded as the antithesis to faith.  Faith hinges on belief.  For the faithful believer doubt leads to disbelief, and disbelief leads to certain doom.

Doubting Thomas, you will recall, was the least faithful of the disciples.  When, after Jesus’ death and burial, Jesus appeared to his followers, it was Thomas who happened to be absent.  And when he was told about the appearance of Jesus he was unwilling to believe it.  Thomas wanted to see with his own eyes, and touch with his own hands before he would believe.  Eight days later Jesus appeared to them all again, including Thomas.  This time Jesus made a point of letting Thomas touch him, but he praised those “who have not seen, and yet believed.”

The biblical scholar Elaine Pagels points out that the story of Doubting Thomas is found in only the fourth of the gospels in the Christian scripture, the gospel of John.  The fact that John – not Matthew, Mark or Luke - recounts several instances in which Thomas was a doubter is no coincidence.

Back in the first centuries after Jesus’ death, the followers of Jesus initially did not agree on who Jesus was, or why he lived and died.  The four gospels in the New Testament each offer slightly different interpretations of Jesus’ life, each of them representing different schools of thought as to the most significant aspects of Jesus’ teachings.

The four gospels, however, were by no means the only texts written about Jesus.  There were many more.  And there were heated debates between the respective authors as to whose perspective was more valid.  It was not until the third century that church leaders finally decided which writings to include in the Christian canon, and which to omit.  One of the gospels left out was the gospel of Thomas.

In the gospel of John, Jesus leaves no doubt as to his purpose. “I am the way, I am the truth; I am the light; I am the vine; I am the water of life.” “No one comes to the father but by me.”  “I am the light of the world” and “whoever does not come to me walks in darkness.” 

In the gospel of Thomas Jesus also uses the metaphor of light.  He says, “I am the light which is before all things.  It is I who am all things… Split a piece of wood, and I am there; lift up a stone, and you will find me.”

Pagels writes, “despite the similarities between John’s and Thomas’ versions for Jesus’ […] teaching, when we look more closely, we begin to see that John’s understanding of Jesus’ “way” is diametrically opposed to Thomas’ on the practical and crucial question:  How can we find that light?

Thomas’ gospel offers only cryptic clues – not answers – to those who seek the way to God.… [he] challenges his hearers to find the way themselves…  [In Thomas’ gospel] Jesus encourages those who seek by telling them that they already have the internal resources to find what they are looking for: “Jesus said, “If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you.  If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.”  (Beyond Belief, p.53)

Where John writes that Jesus is the only way believers can find God, Thomas writes that it is a mistake to focus on only Jesus, and that each of us has the capacity and responsibility to find God through our own direct experience.

When John’s gospel was written - the last of the four to be composed – it not only offered a radically different message than Thomas’ gospel.  It also included a polemic aimed at Thomas’ beliefs by portraying him as a doubter who lacks faith.  Doubting Thomas is a caricature of what Thomas truly believed.

* * *

It is not a coincidence that we grapple with the apparent incompatibility of belief and doubt, of faith and uncertainty.

But I believe we do a disservice both to the experience of faith and of doubt, when we imagine them as inescapably incompatible.  We do a disservice to those who believe as we do, and to those who don’t, when we imagine ourselves in opposing enemy camps.

As Jennifer Michael Hecht writes, we do ourselves a disservice when as believers we refuse to consider the reasonableness of doubt, or when, as nonbelievers, we refuse to consider the feeling of faith.  Great believers and great doubters seem like opposites, but in fact we share a passionate concern about making sense of the world in which we live.

The truth of the matter is that even those of us whose understanding of faith aspires to unshakable certainty struggle with moments of doubt.  The truth of the matter is that even those of us who are compelled to question their own faith and the faith of others are guided by deeply held beliefs.

When we cast ourselves primarily as a denomination of doubters, we do ourselves a disservice.  When we portray ourselves as a church that is devoted to the practice of questioning for the sake of questioning, when we imagine ourselves a society of skeptics who can only agree on the fact that we agree on nothing at all, we are doing ourselves a disservice.

It is true, we are unafraid to question.  It is true, we are unafraid to raise doubts.  But we do so not simply for the sake of questioning.  We do so in order to find greater truth.  We do so because we are committed to an on-going search for greater understanding and greater justice.

The central message of Thomas’ gospel was not that doubt itself is the way to salvation.  But rather that the divine light can be found where we least expect it.  Split a piece of wood, and you will find it there.  Lift a rock, and you will find it there.  Look deeply within yourself, and you will find it there.  Every one of us has the ability and the obligation to find divine truth.

* * *

When we take as our motto, “To question is the answer,” we run the danger of misrepresenting our faith for the sake of a catchy slogan.  We run the danger of making a caricature of ourselves.  As if faith for us were merely a matter of idle speculation.   As if our faith were a celebration of indecision for those too timid to risk courageous action.

In fact our faith is grounded in a living vision of a better world.  In fact we are firmly committed to make that vision a reality.

The UU minister Curtis Reese wrote, “This is not a time for liberals of the genteel tradition who are frightened in the presence of explosive issues that blast their world and shake the earth.  It is not a time for liberals of the pious tradition who believe that all is right with the world and that all things work together for good.  It is not a time for confused liberals who move simultaneously in all directions without arriving anywhere in particular… This is a time for liberals who believe that the only form of society worth building and perpetuating is one grounded in respect for the integrity of persons, committed to critical inquiry and devoted to abundant freedom.”

May we cherish our doubts,

but may we cherish them for the deeper truths they reveal.

May we be not Doubting Thomases but Discerning Thomases.

May our questions serve to strengthen our faith,

and deepen our commitment to build a better world.

Amen.
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