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It starts out quite simply, as complex things can do.


We rise one morning, at the usual time.  We dress, eat breakfast, and set out for the office, in the usual way.  We do our usual job, then return home as usual.  And so it usually goes, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday world without end -- but not this time.  Today something is different.  In the middle of our work, for no particular reason, we wonder, “Why?” and everything changes.


“Why am I doing this?”


“Why should I worry about his opinion?”


“Why am I not eager to get back home in the evening?”


“Why are there nuclear arms?”


“Why do I always feel restless?”


“Why are the north side neighborhoods so poor?”


“Why do I have to die?”


The universe shifts when we ask, “Why?”  Things do not look the same after the question, “Why?”  Although we may go on with our usual routine, it will not feel usual anymore because that “Why?” has intruded.


Wondering why, reflecting on the meaning of what we do, indicates that our lives are about to move in a new direction.  When the old, familiar patterns have been out-grown, when the time comes for crossing a threshold and entering a new existence, the question “Why?” appears.  Having once asked “Why?” it is difficult to keep on with our accustomed ways, because that “Why” hints at the possibility of something more than the usual.  Like a siren, the “Why?” calls us to an adventure.
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Some would say that faith is all about accepting certain religious teachings, rather than questioning them.  Faith is commonly considered an abiding trust in a benevolent divine plan, even at times when the manifestations we see in our world seem anything but benevolent or divine.  The faithful are supposed to trust God, not question God.

The Buddhist teacher Suzuki Roshi once said about questioning our life, or our purpose, “It’s like putting a horse on top of a horse and then climbing on and trying to ride.  Riding a horse by itself is hard enough.  Why add another horse?  Then it’s impossible.”  We add that extra horse when we constantly question ourselves rather than just live our lives, and be who we are at every moment. (Natalie Goldberg, Long Quiet Highway, p.143)

Unitarian Universalists tend to take a different view of questioning.  Sure, asking questions can cast doubt upon truths that seemed unshakable.  When we ask questions we may feel as if we are leaving the solid ground of certainty and entering onto much shakier terrain.

But we do so, because we believe that if we can tolerate the uncomfortable period of uncertainty entailed in questioning, we will be able to discover greater truth.  We believe in an on-going search for truth and meaning.  We say revelation is not sealed.  We believe we need to perpetually seek greater understanding.  And the questions we ask are doorways to deeper understanding.

Every Sunday I attempt to grapple with questions that arise in my mind in the course of the week.  Questions, like the ones in our reading, that begin with “why?”    

This morning however, I will grapple not with my questions, but with your questions.  Several of you responded to my invitation for questions.  And while I can’t offer answers to all them, I would like to reply to a few.

* * *

Question Please talk about how UUs are similar to other religious groups.

1 – the positive


- what we are looking for


- what we gain from our religion

2 – the negative


- how we can be narrow minded and unaccepting of alternative views (god, George Bush, conservatives, abortion, feminism, GLBTs, polygamy, Welcoming Congregation, Chief, racism, etc.)

Answer Yes, we Unitarian Universalists are similar to other religious believers, for better and for worse.  By following the tenets of our faith, we seek to find wholeness, perfection and peace – or plain happiness - just as others do the same in their religious traditions.  They might call it salvation or atonement or enlightenment or liberation.

Just like those in other faith traditions, we try to find purpose and meaning in our personal lives, by recognizing how our small lives fit into a larger universal scheme of purpose and meaning.  We try to be mindful of the mystery out of which all life has arisen and into which all life will return.  Or to use the words of a religious scholar, we try to avoid the “universal mistake of assuming as known a world that is unknown.” (Abraham Heschel, No Man Is Alone, p.17)

As Unitarian Universalists we have a particular way of approaching ultimate reality and speaking of universal truth. We are here, and not at home or at the synagogue, or the mosque or the sangha or the church down the street, because the UU approach somehow makes more sense to us.  We are a self-selected crowd, who come here because something about this kind of faith and this kind of community feels right to us.  We find a kind of kinship among others here who ask similar questions, harbor similar doubts, and find comfort in similar answers as we do.

And thus it can happen, that even though we ascribe to a faith that celebrates religious and cultural diversity, we can easily become a remarkably homogenous group of people who look similar, who talk similar, and who believe similarly.

Perhaps because religious diversity is such a cherished ideal for us, we can easily overlook how – if we are not careful – we can slip into a different kind of uniformity: a uniformity of political convictions and cultural perspective.

* * *

Question I enjoyed Bible Stories when I was young.  Which ones are still relevant and why, given that we view so much of the Bible with skepticism?

Answer Yes, it does seem we Unitarian Universalists view the Bible with some skepticism.  This is a shame, because the Bible is a treasure trove of religious teaching.  It is packed with countless religious lessons, images and stories.

The source of our skepticism didn’t originally have to do with a conviction that the Bible is irrelevant, but rather with how it seemed many people were interpreting the Bible.  Our Unitarian and Universalist ancestors didn’t criticized the Bible, but the people who used the Bible to justify a narrow-minded literalism, and an exclusivist theology. 

Our religious forebears were firm believers in the Bible as a source of inspiration for a life devoted to love and justice.  They opposed those who used the Bible to preach a theology of human guilt and depravity, who used the Bible to condone militarism, sexism and racism, and to spread the fear of a cruel and unforgiving God.

I think it is a mistake to turn our backs on the Bible, both because we would thus be ignoring a remarkable record of religious thought and history, and because by allowing ourselves to become biblically illiterate, we are, in effect, letting those who would use the Bible for their own personal and political ends to do so unchecked and unchallenged.

I don’t find it helpful to think of the Bible as “the inerrant Word of God.”  I like the image used by my colleague Jack Good, who used to serve the liberal Christian church on campus.  He thinks of the Bible as a kind of family scrap-book into which, over many generations, members of a faith community have pasted clippings of interest.  Not newspaper clippings and photographs, but favorite poems, stories told at family gatherings, political commentary, prayers and songs, different versions of family history as told by different relatives.  

With this image in mind, I think all Bible stories are relevant, though some may be more accessible than others.  Many of the stories are most meaningful when we know the context in which they were written, what specific religious or political situation they were seeking to address, what conventions of language and culture explain a particular choice of words and imagery.

* * *

Question  Do you personally believe there is anything left of us (other than what we did while alive) after death?  Some believe our soul is “too beautiful to not survive in some fashion” – what is your particular, personal opinion and belief?  And if you believe in God in the traditional sense, how does that belief jive with your view of an afterlife or no afterlife?

And

This question stems from your “Almost Heaven” sermon.  What do you believe awaits people after death?

Answer  A few weeks ago I preached a sermon called “Almost Heaven.”  In it I spoke about some of the ways different people and traditions imagine heaven as a place the faithful go after death.  The point I made in the sermon, however, is that heaven is not physical place, but an inward experience.  “Heaven is not a place that awaits us after we die,” I said, “it is a world that awaits us the moment we awaken to an awareness of life’s beauty, life’s fullness, life’s promise.”  

So if heaven isn’t what awaits us after we die, what does await us?

I like the idea of immortal soul.  I like to imagine that the people who have died are still present somewhere, looking down at us.  I like the image Billy Collins paints in his poem “The Dead”: “The dead are always looking down on us, they say, / while we are putting on our shoes or making a sandwich, / they are looking down through the glass-bottom boats of heaven / as they row themselves slowly through eternity.”

But I have a hard time believing that our consciousness, our sense of ourselves, our memories, our personality persist independently of our bodies.  I know of too many instances in which people’s personality has been irrevocably altered by physical trauma, or neurological illness.  

In memorial services I speak of how we “build a place for ourselves in the future of humanity.  We live on in everything we have ever done and said…”  Walt Whitman wrote: “Nothing is ever really lost, or can be lost, / No birth, identity, form – no object of the world, / Nor life, nor force, nor any visible thing”

In this way Whitman comes close to the Buddhist teachings of the Heart Sutra.  Nothing can be born, and also nothing can die....  Do you think that a cloud can die?  To die means that from something you become nothing.  Do you think we can make something out of nothing?  Nothing and no one can die.  However everything can and must change.

I don’t have a set belief about life after death.  At different times different ideas speak more meaningfully to me.  I like those ideas best that help me see death as a teacher who wants to teach us how to appreciate life, to honor the mystery and the miracle life is.

* * *

Question  Where does evil come from?  (I don’t understand how people are able to do some of the things they do to each other – and how they even think of it.)

Answer  Where does evil come from?  I guess my short answer is: from the same place good comes from.  This reminds me of two good Bible stories.  The first is the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.  The story of how it is by eating the fruit that their eyes are opened to the realities of both good and evil.   It is this understanding that makes Adam and Eve like gods, and that makes them fully human.

The other Bible story is from the Gospel of Matthew (7:3-5) when during his sermon on the mount Jesus asks his listeners, “Why do you see the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye?  Or how can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when there is a log in your own eye?  You hypocrite, first take the log our of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your brother’s eye.”

The psychoanalyst Carl Gustav Jung believed that in order for us to attain some measure of mental health, we first need to face the dark side of ourselves, our personal potential for evil.  My favorite quote on evil is by Alexander Solzhenitsyn, who wrote: “If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and destroy them.  But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being.”
Elaine Pagels writes that, according to the Gnostic Gospel of Philip, we can only achieve spiritual understanding if we know our own potential for evil.  Philip believes all opposites--light and dark, life and death, good and evil--are in reality interdependent. “If we remain unaware of our own darker tendencies, they're powerful,” Pagels says, “but as soon as those tendencies are recognized, they can be destroyed." (From  an article entitled “Can prayer harm?” by Larry Dossey in “Psychology Today” Mar/Apr97)
* * *

Question  How to balance responsibility to self with responsibilities to loved ones?  When taking care of yourself means hurting those you love… When growing hurts those you love now, even though you hope in the long run to help them grow with you? 

Answer  This is a tough one.  The question speaks to a dilemma faced by every person who has ever loved another.  There are times when our needs and the needs of the person we love seem mutually exclusive.  There are moments when it seems our only options are to either hurt ourselves or hurt the other.

When we are stuck in this experience, happiness and health within the relationship can seem unattainable.  And the relationship itself can appear to become anything but loving.

At times like these we need to remember that every meaningful relationship – whether with a partner, a parent or a child - will have moments of pain and moments of hurt.  We need to remember that a loving relationship is not one that is exclusively pleasurable and joyful, without moments of trouble and struggle.  Love means embracing both the joy and the sorrow, it means weathering both the good and the bad, moving through all the ups and downs life offers, and by doing so to arrive at a deeper understanding and intimacy, to have greater humility and compassion for ourselves and each other. 

The trick is to keep moving together.  The trick is not to get stuck in one place, with our feet bolted to ground.

Anne Morrow Lindberg wrote, “a good relationship has a pattern like a dance and is built on some of the same rules.  The partners do not need to hold on tightly, because they move confidently in the same pattern, intricate but gay and swift and free.  To touch heavily would be to arrest the pattern and freeze the movement, to check the endlessly changing beauty of its unfolding.  There is no place here for the possessive clutch, the clinging arm, the heavy hand; only the barest touch in passing… The joy of such a pattern is not only the joy of creation or the joy of participation, it is also the joy of living in the moment.”

* * *

To live well and to love well, we need to cultivate a light touch that allows us to move gracefully through the days of our lives.  We must be ready to occasionally leave the solid ground of certainty and travel over shakier terrain.  We need to resist the urge to fearfully clutch onto familiar truths.  We need to find the courage to question them.  For our questions are the doorways to deeper truth and greater understanding.  

May we have faith enough

to question even our most cherished truths

so that together we may find greater truth and deeper love.

Amen.
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