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Meditation:  by Ralph Helverson

Deep in ourselves resides the religious impulse…

We have religion when we stop deluding ourselves that we are self-sufficient, self-sustaining, or self-derived.

We have religion when we hold some hope beyond the present, some self-respect beyond our failures.

We have religion when our hearts are capable of leaping up at beauty, when our nerves are edged by some dream in the heart.

We have religion when we have an abiding gratitude for all that we have received.

We have religion when we look upon people with all their failings and still find in them good; when we look beyond people to the grandeur in nature and to the purpose in our own heart.

We have religion when we have done all that we can, and then in confidence entrust ourselves to the life that is larger than ourselves.

Reading:  from "Don't Think of an Elephant" by the cognitive scientist and linguist George Lakoff (p.7)  In the book Lakoff explores different models of morality.  In this passage he describes some aspects of what he calls “the strict father model.”

If people are disciplined and pursue their self-interest in this land of opportunity, they will become prosperous and self-reliant… The same discipline you need to be moral is what allows you to prosper.  The link is the pursuit of self-interest. Given opportunity and self-discipline, pursuing your self-interest should enable you to prosper.


…Adam Smith said that if everyone pursues their own profit, then the profit of all will be maximized by the invisible hand – that is, by nature – just naturally.  Go about pursuing your own profit, and you are helping everyone.


This is linked to the general metaphor that views well-being as wealth.  For example, if I do you a favor, you say, "I owe you one" or "I'm in your debt."  Doing something good for someone is metaphorically like giving him money.  He "owes" you something.  And he says, "How can I ever repay you?"


Applying this metaphor to Adam Smith's "law of nature," if everyone pursues her own self-interest, then by the invisible hand, by nature, the self-interest of all will be maximized.  That is, it is moral to pursue your self-interest, and there is a name for people who do not do it.  The name is do-gooder.  A do-gooder is someone who is trying to help someone else rather than herself and is getting in the way of those who are pursuing their self-interest.  Do-gooders screw up the system.


In this model there is also a definition of what it means to become a good person.  A good person – a moral person – is someone who is disciplined enough to be obedient, to learn what is right, do what is right and not do what is wrong, and to  pursue her self-interest to prosper and become self-reliant.  A good child grows up to be like that.  A bad child is one who does not learn discipline, does not function morally, does not do what is right, and therefore is not disciplined enough to become prosperous.  She cannot take care of herself and thus becomes dependent.


When the good children are mature, they either have learned discipline and can prosper, or have failed to learn it.  From this point on the strict father is not to meddle in their lives.  This translates politically into no government meddling.


Consider what all this means for social programs.  It is immoral to give people things they have not earned, because then they will not develop discipline and will become both dependent and immoral.  This theory says that social programs are immoral because they make people dependent.  Promoting social programs is immoral….

Reading: a poem by Claire Bateman entitled “Childhood of a Stranger”

You too once were carried in your sleep -

you to someone a warm weight of breath and cloth,

wisps of sleep like slow steam off your seamless face,

day distilling into dreams in a skull yet soft.

Now we are encrusted in barbed years,

flinty, adamantine, ready to repel

all assaults against our independence.

But for that hint of honey, trace of down,

that secret nerve that never has grown numb,

there is a debt between us even now

that our autonomy cannot remove:

a bent toward something more than tolerance,

older than kindness, oddly akin to love.
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Before making a final decision on whether to use the story of "Mrs. Rose's Garden" in this morning's service, I ran it by a focus group of expert consultants, that is my son Noah and my daughter Sophia.  I handed the book to one after the other, asked them to read it and tell me what they think.  On a scale from one star - which means "bad," to five stars - which means "great," how many stars do you give the book?

Sophia gave the story an enthusiastic thumbs up.  Four and a half stars.  Noah had a very different response.  "I don't get it," he said, and gave the story only two stars.  He wondered, Why did Mrs. Rose secretly plant her extraordinary vegetables in her neighbor's gardens?  Why did she want each of them to win a blue ribbon at the fair?  It doesn't make sense.

If he had worked as hard as Mrs. Rose to grow a whole garden full of award winning crops, he would have gone ahead and tried to win as many of the blue ribbons as he could.  It would be great fun to win every single one.  The fact that Mrs. Rose didn't see the fun in it was simply odd.

And, of course, Noah is right.  Elaine and I have been trying to teach our children that hard work pays off.  That if you are diligent and do your duty you have the right to reap the rewards of your efforts. If you clear you plate, you can have dessert.  If you clean up your room, you can play on the computer.  If you do your homework, you can have a play date with friends. You are entitled to enjoy the fruits of your labors.

Noah was correct to pick up on the fact that the story of "Mrs. Rose's Garden" seems to refute the rules of our home.  It is a subversive story.  It challenges common sense and our regular rules of right and wrong.  In fact, it proposes a different morality altogether.

* * *

In the weeks leading up to our most recent presidential elections, I was in an unsettled state of mind.  I was troubled not only by the vitriolic campaign rhetoric, but by the fact that it seemed that this country was split, pretty much down the middle, and was becoming increasingly polarized in its support of one or the other major political party.  I was troubled by what seemed to be a growing animosity between the two political camps.  Each camp seemed unable to grasp, why anyone would support the ideas of the other camp.  Each claimed to uphold high moral values, and each tended to see their opponent as obviously immoral.  

In the days before the election, I came across "Don't Think of an Elephant" by George Lakoff, and was struck by his explanation of our current situation.  

Lakoff writes that in order to make sense of the world, every person uses a particular cognitive framework.  Each of us uses a set of images and metaphors that allow us organize the facts and experiences of our lives into meaningful whole.  

Contrary to popular belief, the facts do not speak for themselves, only the fewest truths are self-evident.  And only rarely does an abundance of information, in itself, lead to a single compelling conclusion.

This is because we humans tend to retain and internalize only those facts that fit within our mental framework.  Information that doesn't fit neatly within our pre-established worldview tends to be neglected, if not downright ignored or even refuted.

A shared metaphorical framework can serve to strengthen our sense of common purpose and identity.  Likewise conflicting worldviews can serve to sow deep divisions among us.

One significant metaphor that has come to shape our sense national unity, Lakoff writes, is that of the family.  "We have Founding Fathers.  The Daughters of the American Revolution.  We "send our sons" to war.  This is a natural metaphor because we usually understand large social groups, like nations, in terms of smaller ones, like families or communities." (p.5)

The family metaphor instills a sense of national unity.  But there are several different ways to imagine what a healthy family looks like.  The polarization of our political landscape is a result of two conflicting metaphors of morality.

* * *

Our first reading this morning describes what Lakoff calls the "strict father" model.  It provides a framework for a coherent set of moral values, and shows how through hard work, discipline and diligence, one can become a moral and successful person.  It shows how through pursuing one's self-interest, one will automatically also be serving the common good.

There are many strands of economic and religious history that are very compatible with the "strict father" model.  Economic theory is built upon the assumption that humans generally strive to "optimize their own interests."  This is the impulse that drives the market, and for the sake of which the free market has been designed.

The theologian John Cobb writes, "Economists typically identify intelligent pursuit of private gain with rationality, thus implying that other modes of behavior are not rational."  Self-serving behavior is seen as good common sense.  Self-sacrificing behavior, behavior directed to the public good, is somehow contrary to our nature.

Cobb continues, “The assumption that rationality largely excludes [self-sacrificing] behavior has deep, although conflicting, roots in Western theological understanding of human nature.  Theologians have held that [altruistic] action is an ethical ideal, but many, especially after St. Augustine, have seen [self-serving] behavior as dominant in the actual "fallen" condition.  This fallenness [or human sinfulness] was strongly [emphasized by the Reformers of the 16th century] and their followers, encouraging general suspicion of claims to genuinely [altruistic] action in Protestant cultures... [Calvinist Protestantism] encourages [altruistic] behavior as truly Christian even while warning against believing too readily in its reality...  But economists have taught us to think that checks on self-interest are both unnecessary and harmful.  It is through rational behavior, which means self-interested behavior, that all benefit the most.  Well-meaning attempts by government to oppose or check such behavior actually do more harm than good."  (Cobb and Daly, For the Common Good, p. 5-6)

The historian Howard Zinn observes how during the creation of our nation, this fusion of economic and religious thought provided a moral framework and social order that celebrates self-interest and success.

He writes, "The schools, the churches, the popular literature taught that to be rich was a sign of superiority, to be poor a sign of personal failure, and that the only way upward for a poor person was to climb into the ranks of the rich by extraordinary effort and extraordinary luck.


“In [the] years after the Civil War, a man named Russell Conwell, a graduate of Yale Law School, a minister, and author of best-selling books, gave the same lecture, "Acres of Diamonds," more than five thousand times to audiences across the country, reaching several million people in all.  His message was that anyone could get rich if he tried hard enough, that everywhere, if people looked closely enough, were "acres of diamonds."  A sampling:


"I say that you ought to get rich, and it is your duty to get rich... The men who get rich may be the most honest men you find in the community.  Let me say here clearly... ninety-eight out of one hundred of the rich men in America are honest.  That is why they are rich.  That is why they are trusted with money.  That is why they carry on great enterprises and find plenty of people to work with them.  It is because they are honest men...


"I sympathize with the poor, but the number of poor who are to be sympathized with is very small.  To sympathize with a man whom God has punished for his sins... is to do wrong. ... let us remember there is not a poor person in the United States who was not made poor by his own shortcomings.""  (A People’s History of the United States, p.256)

* * *

Over the last several centuries a compelling case has been made for the view that the pursuit of self-interest, economic success and moral behavior all go hand in hand.  And that those who propose a morality that focuses not on our own desires, but on the needs of others, are do-gooders, who do more harm than good, and who screw up the system.

But this is not the only way to understand the moral underpinnings of this nation.  

George Lakoff offers another metaphor of family life that creates the framework for a different set of moral assumptions.  In contrast to the "strict father," he calls it the "nurturing parent" model.

In the "nurturing parent" family, the father is not head of the house, with the mother dealing with all domestic duties, but rather parenting is gender neutral.  Both parents, whatever their gender, are equally responsible for raising the children.  It is a less authoritarian and more collaborative approach.

The "strict father" believes the world is a difficult and dangerous place, a place where there are winners and losers, a place where there is an absolute right and an absolute wrong.  The "nurturing parent" believes the world is good place, a place of beauty and wonder, of opportunity and prosperity. 

Where the "strict father" believes that children are born bad and need to be taught discipline and obedience, the "nurturing parent" holds that children are born good and can be made better by being taught empathy and responsibility.  

Rather than the top-down, one-way communication of the "strict father" model, the “nurturing parent” model is interested in less hierarchical and more cooperative relationships.  It values freedom and fairness, in open, two-way communication.

In this model, the goal of moral living is not economic success, but personal happiness and fulfillment, in the context of caring community.  Community-building, service to the community and cooperation in community are key priorities.  And altruistic behavior is regarded, not as a problem to overcome, but as a deep and indominatable human impulse to serve the greater good.

* * *

George Lakoff associates the metaphorical moral framework of the "strict father" with conservative convictions, and the "nurturing parent" with progressive views.

But this doesn't mean that people adhere rigidly to either one or the other framework all the time, in all aspects of their lives.  In our family life we may take a more egalitarian cooperative approach, while at work we may be in a hierarchical system that calls for a more directive style - or vice versa.  

None of these orientations are inherently good or bad.  Neither the “strict father” model nor the “nurturing parent” model is inherently right.  Neither the self-interested nor the self-sacrificing attitude in inherently wrong.

Ideally we should see the value of each of them, in particular situations, at particular times.  But we should also be able to recognize when we are leaning too far in one direction, and when a course correction might be in order.

In terms of the life of our nation, I believe a course correction is in order now.  In my mind, we have been leaning very far in the direction of self-interest for some time now.  It has provided us with a framework to become the most powerful nation on earth.  But now we have reached a point at which the costs of this approach are outweighing its benefits - the costs for our environment that has been exploited too long, the costs of economic disparity that leaves too many in poverty, the costs of warfare that is too indifferent to the sacredness life.

* * *

When Elaine overheard that Noah had some problems with the story of Mrs. Rose’s Garden - the good parent she is - she encouraged him to think about the story a bit more.  Rather than trying to figure out why Mrs. Rose shared with her neighbors, Elaine suggested Noah should imagine what it felt like for each of the neighbors to win a blue ribbon.  Noah had no difficulty in the least empathizing with them.  They would clearly all be very happy.

This is what our faith asks us to remember:  that we all have reason to be very happy.  We need to remember that the rewards we reap are the fruits of labors to which we may have contributed, but which involved the work of many hands - the hands of neighbors we do not see, the hands of generations gone before us, for the sake of generations to come.

Our faith asks us to be grateful for all that we have received.  Our faith asks us to stop deluding ourselves that we are self-sufficient, self-sustaining or self-derived. Our faith asks us to look upon people with all their failings and still find them good.  Our faith asks us to do all that we can, but then entrust ourselves to the life that is larger than ourselves.

Our faith asks us to remember, that each of us was once carried in our sleep.

Despite our imagined independence, 

there is a debt between us even now

that our [imagined] autonomy cannot remove:

a [debt that is] older than kindness, oddly akin to love.

May we be mindful of the debt of love between us.

May we be grateful for the love we received unbidden,

And may we be inspired to pass it on.

Amen. 
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