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Opening Words  by Theodore Parker

Be ours a religion which, like sunshine, goes everywhere;

its temple, all space;

its shrine, the good heart;

its creed, all truth;

its ritual, works of love;

its profession of faith, divine living.

Reading:  from The God Delusion by the scientist Richard Dawkins (p. 5) 

The dictionary supplied with Microsoft Word defines a delusion as a ‘persistent false belief held in the face of strong contradictory evidence, especially as a symptom of a psychiatric disorder’.  The first part captures religious faith perfectly.  As to whether it is a symptom of a psychiatric disorder, I am inclined to follow Robert M.  Pirsig, author of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, when he said, “When one person suffers from a delusion, it is called insanity.  When many people suffer from a delusion it is called Religion.”

Reading:  from “An Atheist Manifesto” by Sam Harris

Although it is easy enough for smart people to criticize religious fundamentalism, something called “religious moderation” still enjoys immense prestige in our society, even in the ivory tower. This is ironic, as fundamentalists tend to make a more principled use of their brains than “moderates” do. While fundamentalists justify their religious beliefs with extraordinarily poor evidence and arguments, at least they make an attempt at rational justification. Moderates, on the other hand, generally do nothing more than cite the good consequences of religious belief. Rather than say that they believe in God because certain biblical prophecies have come true, moderates will say that they believe in God because this belief “gives their lives meaning.” When a tsunami killed a few hundred thousand people on the day after Christmas, fundamentalists readily interpreted this cataclysm as evidence of God’s wrath. As it turns out, God was sending humanity another oblique message about the evils of abortion, idolatry and homosexuality. While morally obscene, this interpretation of events is actually reasonable, given certain (ludicrous) assumptions. Moderates, on the other hand, refuse to draw any conclusions whatsoever about God from his works. God remains a perfect mystery, a mere source of consolation that is compatible with the most desolating evil. In the face of disasters like the Asian tsunami, liberal piety is apt to produce the most unctuous and stupefying nonsense imaginable.   
Reading:  from A History of God by Karen Armstrong (p. xix) 

When I began to research this history of the idea and experience of God in the three related monotheistic faiths of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, I expected to find that God had simply been a projection of human needs and desires.  I thought that “he” would mirror the fears and yearnings of society at each stage of its development.  My predictions were not entirely unjustified, but I have been extremely surprised by some of my findings, and I wish that I had learned all this thirty years ago, when I was starting out in the religious life.  It would have saved me a great deal of anxiety to hear – from eminent monotheists in all three faiths – that instead of waiting for God to descend from on high, I should deliberately create a sense of him for myself.  Other rabbis, priests and Sufis would have taken me to task for assuming that God was – in any sense – a reality “out there”; they would have warned me not to expect to experience him as an objective fact that could be discovered by the ordinary process of rational thought.  They would have told me that in an important sense God was a product of the creative imagination, like the poetry and music that I found so inspiring.  A few highly respected monotheists would have told me quietly and firmly that God did not really exist – and yet that “he” was the most important reality in their world.
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Are we all insane?  Are we all suffering from a serious psychiatric disorder?  Gathering here, as we do, as a religious community, seeking to deepen our faith and nurture our spirits, are we crazy?

If we consider ourselves religious, if we find inspiration in religious texts, teachings and practice, according to Richard Dawkins, we are dangerously deluding ourselves.

The stated purpose of Dawkin’s book, The God Delusion, is to help readers “break free from the vice of religion.”  “If this book works as I intend,” Dawkins says, “religious readers who open it will be atheists when they put it down.”
* * *

A few weeks back I had the opportunity to hear Danniel Dennett, the distinguished scientist and author of Breaking the Spell, speak at the university.  Dennett said he would attempt to examine religion as a natural phenomenon, with the cool, clear methodology of science.  Religious believers shroud their faith in a veil of sanctity, Dennett said, thus protecting religion from rigorous study.  His intention was to pull away the veil, to break the spell of religious experience, in order to conduct impartial observations of the religious. 

He wondered what would a Martian visiting earth make of religious devotion.  If a Martian descended and saw the thousands upon thousands of devout Hindus at the banks of the holy river Ganges, the multitude of Muslim pilgrims circling the Kabba in Mecca, or the masses of Catholics crowding into St. Peter’s Square in Rome, what would the Martian think?  Why do millions of people engage in seemingly senseless acts?

The example Dennett offered in way of explanation, was that of an ant patiently crawling up a tall blade of grass, higher and higher, until it falls down, then climbs again and again, like Sisyphus rolling his rock, always trying to reach the top of the hill.  Why does the ant do this?  What could the ant possibly gain from its perpetual climb?  It is not finding food, it is not impressing a potential mate, it is not staking out its territory.  

It turns out the ant isn’t trying to do anything, but rather the ant’s actions are guided by a tiny parasite lodged in its brain called a lancet fluke.  The parasite hidden within the ant’s head is trying to get itself into the stomach of a sheep or cow to complete its reproductive cycle.  The parasite is driving the ant to the top of grasses, so that the ant might be more likely to be snatched up by grazing livestock.  Thus the ant acts in a selfless, even suicidal way, not for its own sake, but for the sake of the fluke.

Does anything similar ever happen in the lives of humans? Dennett wondered.  Well, yes, humans are known to sacrifice their personal interests, their health and wealth, even their very lives for the sake of ideas that are hidden in their heads, yielding to beliefs lodged in their brains.  “Islam” Dennett pointed out, means “submission” in Arabic, thus hinting that suicidal practices may be an essential ingredient of the Muslim faith.  But this behavior is not unique to Muslims.  Christians and Jews, Hindus and Buddhists are no different.  And secular humanists are no different.  The ideas they are willing to die for are not God or Allah, but democracy or freedom or justice or truth.

Dennett’s message was clear: religious devotion is dangerous.

* * *

Over the course of the last months I have been reading a variety of articles and browsed in books written by several advocates of atheism. Daniel Dennett, a philosopher and cognitive scientist.  Richard Dawkins, an evolutionary biologist. Sam Harris, an author trained in philosophy and drawn to neuroscience.  There is an increasing interest in explaining religion from an anthropological, neurological or evolutionary perspective.  And I share that interest.

Religion should not be exempt from critical examination.  Unitarian Universalism has long held that religion and science should be compatible. We don’t advocate blind faith.  We seek to cultivate a rational religion.  We are forever in search of greater truth and meaning. 

I have always felt at ease in both the realm of the sacred and the secular, above the fray of battles between biblical literalists in both camps who cling to rigid ideas about God, with religionists fiercely defending God and scientists just as fervently denying God.

As a religious liberal I have a high tolerance for a diversity of beliefs.  I have no desire for knock-down-drag-out-fights about faith.  I hold what I consider an enlightened attitude of live-and-let-live.  That you call your God Jesus and I call mine Spirit of Life, that you call your God Allah and I call mine Ground of Being, that you call your God Vishnu I call mine Mystery - this is no problem.  

Each of us in this room imagines God slightly differently – whether we believe in God or not.  Mutual respect provides the basis for a religious dialogue that leads us each to greater understanding.

* * *

Sam Harris would call our attitude one of religious moderation.  In his mind, there is nothing enlightened about religious moderation.  Religious moderates are worse than fundamentalists.  Fundamentalists at least take clear principled positions, their theology has intellectual merit.  Liberal theology, on the other hand consists of “vacuities.”  Liberal piety produces “the most unctuous and stupefying nonsense imaginable.”

In his book The End of Faith Harris writes, 

“Religious moderates are […] the bearers of a terrible dogma: they imagine that the path to peace will be paved once each of us has learned to respect the unjustified belief of others. I hope to show that the very ideal of religious tolerance – born of the notion that every human being should be free to believe whatever he wants about God – is one of the principle forces driving us toward the abyss…


Many religious moderates have taken the apparent high road of pluralism, asserting the equal validity of all faiths, but in doing so they neglect to notice the irredeemably sectarian truth claims of each.  As long as a Christian believes that only his baptized bretheren will be saved on the Day of Judgment, he cannot possibly “respect” the beliefs of others, for he knows that the flames of hell have been stoked by these very ideas and await their adherents even now.  Muslims and Jews generally take the same arrogant view of their own enterprises and have spent millennia passionately reiterating the errors of other faiths.” (p.14)

* * *

I confess, I am troubled by the tone taken by Harris, Dennett and Dawkins in their efforts to debunk God.  Though they seek to speak with the objectivity and even-handedness of seasoned scientists and philosophers, their arguments strike me as anything but.  They profess to bring greater clarity to the subtleties of religion, but their points strike me as anything but subtle.

Sam Harris is right when he says religious liberals value respect for others.  We do.  But that respect does not mean that we accept or condone beliefs and practices that conflict with our understanding of morality or justice.

Harris is right when he says religious liberals value pluralism.  We do.  But pluralism doesn’t mean all faiths are equally valid.  Pluralism is the acknowledgement that there are some elements of truth and some elements error in every belief.  Pluralism means neither blindly accepting nor blindly rejecting the beliefs of others.  

* * *

In The God Delusion Richard Dawkins tries to debunk God once and for all.  But the gods he is attempting to disprove are only some very particular gods, among a multitude of gods worshipped around the world.  He is concerned only with supernatural gods, like Yahweh, the God of the Old Testament.  Dawkins is interested only in the alleged “superhuman, supernatural intelligence who deliberately designed and created the universe and everything in it, including us.”

Any naturalist, immanent, impersonal, mysterious, unknowable God is not truly God, according to Dawkins.  He quotes approvingly the Nobel Prize-winning physicist (and atheist) Steven Weinberg who said, 

“Some people have views of God that are so broad and flexible that they will find God wherever they look for him.  One hears it said that ‘God is the ultimate’ or ‘God is our better nature’ or ‘God is the universe.’  Of course, like any other word, the word ‘God’ can be given any meaning we like.  If you want to say that ‘God is energy,’ then you can find God in a lump of coal.”  (p.12)

For Weinberg, finding God wherever you look, calling God “the ultimate,” or “the universe” is a sign of rampant atheism.  For me it is a sign of devout belief.

For Weinberg, finding God in a lump of coal is a sign of disbelief.  But I am reminded of the passage from the Gnostic gospel of Thomas in which Jesus, God himself, says, “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.”  
Like Theodore Parker, I want a religion that, like sunshine, goes everywhere; its temple, all space; its creed, all truth.

I agree with Dawkins, because I don’t believe God is a supernatural parent who lives in the sky.  But that doesn’t make me an atheist.  I simply believe in a different God.

Perhaps the greatest Protestant theologian of the 20th century, Paul Tillich, called God “ultimate reality.”  I remember a friend of mine – a staunch atheist – read Tillich’s systematic theology, all three volumes, from cover to cover.  After reading the many ways in which Tillich challenged conventional notions of God, my friend exclaimed, “Why, Tillich’s an atheist!”  I read Tillich’s work, and am certain he is profoundly a believer.  As Tillich himself put it, he believes in the God beyond God.

* * *

It is awfully easy to take an outdated or unduly narrow notion of an idea, especially God, and then disprove it.  It is easy to squeeze God into a small box, and then to show how implausible this small God is.  It is easy to take an ancient image of God, and then show how outdated it is.

The fact of the matter is, as Karen Armstrong writes, “There is no one unchanging idea contained in the word “God”; instead, the word contains a whole spectrum of meanings, some of which are contradictory or even mutually exclusive.  Had the notion of God not had this flexibility, it would not have survived to become one of the great human ideas.” (p.xx)
It is a mistake to expect to discover God as an objective fact, as if God were a distant star we could find if only our telescope were strong enough.  Or as if God were hidden in human DNA, discernable if only we had a microscope powerful enough.  In an important sense God is a product of our creative imagination.  In order to experience God, we need to deliberately cultivate a sense of the sacred.

God is less like an exotic animal we might track down in the wild, and more like an experience that sometimes catches us unawares.  It is an experience we can cultivate, if we choose – like the experience of beauty, the experience of justice, the experience of love.

Mahatma Gandhi said, “There are innumerable definitions of God because [God’s] manifestations are innumerable.  They overwhelm me with wonder and awe and for a moment stun me.  But I worship God as Truth only.  I have not found [God], but I am seeking after [God].  I am prepared to sacrifice the things dearest to me in pursuit of this quest.”  

Gandhi’s willingness to sacrifice his very life for Truth or for God, I believe, is not a sign of mental illness, it is a sign of profound wisdom.  It is not a sign of pathological delusion, it is sign of a great vision.  

Our greatest prophets inspire us not only because they see our world clearly and objectively.  They inspire us because they see a world that could be.  They have the capacity to envision a better world, and the courage to help create it.

Whatever our beliefs may be, 

may we remain true to our vision of a better life,

and may we have the courage to make our vision come true.

Amen.
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