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Meditation:  from Leaning Against the Wind  by the Rev. Max Coots, Minister Emeritus of the UU church in Canton, NY


I have witnessed a miracle,… I have seen God!  I saw God last spring, underground, pushing seeds up into plants; between the rows, pulling beans and tomatoes and squash out of blossoms; and, after frost, wilting it all down to give it back to soil - as all are given back.


I saw God.  I saw her with her arms around her child, laughing.  I saw him talking to his child as if the child were as real as he.


I saw God dressed like a clown in this fall’s leaves and know God will come back as April and as buds…


And I saw God every day looking at me across the breakfast table.


I touched God and was touched: in the wood and the words I worked; in whatever it was that moved me to do what I should, but didn’t want to do; in the hands and hugs of a very small boy I know and from a very old woman I know, and so many in between, in the sun of summer and of hope, in the wind of autumn and of grief, in the snow that creeks cold under my feet but warms the roots of grass and the lives of mice, until spring lets them out again….


And, maybe, in a week or in a year, I will think back to now, and maybe I’ll realize that I saw and touched and heard God here.  Maybe not. I never know. 

Reading:  by Sam Harris from “An Atheist Manifesto”

Consider the destruction that Hurricane Katrina leveled on New Orleans. More than a thousand people died, tens of thousands lost all their earthly possessions, and nearly a million were displaced. It is safe to say that almost every person living in New Orleans at the moment Katrina struck believed in an omnipotent, omniscient and compassionate God. But what was God doing while a hurricane laid waste to their city? Surely he heard the prayers of those elderly men and women who fled the rising waters for the safety of their attics, only to be slowly drowned there. These were people of faith. These were good men and women who had prayed throughout their lives. Only the atheist has the courage to admit the obvious: These poor people died talking to an imaginary friend.

Of course, there had been ample warning that a storm of biblical proportions would strike New Orleans, and the human response to the ensuing disaster was tragically inept. But it was inept only by the light of science. Advance warning of Katrina’s path was wrested from mute Nature by meteorological calculations and satellite imagery. God told no one of his plans. Had the residents of New Orleans been content to rely on the beneficence of the Lord, they wouldn’t have known that a killer hurricane was bearing down upon them until they felt the first gusts of wind on their faces. Nevertheless, a poll conducted by The Washington Post found that 80% of Katrina’s survivors claim that the event has only strengthened their faith in God.

As Hurricane Katrina was devouring New Orleans, nearly a thousand Shiite pilgrims were trampled to death on a bridge in Iraq. There can be no doubt that these pilgrims believed mightily in the God of the Koran: Their lives were organized around the indisputable fact of his existence; their women walked veiled before him; their men regularly murdered one another over rival interpretations of his word. It would be remarkable if a single survivor of this tragedy lost his faith. More likely, the survivors imagine that they were spared through God’s grace.

Reading:  by Rabbi Harold Kushner from Why Bad Things Happen to Good People (p.113)

Praying for a person’s health, for a favorable outcome of an operation, has implications that ought to disturb a thoughtful person.  If prayer worked the way many people think it does, no one would ever die, because no prayer is ever offered more sincerely than the prayer for life, for health and recovery from illness, for ourselves and for those we love…


Do I… really believe in a God who has the power to cure malignancies and influence the outcome of surgery, and will do that only if the right person recites the right words in the right language?  And will God let a person die because a stranger, praying on her behalf, got some of the words wrong?  Who among us could respect or worship a God whose implicit message was “I could have made your mother healthy again, but you didn’t plead and grovel enough”?

Reading:  by Lao Tzu from the Tao te Ching, Chapter 51. This Chapter describes the Tao, which, according to the dictionary is “the universal energy that makes and maintains everything that exists.”

Every being in the universe
is an expression of the Tao.
It springs into existence,
unconscious, perfect, free,
takes on a physical body,
lets circumstances complete it.
That is why every being
spontaneously honors the Tao.

The Tao gives birth to all beings,
nourishes them, maintains them,
cares for them, comforts them, protects them,
takes them back to itself,
creating without possessing,
acting without expecting,
guiding without interfering.
That is why love of the Tao
is in the very nature of things.
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Did you catch the article in the paper about Alcides Moreno?  Alcides Moreno is a 37 year old man who had been working as a window washer in New York City for years.  He and his younger brother Edgar worked together on those scaffoldings that hang from the tops of skyscrapers, an arm’s length from the glass exterior, scaffoldings that slowly circle and descend, allowing window washers to carefully clean every square foot of glass.

A month ago, just as the brothers were about the begin their work day at the top of a 47 story building, their scaffolding somehow collapsed, hurtling them almost 500 feet to the alley below.  Amazingly Alcides survived.  For the past four weeks doctors have been working to mend broken bones, and help him slowly recover.

Friday’s paper reported that he is now able to speak, move all his limbs, and may soon walk again.  According to an article in the New York Times entitled “‘Miraculous’ Recovery for Man Who Fell 47 Floors,” doctors say his recovery is “miraculous” and “unprecedented.”  Dr. Philip Barie, the head of critical care in the hospital in which Alcides Moreno is being treated said, “If you are a believer in miracles, this would be one.”  

* * *

There are indeed people who would take Mr. Moreno’s miraculous recovery as a clear example of divine intervention.  How else can you explain his survival?  People die falling down a single flight of stairs, or off a ledge 20 feet above the ground.  No one has ever survived a 500 foot drop onto concrete pavement.  Surely God’s hand must have somehow swooped down and softened Mr. Moreno’s fall.  Or God’s invisible fingers somehow helped Mr. Moreno’s crushed limbs and organs heal.

I used to meet regularly with a small group of local clergy to read and discuss books of common interest.  I remember a conversation we had about the possibility of divine intervention, and the efficacy of prayer.  Our group spanned a spectrum from Roman Catholic, a variety of Protestant denominations, all the way to Unitarian Universalist, each of us of a fairly liberal mindset.

So I was all the more surprised when one of my colleagues explained that when he prays with his parishioners in the hospital, he believes his prayers have the power to bring about miraculous healing.  He doesn’t believe prayers can guarantee success, but that they can at times produce positive results – tumors vanish, infections disappear, diseased organs are suddenly restored – results that are inexplicable according to the laws of modern medicine.

I was shocked to hear a person I knew to be intelligent, educated, and clear-thinking, hold a belief that seemed to be an expression of rampant superstition.  How could my colleague so easily overrule everything science has taught us?  How could he so casually allow for the very laws of nature to be undone?

* * *

Millions of believers put their trust in a loving and caring God.  A God who watches over us, who showers us with blessings.  A God who sincerely tries to steer our lives toward happiness and prosperity.  A God who cares deeply about every one of us. 

Belief in a loving, caring God is a beautiful thing.  But it makes no sense.  The moment we stop and think about it, we realize this kind of God can’t exist – or if he exists, he is not at all caring, but cruel and capricious.

If God proved his power and mercy by miraculously saving the life of Alcides Moreno, didn’t he simultaneously prove his divine indifference by letting Alcides’ brother Edgar die that very same day?

Or are we to believe that God plays favorites.  Did Alcides do something in the course of his life that earned him God’s special favor?  Was Edgar more of a sinner than his older brother, and thus unworthy of God’s care?  Did Alcides offer some secret prayer, just as he was thrown over the side of the 47 story building, a special prayer that got God’s immediate attention?  A prayer that Edgar, and thousands of people who die every day, failed to recite?

It is this line of thinking that leads Sam Harris to declare himself adamantly atheist.  If there is a God who is all-powerful and all-knowing, then, given the amount of death, misery and suffering that occurs on earth every day which God allows, this God must be profoundly uncaring – blind and deaf to our human plight.  An omnipotent God cannot be a good God.  Or if God is good, and simply incapable of intervening on our behalf, then God is not God.

Sam Harris says belief in God is a big mistake.  And people who survive tragedy with their faith in God intact, or even strengthened, these believers are deluding themselves.

* * *

Now, I don’t agree with everything Sam Harris writes, but I think he is right when he criticizes some of us for how we think about God.  For example, those of us who, at times of war, pray to God before going into battle, that God might help us be victorious.  As if God were partial to Americans, rather than Iraqis or Iranians.  As if God were on our side, rather than on the side of the Russians, the Japanese or the Germans.

I can’t help but be deeply skeptical of those who invoke God for the sake of their own political or personal goals.  As if God were a secret weapon we could use at will, and tip the balance of any power struggle in our favor.

Not only does this paint a very unflattering picture of God, it also doesn’t do much to inspire us to develop our own better nature.  This kind of partisan God only feeds our more selfish impulses. 

* * *

There is a story of two shopkeepers who were bitter rivals, day in, day out fiercely competing for every customer who passed their way.  Their shops were right across the street from each other.  So each of the shopkeepers would spend his day sitting in front of his store, keeping track of the other’s business.  When a customer would enter one store, the owner would smile gleefully at his competitor across the street and gloat, before following the customer inside.

One night, an angel appears to one of the shopkeepers in a dream and says, “God has sent me to teach you a lesson.  He will give you anything you ask for, but I want you to know that, whatever you get, your competitor across the street will get twice as much.  Do you want to be wealthy?  You can be very wealthy, but he will be twice as rich.  Do you want to live a long and healthy life?  You can, but his life will be longer and healthier.  You can be famous, have children you will be proud of, whatever you desire.  But whatever you get, he will get twice as much.”  The man frowned, thought for a long while, and then finally said, “All right, my request is this: strike me blind in one eye.”  (Kushner, p. 117)

* * *

There is something wrong, when we imagine prayer can persuade God to act on our behalf.  If anything, prayer should do just the opposite.  It shouldn’t change God, but change us.  It should not remind God of our will, but instead remind us of God’s will.

Originally religion was much less concerned with God.  This is the conclusion the sociologist Emile Durkheim reached early in the twentieth century, after studying the religious practices of natives living on the islands of the South Sea.  Before the invention of prayer books and professional clergy, the main purpose of religion was not to put people in touch with God, but in touch with each other.

Religious rituals were ways to share the human experiences of joy and sorrow, to celebrate the birth of new life, to mourn the death of one’s elders.  Communal rituals for planting and harvesting, for winter and summer solstice, for beginnings and endings, were all ways to share the most uplifting and most troubling moments of our lives with our neighbors.  In community no one needs to face these experiences alone.

Prayer, when practiced correctly, reminds us that we are not alone.  As Harold Kushner sees it, prayer lets us know that we are “part of a greater reality, with more depth, more hope, more courage and more of a future than any of us could have” by ourselves. 

Kushner writes, 

“We can’t pray that [God] make our lives free of problems; this won’t happen, and it is probably just as well.  We can’t ask [God] to make us and those we love immune to disease, because [God] can’t do that.  We can’t ask [God] to weave a magic spell around us so that bad things happen to other people, and never to us.  People who pray for miracles usually don’t get miracles…  But people who pray for courage, for strength to bear the unbearable, for the grace to remember what they have left instead of what they have lost, very often find their prayers answered.  They discover that they have more strength, more courage than they ever knew themselves to have.  Where did they get it?  I would like to think that their prayers helped them find that strength.  Their faith helped them tap hidden reserves of faith and courage which were not available to them before.”  (p. 125)

Kushner believes, 

“God may not prevent calamity, but [God] gives us the strength and the perseverance to overcome it…


The flood that devastates a town is not an “act of God,” even if the insurance companies find it useful to call it that.  But the efforts people make to save lives, risking their own lives for a person who might be a total stranger to them, and the determination to rebuild their community after the flood waters have receded, do qualify as acts of God…” (p. 141)

Kushner envisions a different kind of God.  Not an all-powerful interventionist, who miraculously over-rules the laws of nature whenever he sees fit.  But rather an ever-present source of courage and strength.  Not a God who lives above and beyond the world we know, occasionally reaching down into our world to baffle us with a miracle that will make headlines in our newspapers.  But rather a God deeply within the world. Always within reach. Hidden in plain sight. 
It is the God the German mystic Angelus Silesius means when he writes:

“God is pure no-thing, 

concealed in now and here:

the less you reach for [God]

the more [God] will appear.”

It is the God the American poet Walt Whitman means, when he writes, “I hear and behold God in every object, yet I understand God not in the least.”  To those who seek God Whitman says, 

“Why should I wish to see God better than this day?  

I see something of God in each hour of the twenty-four, and each moment then, 

In the faces of men and women I see God, and in my own face in the glass; 

I find letters from God dropped in the street, and every one is signed by God’s name,

And I leave them where they are, for I know that others will punctually come forever and ever.”

It is the God I hear described eloquently in the words Lao Tzu uses to speak of the Tao. Every being in the universe is an expression of God.

The God I imagine gives birth to all beings,
nourishes them, maintains them,
cares for them, comforts them, protects them,
takes them back to itself,
creating without possessing,
acting without expecting,
guiding without interfering.
That is why love of God
is in the very nature of things.

May we find God’s miracles in all things.  

In the sound of the wind, an in the clear night sky. 

In the laughter of a child, and in the eyes of a stranger.

In hugs that comfort us, and in the work of our own hands.

May we find God in our living and our loving and our caring.

Amen.
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