March 16 2008 Sermon

Understanding Spirituality
By Anne Treadwell

Back in January, when we were confirming arrangemfor me to be here today,
| asked Susan Stephen if she had any suggestioas ppropriate topic, and she told
me there had been some requests for sermondeatirig with life's challenges through
spiritual understanding Well, I'm not totally confident in my abilityd deal with life’s
challenges. But | do think that our sense of megand connectedness in our lives,
which is the closest | can come to describing slity, is well worth exploring and
does indeed affect how we face whatever life thrasis

When | first spoke on a topic similar to thiswias almost 15 years ago, in the

small rural congregation of Olinda in south westd®io, and | started out by saying,

Today | want to explore with you a way of thinkimgich is fast
becoming a major influence among UUs as well asragmoore
traditionally religious people. It's sometimesledl"New Age Thinking"
or "Creation Spirituality" or "Paganism" or "the higion of the Great
Goddess", according to which aspect of it is benghasized. I'm
calling it collectively "the new spirituality” beaae | think there's a single
theme running through the various emphases -- giindeminist theology
and wicca (the religion of the witches) and evewoulgh such far-out
ideas as crystal gazing and past-life regressiongolytheism, a belief in
many gods. The new spirituality is full of theaidd# connectedness --
between body and spirit, between earth and hunthisslife and previous
lives, animals and people, words and actions, dseand reality. The
fundamental concept underlying it all is that artsgendent spirit is
inherent in all things.

Fifteen years on — half a generation later -- “Nlye” seems rather old, but
there’s no doubt that some of its elements, sud@reation Spirituality, paganism,
goddess worship, and feminist thealogy, have Haube effect on Unitarian
Universalism as well as on mainstream religion, eotinue to be important in the life

of many UU congregations and individuals. | sug¢fest this is because such ways of



being religious represent the recovery of a vikatent of being human that has become

somewhat obscured in our increasingly technologicald.

In our everyday thinking, we tend to spality into the material and the spiritual -
- we tend to be dualistic. This reflects a famgdern, and mostly western, convention.
Our long-ago ancestors believed that one or margsspervaded everything — every
thing in nature. In many parts of the world, and amtbrggnative peoples of our own
continent, such beliefs are taken for granted fscteng reality, and the experience and
wisdom of many millions of people seem to confiather than contradict these ways of
looking at things. Those of us who've made a didion between body and spirit,
material and spiritual, are probably still in a wority, although our ideas have become
dominant in the technological world of today. it@nic that traditional Christianity and
rational humanism have made essentially the saiierspeality, but while Christianity
has valued the spiritual and downgraded the sedalatural world of bodies and things,
rationalists have downgraded or denied the existefthe spiritual.

The time we live in is not the first period of gtiening the dualistic, split view of
the world. Let me recall for us a little bit ofetispirituality which is older than
Christianity, but which has been revived by Chaissi and others at various times,
especially in what was called the Romantic movemdmnth began about two hundred
years ago. It can be found in a multitude of pdagecluding the old stories which tells
us that when the world began, everything that wadenincluding human beings -- the
whole of creation -- was very good. It was imbweth the divine spirit and purpose,
and it was all inter-related. It's this faith metgoodness and connectedness of nature
which many thinkers are trying to recover for presgay religion. There’s a strong
movement within mainstream faith traditions, ashaslour own, which wants to return
to the pre-Christian belief that there is divin@ispot just over and above nature but
actuallywithin it .

You may have heard of Starhawk, the name adoptedJewish woman who
joined and has greatly influenced the contempdiamy of the ancient religion of Wicca,

or witchcraft. In her book The Spiral Dan&arhawk reminds us that,

The_Old Religionas we call it, is ...... not based on dogma or a set
of beliefs, nor on scriptures or a sacred book eded by a great man.



Witchcraft takes its teachings from nature, anddemspiration in the
movements of the sun, moon, and stars, the flighitads, the slow growth
of trees, and the cycles of the seasons.

Many UUs find Wicca surprisingly compatible withrdunitarian Universalist
outlook, as it describes the first source of otithfén the statement which accompanies
our UU Principles)that is, directexperience of the world around yas a more reliable
teacher than books or institutions or doctrineleaders. We associate witchcraft with
magic and mystery, and indeed belief in the mystesrand magical powers of nature are
basic to Wicca and Paganism. But Starhawk pomtshatmagic is the word we use for
whatever goes beyond our understanding, and ttsainre ways we ablelieve in magic.

She writes,

Witchcraft has always been a religion of poetryt, theology. The myths,
legends, and teachings are recognized as metabot3 hat-Which-Cannot-Be-Told,"
the absolute reality our limited minds can nevemptetely know. The mysteries of the
absolute can never be explained -- only felt anitetl. Symbols and ritual acts are used
to trigger altered states of awareness, in whiaights that go beyond words are
revealed. When we speak of "the secrets that ¢doentold,” we do not mean merely
that rules prevent us from speaking freely. Wemtleat the inner knowleddgerally
cannot be expressed in words. It can di@yconveyed by experien@nd no one can
legislate what insight another person may draw fienmy given experience.

This kind of spirituality is one of feeling anduition rather than of rationalism,
and it's no coincidence that Starhawk likens pidetry. The English poets of the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries rebaligihst the rationalism which they'd
been living with since the Reformation and the begigs of modern science, and they
wrote passionately about the need to discover abgaimysterious and divine within the
natural world. Here's something a few of you negognize:

..... | have learned
To look on nature, not as in the hour
Of thoughtless youth; but hearing oftentimes
The still, sad music of humanity,
Nor harsh nor grating, though of ample power
To chasten and subdue. And I have felt
A presence that disturbs me with the joy
Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime
Of something far more deeply interfused,
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,
And the round ocean and the living air,
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man:



A motion and a spirit, that impels
All thinking things, all objectsf all thought,
And rolls_through all things

That's William Wordsworth, writing in 1798. And thenly did he have this sense of
oneness with the life-force as he saw it in natbe also a sense of oneness with the past
and the future. | don't know how Wordsworth wohél/e reacted to the idea of specific
past lives, but he certainly believedane past life, one spiritual origin that we all have
and that we bring with us into this world. Plat@laother Greek philosophers, much
earlier, were among those who believed it, butfdity in our spiritual connections
transcending space and time had been largely tergbly the time Wordsworth and his
fellow Romantics came on the scene.

Coleridge, another of the Romantic poets, was fahile a devoted Unitarian,
but he later rejected the Unitarian movement aspiitual enough. He compared
Unitarianism to moonlight; that is, it provided light but no warmth. Ane wasn't the
only one. Perhaps the most famous Unitarian dfra#, Ralph Waldo Emerson, left the
Unitarian ministry partly because the Unitarianlook, he said, "..is cold & cheerless,
the mere creature of the [intellect], until conteygy makes it warm with fire got from

below" Listen to this passage, from his essayMatlre", written about 1835:

As a plant upon the earth, so we rest upon therosf God; we
are nourished by unfailing fountains, and draw at need inexhaustible
power. Who can set bounds to the possibilitidsuafan beings? ..... I
have access to the entire mind of the Creator, lhfsecreator in the
finite. This view, which admonishes me where thieces of wisdom and
power lie, ..... animates me to create my own wahicbugh the
purification of my soul.

This kind of spirituality is not simply a view dfi¢ world but a way of being in the

world, always aware of wisdom and power beyond ourselmdsthe possibility of
creating ourselves afresh. It's certainly not |l @nd cheerless intellectual view!

But what does this mean in practice, you're pribagking, just like the person
who asked for this talk. And like the true UU tham, | answer that it means as many
different things as there are individuals. Notdeeryone the ritual dance naked in the
moonlight, or the crystal gazing, or the pastidgression. But for everyone, Starhawk

would saysomeform of magic is appropriate. She explains,



Magic -- and among its branches | include psychyplag it
purports to describe and change consciousnessan &t. ..... The
concepts of Freud, Jung, Melanie Klein, and Sibeghamanism can all
aid healingor perpetuate sicknesdepending on how they are applied.

Magical systems are highly elaborated metaphoos|facts].
When we say "There are twelve signs in the Zodiakdt we really mean
is "we will view the infinite variety of human chateristics through this
mental screen, because with it we can gain insighist as when we say
"there are eight notes in the musical scale,” wamhat out of all the
possible range and variations of sounds, we wdufon those that fall
into these particular relationships, because byndaso we can make
music. ... The value of magical metaphorsas through them
we ........ connect with larger forces; we partake of the elems the
cosmic process, the movements of the stars

This is the kind of magic which the spiritualitynldescribing is about: the magic
of connecting with larger forces and partakinghaf tosmic process. It teaches us that

we’re deeply involved with nature, one withribt apart from it -- and here it encounters

eastern philosophy and religion. As Starhawk agaimnds us,

..... Eastern religions offer a radically differempproach to spirituality
than Judeo-Christian traditions..... The image @idGs not the
anthropomorphic, bearded God-Father in the skyut-the ....... ,
unknowable ground of consciousness itself, the, W& Tao, the flow.
Their goal is not to know God, butihe God.

MostChristians who'’re attracted to spirituality wouldn’t go quis far as this,
although some do and get into trouble with the aritfles for daring to suggest that not
only are we one with nature bore with God— a concept which is anathema to most
Muslims and Jews, among others. The Jesuit ssigRierre Teilhard de Chardin,
writing in the 1950s, was not too popular with sigeriors when he described the
evolution of the universe from a geosphere of rakd inanimate matter to a biosphere
of living organisms to a "noosphere" of consciond self-conscious beings to the final
"Omega poirtof the whole world's oneness with Christ. Thigi be the ultimate
Universalist faith -- not only universal salvation but univdrdevinity! It's a faith in the
interdependent web of existence; it's the conwvictieat we are called not only to love
one another but all creatures, the earth and tiverse itselfas ourselvesbecause we



are part and parcel of one another. As the OpaMogls Margaret read earlier

reminded us, we come here to affirm

that we are not isolated beings, but ....... connecteth mystery and
miracle -- to the universe, to this community,anol ¢ach other.

“Only connectsaid E.M. Forster, and | believe that's what gpality is about
and how it can help us. Just this week, a frieamd e an article from the Guardian
newspaper in England, written a couple of yearstyga self-described non-spiritual
atheist, Roy Hattersley. I've adapted it verylsiig but here is the gist, and | think it
speaks to the question of how spirituality can hespneet the world’s challengeghich

may not be separate from our own

The Salvation Army has been given a special stgysovider-in-chief of American ...
relief [work of various kinds]. But its work is Iogj augmented by all sorts of other
groups. Almost all of them have a [religious] ongand character. Notable by their
absence are teams from rationalist societies, fin@gkers' clubs and atheists’
associations - the sort of people who not onlyfsaiofeligion's intellectual absurdity but
also regard it as a positive force for evil.

The arguments against religion are well known aatspasive. ....... Yet [spiritually
believing] men and women ....... are the people madylto take the risks and make the
sacrifices involved in helping others. Last weeakiddle-ranking officer of the Salvation
Army, who gave up a well-paid job to devote hestidf the poor, attempted to convince
me that homosexuality is a [grievous] sin. Lataight, on the streets....., that man offers
friendship as well as help to the ....... human bemys exist just outside the boundaries
of our society. And he does what he believes tudspiritual] duty without the

slightest suggestion of disapproval. Yet, for mofchis time, he is meeting needs that
result from conduct he regards as intrinsically kéd.

[Spiritual believers] are the men and women modlirngi to change the fetid bandages,
replace the sodden sleeping bags ....... Good works, \Mesley insisted, are no
guarantee of a place in heaven. But they are nikeliylto be performed by people who
believe that [a spiritual world] exists.

The correlation is so clear that it is impossilbbedoubt that faith and charity go hand in
hand. The close relationship may have somethimp teith the belief that we are all
God's children, or it may be the result of a prir@tconviction that ... it is prudent to be
recorded ... as "one who loves his fellow [beingdVhatever the reasofgpiritual]
believers answer the call .......

..... [Religious teaching] is so full of contradiat®that we can accept or reject its moral
advice according to taste. Yet men and women wdeorrle, cannot accefite mysteries
and the miraclesdo not [generally] go out with the Salvation Aratynight. ........ The



truth may make us free. But it has not made ustisi[stic] as the average captain in
the Salvation Army.

As Unitarian Universalist educator Sophia Lyond-ahid: ft matters what we

believe ... Some beliefs...lead the way into wider and deeper sympattiies

“How can spirituality help us with life’s challeng®&5 Spirituality can give us the
courage and the motivation which we so urgenthdnedimes of turbulence and fear
and disaster — the courage and motivation whichecfsom connection rather than
isolation. It can help us live up to that oldseewhich says: Life is full of froth and
bubble;/ Two things stand alone: / Kindness inthads trouble, / And courage in your
own In Wayne Arnason’s words with which I'll endghreflection:

Take courage, friends:

The way is often hard, the path is never clear, tuedstakes are very

high.

Take courage.

For, deep down, there is another truth:

You are not alone

You are not alone



