









	
 Home

	 Add Document
	 Sign In
	 Create An Account














[image: PDFKUL.COM]






































	
 Viewer

	
 Transcript













Gathered in Mystery Dec 14, 2009 Ellsworth, Maine Leela Sinha What if there is a god? What if all the skeptics are off track and all the atheists are wrong, and there is a god, or gods? What if that god is really a god who listens, a god who responds, a god who hears and is heard? What kind of god would you have, if you had a god? What kind would you claim? Where would you find your god, or gods? Would you lie with them, sleep with them, eat with them? Would you argue with them? Would you have fireside chats? Where would you find them, or where would they find you? If there were a god or gods, and if you could choose, what kind would suit you best? Fiddler On The Roof’s Tevya likes to pace, and shout and shake his fist at the sky; Mary Oliver goes walking; more than one biologist has found god at the end of a microscope; in the movie Contact, Jodi Foster’s character finds something so beautiful it brings her to tears on her way to another universe. As humans we have been seeking the divine for thousands of years; what we have found has filled volumes, transformed careers, caused the rise and fall of empires. We all crave contact with the divine. We all want to be united with that which is precious, special, delightful, holy. How we understand that divinity varies, and ways to encounter the divine are almost limitless. In the end it’s much simpler than everything we have built up around us. Here, we believe in direct access to god or that which is holy—no priest, minister, or saint needs to intercede for us. We are all we need and have all we need to be in the presence of infinite love and to be infinitely loved. But none of us are expected to be infinitely loving. We are human, just human, deeply and intensely loving but with limits of time and place and body and spirit. When Tevya paces, wants to know why he’s not rich, why his daughters have chosen unsuitable men, who decided he should have five daughters and no sons, he is arguing into a long line of traditional argument, shouting at the sky like his father and his father before him. But that’s okay. His god can take it. His god is capable of infinite love and infinite patience, of the kind that no human can give. How, then can all of us receive such love if none of us can provide it? The too-easy answer is that god gives us that love. But that answer depends on the existence of a god and that god’s willingness and ability to be that which we are not. For many of us that’s too much to believe, too much imagining and not enough proof, too much faith for a faith built on rational thought and transcendent connections of earth and sky. None of this universe shows intense and regular compassion; none of the world is nice or sweet or giving, not the way humans understand it— none except humans ourselves, and we have our limits. if we are to believe in love that overcomes and transforms everything, we need to see it somewhere, to know that it exists already, somewhere outside of fairy tales, holy books, and our own fertile imaginations. We need to see it somewhere here, in this world, in this time.



When the Genesis creation story begins the god of that time and place says let there be light, and there was light, and he separated the light from the darkness, and then there is an earth, and plants and animals and every living thing and finally humans, who are instructed to go forth and multiply. Go forth and multiply. Have sex and have children and let them have children until the world is richly populated, which since before the five billionth human arrived we have been questioning as a survival strategy since we seem to be using resources faster than we can make them. But there’s something about the infinity of life; there’s something about the boundless capacity of beings to make something from not much of anything: where there is one or two there can be more, and where each one is, there can be everything they are. So where we have two humans we can have more humans and if each human contributes a little something we can have an infinite amount of that something over time. It is our community, our multiple-being that gives us the capacity to create sacred love on human terms. But it’s more than simple math. Simple math would say that if each human can create five units of love over 24 hours, then ten humans create 50 units of love over that same 24 hours. But that assumes that each person creates love the same way, at the same rate, in isolation. As any scientist will tell you, messing with variables can radically alter the whole experiment, even if you didn’t think they were variables. When Francesco Redi conducted experiments to disprove the then-current idea that maggots spontaneously arose on rotting meat he set out three different kinds jars containing meat: one uncovered, one covered with gauze, and one covered with a lid. In so doing he was essentially controlling a variable that previous scientists had not considered a variable—the intermittent presence of flies. So if we mess with the variables, bring people together, let them love in community instead of one and then another, we have something entirely different from discrete bundles of love. We have something that can only happen when human lives rub up against each other. We open a wormhole and we fall in. And what do we encounter when we get there? Kathleen Norris writes, “When God comes into our midst, it is to upset the status quo” (p117, Amazing Grace). The sacred is not present for us to be as we are; the sacred is present to move us into an ever-widening future. In the Christian tradition, Mary shifts the status quo by moving the world past either/or, past dichotomy; through her Jesus comes, both god and man—he makes concrete that mysterious and wonderful state of twinned paradox which allows us to understand what it is to truly be together with someone, not wholly the same and not wholly different, but embracing even those things which are so opposite as to be completely incompatible in one another. The presence of the divine is a leaky bucket of otherworldly understanding. It makes us all a little crazy; it makes us all a little capable of holy living. Compassion, transformation, union are all suddenly within our grasp. No wonder we bend toward one another like trees to the water. We are all bowing toward the only manifestation of a god that shows us in its image, a water reflection, pocked with ripples and waves, but recognizably approachable. We—most of us—will never feel or look much like trees. But the ghostly image of possibility, of other-of-self, of self-as-divine hovers in the centre of every circle, not so much a tease as a shot in the dark illuminated. We are not out of our minds to reach—we are not racing after moonbeams. Perhaps we can be better than we are; perhaps there is some use in the image of a god made human, even if we don’t believe in god at all.



The siren song of a sacred presence is intense, seductive, irresistible. And why shouldn’t it be? Without one another we would die—there is an evolutionary advantage to that compelling emotional pull. The divine presence among us is another gravity, holding us on a planet without which we would freeze, suffocate, explode—our human frailties would be too much for the limited resources of our bodies. But there is more, because once we’ve heard it, once we’ve seen it, once we’ve experienced true connection, deep intimacy, it sears its image on our brains and we can never let it go. The divine encounter becomes its own reason, its own being, and the rational underpinnings fall away, replaced by a transforming, earth-shaking awe. It no longer matters that we need society or community to survive—these are not driving forces. What pushes and pulls us is the awareness of the divine center itself and a certain growing desperation for it. It becomes a need, displacing all other needs, which, if we remain with the god of ancient Israel, is what the Bible tells us he wanted. And that is a god cast in our own image, he is a jealous lover, a possessive parent, wanting to be at the heart of all needs, the answer to every prayer. He wants to be everything, but we need a god who is human. As Joan Osborne sang, What if god was one of us? Just a stranger on the bus? For us that doesn’t seem like such an extraordinary idea, a god who walks and talks and lives among us— like Zeus, like Krishna, like Jesus. The idea of an incarnate god, a god here on earth is incredibly close to the idea of no god at all. Christians and atheists are not so far apart—if god is just like us, a special kind of human, then perhaps all humans are manifestation of the divine and there really is no divine and it’s us, just us. Much easier to get there from Christianity than from Islam, which understands humans, god, and Muhammad, god’s last prophet. All religions that posit a god posit some kind of special relationship between god and humans, but it is the ones who believe in a humanoid god, a god or gods with hands and feet and emotions who walks among us, it is those religions that blur the line between god and human until it really isn’t clear what would distinguish one from the other, or how we would know the difference if a god did show up as our neighbor or best friend or worst enemy…or sexton. Would it take a miracle to make the point? * The presence of god, or the presence of holy people, or the presence of holiness in all people…it’s a slippery slope of the most interesting theological kind, because it all points not to god or no god, but to human desire to encounter the divine. For those of us who don’t believe in a sentient, intercedent sort of god—the god of white beard and golden throne—it can be a bit tricky. After all, we can never hope to walk through pearly gates and find Jesus standing at God’s right hand. We can never pray to a holy mother or father who might be listening. Durga doesn’t ride her tiger through the jungle waiting for our cry; if we are lost in the wilderness and we fall to our knees in desperation, no one will hear us. No one…except the newspaper girl and the UPS driver, except the birds and the trees but most especially Ann at age 47 out for her daily hike. What are they, chopped liver? Who is god? What is god? Where is the sacred, the divine the holy in this difficult world anyway?



If we believe in god we are desperate for a sign, a touch, an encounter. If we do not believe in god our desperation is not lessened, for we are humans seeking hope, like all humans from the dawn of time. Our desperation is not less, but our despair is more, for there is no prayer for touching that which does not exist. Miracles are the traditional form of encounter. The red sea parts, there is manna from heaven, the storms abate, a child lives, the blind can see, the dead can walk, the sun returns, we are born, we fall in love, and we know something great moves in the world. Miracles do happen. Scholars spend countless hours ferreting out the truth behind the stories but some truths are plain as day: children are born of parents, tornadoes pass, our loved ones sometimes do get to die when they are good and ready. But none of these points to a god who listens or meddles in the affairs of humans. None of these necessarily points to any god at all, except insofar as human life is a miracle, by which we might mean not that we are special, but that we are grateful. Miracle is code for gratitude, immense overwhelming gratitude, gratitude not to something or someone but for something—something so big that it would not be possible for any human to deserve it, no matter how pure; no matter how good. Some things happen, and we are choking, drowning, awash in gratitude, breathless from the magic of it all and we don’t know how else to say it, so we call it good. We call it very good. It is so good we want to remember it, we want to explain it, we want to say how it felt, so we use the biggest word we have, a word that invokes the holy, and we call it a miracle. This is the language we have at hand to explain our experiences in this world. It implies more than any one human can be or do; it implies goodness, it implies connection. Its power comes from repeated use over the centuries for the same ideas regardless of cultural context. The pictures in our heads might be different, but the feelings are the same: awe, wonder, and a tremendous, opening-up kind of joy, where each breath feels twice as big as our lungs, where we don’t know whether to shout hallelujiah or begin to weep. Our theology doesn’t have to agree for us to share that. This is at the heart of the jokes about Unitarian Universalists treating our coffeepot as a holy relic, and indeed, at the heart of Unitarian Universalism itself. What makes us a community is only part of the story; we are a religious community, and what do we mean by that? We share no common theology; we have no creed. Our sources and principles are so broad as to be nearly universal. What then makes us a faith? Like every religion on this earth, we come together to share common experiences of the holy— common moments of awe, of wonder, and yes, of miracles. We seek those times together in all that we do—when we receive, when we give, when we sing and talk and argue, we seek the divine, even when we don’t share an image of god, we seek--and we find—those moments together.



** ** ** And we are the answer to our own need, we find in our own gatherings the answer to our own pleas. This is where we slip, because what we crave so dearly is not the other person—not the lover or spouse or child or friend or fellow traveler. What we crave is that divinity, that sacred connection between or among us. We mistake one for the other—the person for the spirit— because the spirit is only present when we are deeply connected to another, transcending the barriers that mark where one of us ends and the other begins. When those separations drop away-for a time, not for always-that divine, sacred, magical something rises up and we are all in the presence of the holy. It becomes idolatry, or beloved up on a pedestal where no human should have to stand, balanced between our imaginings and our cravings. The other is special—we all are special—but what we seek so ardently is what happens between us, the connection, the exchange, the energy of two bodies forever aware of one another. If we wish to encounter the divine, if we wish to see god, we must look no farther than the best of the world in sync with itself, every thing connected to and in motion with every other thing, making of order, chaos and of chaos, beauty. The beauty of the dance, to paraphrase Ann Morrow Lindbergh, is in the space between the dancers, which can only exist if they are together, connected, barely touching but joined in shared motion. (Gift From the Sea as quoted in Great Occasions, marriage section). If we wish to love the world, we must know the dance, seek the dance, love the dance. And we will dance together.
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