
[image: image1.png]Sy,

-

Uy

w0,
TR\

\ad
4



henri

Please attribute the authors of these resources in the Order of Service and in the service itself.

Part 1: Sample Order of Service

Part 2: List of Resources 
Part 3: Worship Resources

Part 1: Sample Order of Service

This sample order of service illustrates one way to break the sermon (aka talk, lecture, etc.) into two or three parts. One part would use one of the sermon excerpts provided below, while the other one or two parts would be based on the theme and written and delivered by members of your congregation. An alternative using two parts would be to use two of the sermon excerpts in this packet.

Announcements
Gathering Music

Opening Words
Hymn
Chalice Lighting (either spoken by worship leader or in unison by congregation)
Sung Response #123 Spirit of Life by Carolyn McDade (remain seated)

Spirit of Life, come unto me. Sing in my heart all the stirrings of compassion.

Blow in the wind, rise in the sea; move in the hand giving life the shape of justice.

Roots hold me close; wings set me free; Spirit of Life, come to me, come to me.

Words of Welcome (by worship leader or Board member)

Meeting and Greeting (invite people to greet each other)
Music 
Exploration I 
Suggested length 5 minutes (500 words) written by a member of the

congregation on the theme or use pat of one of the sermons in section 11. 

(If you are just doing two explorations, eliminate this one.)

Sharing of Joys and Sorrows (with lighting of candles or another ritual)

(unison response) For the joys shared, we join you in celebration. For the sorrows and concerns spoken here, may you feel our sympathy and compassion. For all that remains unspoken, both joy and sorrow, may the caring of our community offer you both kindness and hope.

Readings from the Common Bowl (use ten quotes from the Touchstones journal read by two people alternating—don’t read the names of the authors of the quotes, but allow a few beats between them so people can absorb the words and the meaning.)

Exploration II             Use one of the sermon excerpts provided below (ten minutes/1,000 words)
Offering

Reading or Responsive Reading

Exploration III
Suggested length 5 minutes (500 words) written by a member of the

congregation on the theme.

Hymn

Extinguishing the Chalice by Elizabeth Selle Jones (in unison)

We extinguish this flame but not the light of truth, the warmth of community, or the fire of commitment. These we carry in our hearts until we are together again.

Closing Words

Postlude
Part 2: List of Resources

1.0: Opening Words

1.1: The Paradox of Ancestry by Rev. Chris Rothbauer (68 words)
1.2: Ultimate Grace by Rev. Ma Theresa Gustilo Gallardo (317 words)
1.3: Our Boldest Dreams by Rev. Lawrence McGinty (180 words)
1.4: Welcome to this common, sacred space by Rev. Amy McKenzie Quinn (59 words)
1.5: We are people of all ages by Rev. Carol Meyer (142 words)
2.0: Chalice Lighting

2.1 Come we now out of the darkness by Rev. Annie Foerster (83 words)
2.2: For This One Hour by Rev. Paul Stephan Dodenhoff (67 words)
2.3: Out of the Flames by Rev. Sara Eileen LaWall (93 words)
2.4: Embrace the Night by Rev. Jennifer Gracen (30 words)
3.0: Hymns, Choral Music & Popular Music

      Singing the Living Tradition

3.1: SLT #6 Just as Long as I have Breath

3.2: SLT #17 Every Night and Every Morn

3.3: SLT #85 Winds Be Still

3.4: SLT #124 Be That Guide
3.5: SLT #125 From the Crush of Wealth and Power
3.6: SLT #133 One World
3.7: SLT #170 We Are a Gentle, Angry People

3.8: SLT #194 Faith Is a Forest
3.9: SLT #297 The Star of Truth
3.10: SLT #311 Let it Be a Dance
3.11: SLT #339 Knowledge, They Say

3.12: SLT #354 We Laugh, We Cry 

      Singing the Journey 

3.13: STJ #1003 Where Do We Come From?
3.14: STJ #1064 Blue Boat Home
     Choral Music 

3.15: All Night Today (All Nonsense) by Christi Jones

     Popular Music 

3.16: Ain't We Crazy by Harry McClintock, 1928 (2:51)
3.17: Ambiguity Song by Camper Van Beethoven (2:30) 

3.18: So Cold I Could See My Breath with lyrics by Emery (3:32)

3.19: Paradox Drive by Peter Hammill (4:36)
3.20: The Human Paradox by Dynazty (4:24)
3.21: Give One Heart by Linda Ronstadt (4:05)
3.22: Paradox with lyrics by Ellie Holcomb (3:44)
3.23: Paradise by Coldplay (4:20)
3.24: The Paradox of Boredom by Eclecta (2:16) 

4.0: Stories & Illustrations

4.1: The Oracle of Paradox (626 words)
5.0: Meditations

5.1: How Poets Pray by Rev. Angela Herrera (80 words)
5.2: In Between by Rev. Kate Walker (222 words)
5.3: There’s My Temple by Rev. Ma Theresa Gustilo Gallardo (228 words)
5.4: The Web of Life by Rev. Robert Weston (206 words)
5.5: We Are Whole by Rev. Beth Lefever (159 words)
5.6: The Beating of my Heart by Rev. Paul Beattie (261 words)
5.7: The still place within by Rev. Linda Hoddy (148 words)
5.8: Returning to the World by Rev. James Ishmael Ford (410 words)
5.9: How does one address a mystery? by Rev. Gordon McKeeman (195 words)
5.10: Like pendulums we swing by Rev. Don Vaughn-Foerster (265 words)
6.0: Prayers

6.1: Embracing the Double-Edged Universe by Kyle Johnson (215 words)
6.2: The moment of prayer is an invitation by Rev. Earl Holt III (250 words)
6.3: Help Us by Rev. Harry Meserve (97 words)
6.4: Despite our Certainties and Contradictions by Rev. John Robinson, Jr (149 words)
6.5: The Riddle of Me, the Mystery of You by Rev. Dr. Michael Schuler (123 words)
6.6: A Prayer for the Faithifiers by Hilary Allen (83 words)
6.7: Bring Us Close to the Earth by Rev. Lyn Cox (152 words)
6.8: Dark tremors sweep across our lives by Rev. George Kimmich Beach (236 words)
6.9: Because We Live with Mystery by Rev. George Kimmich Beach (146 words)
7.0: Responsive Readings

7.1: SLT #437 Let Us Worship by Rev. Kenneth Patton

7.2: SLT #441 To Worship by Rev. Jacob Trapp

7.3: SLT #536 Morning Poem by Mary Oliver

7.4: SLT #558 For Everything a Season from Ecclesiastes 

7.5: SLT #565 Prophets by Rev. Clinton Lee Scott
7.6: SLT #587 We Were Never Meant to Survive by Audre Lorde

7.7: SLT #650 Cherish Your Doubts by Rev. Robert Weston

7.8: SLT #654 Impassioned Clay by Rev. Ralph Helverson

7.9: SLT #657 It Matters What We Believe by Rev. Sophia Lyon Fahs
7.10: SLT #658 To Risk by Anonymous

7.11: SLT #660 To Live Deliberately by Henry David Thoreau

7.12: SLT #662 Strange and Foolish Walls by Rev. A. Powell Davies

7.13: SLT #665 Transcendental Etude by Adrienne Rich

8.0: Readings
8.1: Claiming our Birthright by Pema Chödrön (60 words)
8.2: A Failure to Communicate by David Foster Wallace (188 words)
8.3: Mysterious Even to Ourselves by Philip Pullman (99 words)
8.4: The Ambiguity of Willpower by James Baldwin (163 words)
8.5: The Paradox of Tolerance by Karl Popper (232 words)
8.6: Hoping and Fearing to be Known by Frederick Buechner (222 words)
8.7: I Want to Be with People by Rev. Dana Worsnop (357 words)
8.8: Liberty Unlearned by Milan Kundera (225 words)
8.9: Life Flows with Ease When by Eckhart Tolle (125 words)
8.10: New Circles of Life by Ralph Waldo Emerson (97 words)
8.11: Starfish by Loren Eiseley (146 words)
8.12: Mystics and Paradox by Edward Viljoen (243 words)
8.13: Edging the Gaps by Gina Marie Mammano (247 words)
8.14: Apparent Multiplicity, Actual Unity by Rabbi Lawrence Kushner (177 words)
8.15: Hip-Hop Lyrics as Sacred Texts by Toki Wright (191 words)
8.16: Alive in Ambiguity by Krista Tibbet (105 words)
8.17: The Most Basic Life Balance by Ragini Elizabeth Michaels (248 words)
8:18: The Paradox of Procrastination by Maria Popova (245 words)
8.19: When We Seek Wisdom Rev. John Buehrens (199 words)
8.20: Delicious Ambiguity by Rev. Marisol Caballero (472 words)
8:21: Healing by Rev. Adam Lawrence Dyer (250 words)
8.22: Jesus at the Parade by Bob Janis-Dillon (154 words)
8.23: A Knock at the Door by Ken Nye (419 words)
8.24: Personal Spiritual Trainers by Rev. Nathan Walker (278 words)
8.25: To Ask is to Give by Jeffrey Lockwood (402 words)

8.26: The Miraculous Pitcher by Barbara Rohde (430 words)

8.27: Monarchs and Mysteries by Rev. Jane Mauldin (332 words)

8.28: Full of Contradictions by Rev. Bret Lortie (358 words)
8.29: Pro-Life and Pro-Choice by Rev. Cynthia Frado (256 words)
8.30: Siding with Love by Rev. Lisa Friedman (328 words)
8.31: Fear or Care by Zach Norris (257 words)
8.32: The Paradox of Proximity by Zach Norris (199 words)
8.33: Moving Forward by Sitting and Staying by Rev. Elizabeth Stevens (374 words)
8.34: Alone, Then Together by Rev. John Buehrens (114 words)
8.35: The Paradox of Forgiveness by Rev. John Buehrens (218 words)
8.36: From Freedom from to Freedom for by Rev. Scott Alexander (298 words)
8.37: The Magic Penny Paradox by Rev. Richard Davis (238 words)
8.38: The Paradox of Stability by Rev. John Buehrens (267 words)
9.0: Extinguishing the Chalice

9.1: We extinguish this flame by Elizabeth Selle Jones (30 words)

9.2: Carry the Flame by Rev. Brian Kiely (53 words)

9.3: A Guiding Light by Rev. Martha Munson (33 words)

9.4: Daring Vision by Rev. Maureen Killoran (31 words)

9.5: It Becomes More by Rev. Amy Zucker Morgenstern (44 words)

9.6: The Work We Share by Rev. Krista Taves (54 words)

9.7: As Breath to Song by Becky Laurent (33 words)
9.8: Kindle New Sparks by Debra Burrell (36 words)
9.9: Shape a New World by Rev. Rolfe Gerhardt (60 words)

9.10: This Is the Message of Our Faith by Rev. Maureen Killoran (49 words)
10.0: Closing Words

10.1: Cherish Your Doubts by Rev. Dr. Michael Schuler (84 words)
10.2: The Lifelong Goal by Rev. David Hicks MacPherson (59 words)
10.3: We All Emerge by Eric Williams (37 words)
10.4: Because of those who came before by Rev. Barbara Pescan (48 words)
11.0: Sermons

11.1: Both / And by Rev. Fred Small (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,325 words)
11.2: The New Atheism by Rev. Lynn Strauss (excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,490 words)
11.3: Paradox and Wonderment by Rev. Lisa Bovee-Kemper (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (Note: Fred Phelps died on March 19, 2014) (1,160 words)
11.4 Living with Contradictions by Rev. Bruce Bode (Excerpt, full text at https://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermon/living-with-contradictions) (834 words)

11.5: What Would Jesus Do by Rev. Bruce Clear (Excerpt, full text at https://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermon/184059.shtml) (728 words)

11.6: The Paradox of Mystery and Wonder by Jane Wohl (Excerpt, full text at http://www.sheridanuu.org/Presentations%20Folder/Jane%20Wohl%20Sermon%2011.5.06..htm) (1,472 words)
12.0: Readings from the Common Bowl

Part 3: Worship Resources

1.0: Opening Words

1.1: The Paradox of Ancestry by Rev. Chris Rothbauer (68 words)
We gather together this morning,
Because others came before us.
Some have left examples for us to follow,
Others lessons for us to learn from,
and the paradox is that many have left both pain and joy.
We honor our ancestors this morning, not because they are perfect,
But because, without them, we would not be here,
Together,
Sharing our joy, our pain, our living and our dying.
Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/paradox-ancestry 
1.2: Ultimate Grace by Rev. Ma Theresa Gustilo Gallardo (317 words)
     Ultimate Grace, the heart of every matter, in every perfection and imperfection, in all senses and: tenses, in moments of every right and wrong, presenting choices to inquiring hearts. You are in the purpose and the journey of mishaps. You are in moments of understanding and misunderstanding. We have but to seek and invoke you, and enable the work of your spirit. As prayer is but an articulated common dream, we invoke our ultimate concern for the work of faith. We long to be hand in hand, creating a world where everyone belongs.
     Free us from our hindrances. Make invisible things visible; the voiceless heard; lay what is hidden before us; make the chained unbound; the doubting believe; what is confusing let clarify; as hardened hearts grow soft to the touch. May we come in fullness, with gratefulness, in faithfulness to one another. May we speak in kind conversing, disclosing our truths with care, expressing our practical wisdom to learn of its practical limits. For the world was not meant to be possessed by a singular truth, but to be built together upon revelations.

     O Universe, with stars in your hair, you have shown that great things emerge from humble beginnings, no matter how flawed and lacking. That one story, in a stable, in prison, in the cave, in destitution, in abject poverty, if lived in all sincerity can liberate from darkness the many.

     May our eyes seek to appreciate, our breaths to dedicate power, our hands to warm each other. When loving fearlessly, we are invincible. When free will is deliberate, we are pivotal. When dreaming together, we are infinite.

     Remind us of the very questions that we have turned away from, that we thought could not be answered, or are impossible to realize. Dear Universal Intelligence, your embrace contains everything but confines nothing. In the ever insistence of existence, may this one moment count. Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/invocation/ultimate-grace 
1.3: Our Boldest Dreams by Rev. Lawrence McGinty (180 words)
     To this house we come bringing our boldest dreams—seeking here the inspiration and strength to make them be! To this house we come hoping to bury broken dreams, to be sustained through their pain and to discover new ones amidst their tears. We come here lonely, isolated from meaningful human contact, searching for warmth and closeness and care. Needing to grow beyond plateaus of the commonplace, we seek here challenges and commitments productive of greater wholeness and deeper meanings.

     We come intense and constructed, hoping for encouragement to shed our pretenses and to be ourselves. Filled with despair and self-doubt, we seek affirmations prodding us to say “yes” to ourselves and to life. Somehow, always putting happiness ahead of ourselves, we enter this place trusting that what happens here will enable us to make and to accept a little bit of it now—today!

     Strange place, this house—here we cry, sing, laugh, hurt, dance, touch, survive, celebrate, grow, search, doubt, hope, rejoice, pray, trust, care, learn, think, wonder, be, become! Yes, this morning, to this house we come.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/opening/5428.shtml 
1.4: Welcome to this common, sacred space by Rev. Amy McKenzie Quinn (59 words)
     Welcome to this common, sacred space.
Common, because we are all welcome.
Sacred, because here we transform the ordinary
and attend to the profound.

     We carry with us our regrets, doubts, fears, stories, laughter;
may they inspire our worship.
Above all, may we each meet what we need most to find,
On this day, in this common, sacred space.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/opening/5450.shtml 
1.5: We are people of all ages by Rev. Carol Meyer (142 words)
     We are people of all ages who enter this space bringing our joys and our concerns.
We come together in hope.

     We greet each other warmly with our voices and our smiles.
We come together in peace.

     We light the chalice to symbolize our interdependence and our unity.
We come together in harmony.

     We share our growth and our aspirations.
We come together in wonder.

     We share our losses and our disappointments.
We come together in sorrow.

     We share our concern and our compassion.
We come together in love.

     We come to this place bringing our doubts and our faith.
We come together as seekers.

     We sing and pray and listen. We speak and read and dream. We think and ponder and reflect. We cry and laugh and center. We mourn and celebrate and meditate. We strive for justice and for mercy.
Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/opening/5432.shtml 
2.0: Chalice Lighting

2.1 Come we now out of the darkness by Rev. Annie Foerster (83 words)
Come we now out of the darkness of our unknowing
   and the dusk of our dreaming;
Come we now from far places.
Come we now into the twilight of our awakening
   and the reflection of our gathering.
Come we now all together.

     We bring, unilluminated, our dark caves of doubting;
We seek, unbedazzled, the clear light of understanding.
May the sparks of our joining kindle our resolve,
   brighten our spirits, reflect our love,
     and unshadow our days.
Come we now; enter the dawning.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-lighting/come-we-now 
2.2: For This One Hour by Rev. Paul Stephan Dodenhoff (67 words)
     For this one hour, Spirit of Life
we let go.

For this one hour,
may we let go of our anxieties,
our fears,
our anger,
our self-doubts,
our regrets,
our petty grievances,
and our distractions.

     If only for this one hour,
let the flame of this chalice
burn them from our hearts and minds
and light our way to peace and serenity.

     For this one holy hour.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-lighting/one-hour 
2.3: Out of the Flames by Rev. Sara Eileen LaWall (93 words)
     Out of the flames of fear
We rise with courage of our deepest convictions
to stand for justice, inclusion and peace
     Out of the flames of scrutiny
We rise to proclaim our faith
With hope to heal a fractured and hurting world
     Out of the flames of doubt
We rise to embrace the mystery, wonder and awe
of all there is and all that is yet to be
     Out of the flames of hate
We rise with the force of love
Love that celebrates our shared humanity
     Out of the flames we rise.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/opening/out-flames 
2.4: Embrace the Night by Rev. Jennifer Gracen (30 words)
Universal mystery,
Guide us away from the desire to
Shine light in all the corners.
Teach us to embrace the night,
For without the darkness,
We never see the stars.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-lighting/embrace-night 
3.0: Hymns, Choral Music & Popular Music

      Singing the Living Tradition

3.1: SLT #6 Just as Long as I have Breath

3.2: SLT #17 Every Night and Every Morn

3.3: SLT #85 Winds Be Still

3.4: SLT #124 Be That Guide
3.5: SLT #125 From the Crush of Wealth and Power
3.6: SLT #133 One World
3.7: SLT #170 We Are a Gentle, Angry People

3.8: SLT #194 Faith Is a Forest
3.9: SLT #297 The Star of Truth
3.10: SLT #311 Let it Be a Dance
3.11: SLT #339 Knowledge, They Say

3.12: SLT #354 We Laugh, We Cry 

      Singing the Journey 

3.13: STJ #1003 Where Do We Come From?
3.14: STJ #1064 Blue Boat Home
     Choral Music 

3.15: All Night Today (All Nonsense) by Christi Jones

(voicing: T(T)B) (level: medium) (length: 2:20) (piano)

“A paradox through and through, this folksong-like original is intended to be seriously silly. As such, treble or tenor-bass choirs of all sizes and abilities will enjoy learning and sharing this imaginative text.”

Source: https://www.jwpepper.com/All-Night-Today/10871883.item#.YqOmeWDMLIU 

     Popular Music 

3.16: Ain't We Crazy by Harry McClintock, 1928 (2:51)
Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VCVGCpnMLj0 

See lyrics at http://dmdb.org/lyrics/aint.we.crazy.html 

3.17: Ambiguity Song by Camper Van Beethoven (2:30) 

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oWHA-bNHp7A 

3.18: So Cold I Could See My Breath with lyrics by Emery (3:32)

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ArTi_Cai2xA 

3.19: Paradox Drive by Peter Hammill (4:36)
Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o0dYjaggheU 

3.20: The Human Paradox by Dynazty (4:24)
Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B_8y-lmm08E 

3.21: Give One Heart by Linda Ronstadt (4:05)
Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNbyqkXdF_0 

3.22: Paradox with lyrics by Ellie Holcomb (3:44)
Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=liVIdsxrIyk 

3.23: Paradise by Coldplay (4:20)
Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1G4isv_Fylg 

3.24: The Paradox of Boredom by Eclecta (2:16) 

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mzLC_5Mq_Zs 

4.0: Stories & Illustrations

4.1: The Oracle of Paradox (626 words)
     Well, the truth was Milo was tired. Not tired at the end of the day, but tired of a journey that he had been on for a long time. Actually, he could not even remember when it began, when he first drove his small electric car through the phantom tollbooth. 

     The tollbooth had magically appeared in his bedroom one day in a large box. While he had to assemble it, the instructions were clear. Looking at the map that came in the box, a map that was not familiar to him at all, he decided that he would play along and travel to Dictionopolis because he was so bored. Milo thought that a little excitement would do him good. Then, with no idea of what was really going to happen, he drove his electric car up to the tollbooth, deposited the coins, and started driving. 

     And then everything changed. What had been pretend was now real: a real highway with flowers and tall trees on both sides. He looked back over his shoulder and could not see the tollbooth, his bedroom, or even his house. 

     Driving onward, he came to a sign that said, “Welcome to Expectations.” The man he met there told him that everyone had to go through Expectations before they could get Beyond Expectations. Milo thought it made sense in a weird sort of way and decided to keep driving. He came next to a place called the Doldrums, a place where “nothing ever happens and nothing ever changes.” “Boring,” thought Milo, but that is where he met the watchdog, Tock, who became his faithful traveling companion. Being a watchdog, Tock, had a large watch on his side that went tick, tick, tick. 

     Together they made their way to Dictionopolis, which was located between the Foothills of Confusion and the Sea of Knowledge. Of course, things did not go well. Milo and Tock both ended up in prison because of a “slight” accident in the Word Market. The charges, although unfair, were extensive and Milo and Tock were sentenced to six million years in prison. That is where they met Faintly Mccabre who was a Which, that’s W-h-i-c-h, not a Witch, W-i-t-c-h. She had been responsible for choosing “which” words were to be spoken by people, but she became greedy and offered fewer and fewer words until nobody was speaking. That was when she was put in prison. Milo promised to help her escape after he was released, but Faintly Macabre said that the only thing that could help her was the return of the two princesses, Rhyme and Reason, as the rulers of the land.

     Eventually Milo and Tock were released, along with their new companion, Humbug. They traveled to the Castle in the Air and rescued Rhyme and Reason. They again began ruling the Kingdom of Wisdom. Now, Milo just wanted to go home to his very own bedroom, but his home was not on his map. 

     While the princesses did not know the way home, they were sure that Milo could find it by asking the Oracle of Paradox who lived in the north tower in the Castle in the Air. Milo hurried there and asked the Oracle, “Which way is home.” The Oracle, whose real name was Peter Paradox, answered with one riddle after another, but none of them made any sense. The oracle finally said, “Your home is where your heart is. Close your eyes and find the answer.” Milo did as he was told. Everything got very quiet, and Milo slowly found his heart. When he opened his eyes, he was back in his bedroom. On his bed was a blue envelope that read, “For Milo, who now knows the way.” And Milo realized that he did.
Source: Touchstones
5.0: Meditations

5.1: How Poets Pray by Rev. Angela Herrera (80 words)
     What do you do with the secret verses of your heart? With your need for redemption, the story without words? With paradoxical truths, too private and nuanced to share, that cannot be printed or spoken aloud?

     You weave their energy into a poem, carefully, carefully, over and under and through, luminescent strands that cannot be un-teased, until the poem is shot through with light from an unknown origin. And you whisper it into the dark. Breeze-forms delivered into the deep.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/how-poets-pray 
5.2: In Between by Rev. Kate Walker (222 words)
     In between, liminal, that space where we wait.
Between moments; events, results, action, no action.
To stand on the threshold, waiting for something to end,
And something new to arrive, a pause in the rumble of time.
Awareness claims us, alert, a shadow of something different.
     In between invitation and acceptance.
In between symptom and diagnosis.
In between send and receipt of inquiry and question.
In between love given and love received.
     Liminality, a letting go, entering into confusion,
ambiguity and disorientation.
A ritual begun, pause … look back at what once was,
Look forward into what becomes.
Identity sheds a layer, reaches into something uncomfortable to wear.
     In between lighting of the match and the kindling of oil.
In between choosing of text and the reading of words.
In between voices and notes carried through the air into ears to hear.
In between creation thrusts ever forward.
     Social hierarchies may disassemble and structures may fall.
Communities may revolt or tempt trust.
Tradition may falter or creativity crashes forward.
Leaders may step down or take charge.
The people may choose or refuse.
     In between, storm predicted, the horizon beacons.
In between, theology of process reminds us to step back.
In between, where minutia and galaxies intermingle with microbes and mysteries.
In between, liminal, that space where we wait: Look, listen, feel, breathe.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/between 
5.3: There’s My Temple by Rev. Ma Theresa Gustilo Gallardo (228 words)
     There’s my temple!
Believer, unbeliever or wild one.
You are welcome!
We have no definition of who we are but human.
We have no code but that of respect.
We have no creed but that of equality.

     There’s my temple!
Identity-seeker, sinner, stateless or not.
You are welcome!
We have no constraints on expression but space.
We have no code but to listen to poetry
between the silence and the surrender.

     There’s my temple!
Nature-tripper, urban-dweller, or saint.
You are welcome!
How shall we divide the world but by our breaths.
We have no pope above us, no infallible bull.
We have no judgement but in terms of harm.

     There’s my temple!
History-maker, marginalized, unorganized.
You are welcome!
We have no covenant among us but mutual assistance.
We insist on no assumptions and doubt moral facts.
We are free to theorize with emotion and call it hope.

     There’s my temple!
Unbecoming, expert, robe or disrobe.
You are welcome!
We have no dwarfs or giants, Goliath fell long ago.
We have no seal on revelation, tentative is truth.
Lead by your desires and serve by your power.

     There’s my temple!
Funny, temperamental, shy, or wise.
You are welcome!
There is not one way of being human, not even Superman.
We have no world but that which we together create.
There is as much wisdom in harmony as in dissent.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/affirmation/theres-my-temple 
5.4: The Web of Life by Rev. Robert Weston (206 words)
There is a living web that runs through us

To all the universe

Linking us each with each and through all life

On to the distant stars.

Each knows a little corner of the world, and lives

As if this were his all.

We no more see the farther reaches of the threads

Than we see of the future, yet they’re there.

Touch but one thread, no matter which;

The thoughtful eye may trace to distant lands

Its firm continuing strand, yet lose its filaments as they reach out,

But find at last it coming back to him from whom it led.

We move as in a fog, aware of self

But only dimly conscious of the rest

As they are close to us in sight or feeling.

New objects loom up for a time, fade in and out;

Then, sometimes, as we look on unawares, the fog lifts

And then there’s the web in shimmering beauty,

Reaching past all horizons. We catch our breath;

Stretch out our eager hands, and then

In comes the fog again, and we go on,

Feeling a little foolish, doubting what we had seen.

The hands were right. The web is real.

Our folly is that we so soon forget.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/58069.shtml 
5.5: We Are Whole by Rev. Beth Lefever (159 words)
     We are whole, even in the broken places, even where it hurts.

     We are whole, even in the broken places, the places where fear impedes our full engagement with life; where self-doubt corrupts our self-love; where shame makes our faces hot and our souls cold.

     We are whole, even in those places where perfectionism blunts the joy of full immersion into person, place, activity; where “good enough” does not reside except in our silent longings; where our gaps must be fast-filled with substance, accomplishment, or frenzied activity lest they gape open and disgust.

     We are whole where we would doubt our own goodness, richness, fullness and depth, where we would doubt our own significance, our own profoundness.

     We are whole, even in our fragility; even where we feel fragmented, alone, insubstantial, insufficient.

     We are whole, even as we are in process, even as we stumble, even as we pick ourselves up again, for we are whole. We are whole.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/175456.shtml 
5.6: The Beating of my Heart by Rev. Paul Beattie (261 words)
     When my mind is still and alone with the beating of my heart, I remember many things too easily forgotten: the purity of early love; the maturity of unselfish love that seeks nothing but another’s good; the idealism that has persisted through all the tempest of life.

     When my mind is still and alone with the beating of my heart, I find a quiet assurance, an inner peace, in the core of my being. It can face the doubt, the loneliness, the anxiety -- it can accept these harsh realities and can even grow because of these challenges to my essential being.

     When my mind is still and alone with the beating of my heart, I can sense my basic humanity, and then I know that all men and women are my brothers and sisters. Nothing but my own fear and distrust can separate me from the love of friends. If I can trust others, accept them, enjoy them, then my life shall surely be richer and more full. If I can accept others, this will help them to be more truly themselves and they will be more able to accept me.

     When my mind is still and alone with the beating of my heart, I know how much life has given me: the history of the race, friends and family, the opportunity to work, the chance to build myself. Then wells within me the urge to live more abundantly, with greater trust and joy, with more profound seriousness and earnest striving, and yet more calmly at the heart of life.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/5051.shtml 
5.7: The still place within by Rev. Linda Hoddy (148 words)
     Enter with me that still place within, the center, where we find not only our inmost selves, but also our connection to the farthest reaches of the universe.

     Here we confront our aspirations and our failings.

     Though we seek always for our lives to be full of goodness, we sometimes lack courage to right the injustices that confront us.

     Though we seek always to be generous, sometimes our fears cause us to be greedy.

     Though we seek always to walk the moral high ground, sometimes we judge others too quickly and too harshly.

     Though we seek always to understand the larger mysteries, sometimes doubt causes us to lose faith in our purpose.

     Here, in this space made sacred by our shared lives and our shared yearnings, may we find new courage, new generosity of spirit, forgiveness given and received, and rededication to the higher purposes of our lives.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/5869.shtml 
5.8: Returning to the World by Rev. James Ishmael Ford (410 words)
     As we attempt to walk responsibly on this planet, we need perspective. If we hope to make a difference, we need a place from which to act. What are the Buddhist insights that can make our lives deeper and more productive? This is the purpose of zazen and koans: I walk down to the corner store and get a quart of milk. I sit in the playground and sing a silly song with the children.

     The point is to return. To find our depth is to return to daily life. We wander the world to find that wisdom is always here, it is always right at home. This is the secret of the Zen way. We sit quietly or walk quietly; perhaps we engage koans; we visit with a friend. To sit on a hillside with the rivers and the earth, the grasses and the trees, and enjoy that full round moon shining overhead, is the fullness of Zen, and indeed, the fullness of our humanity.

     The point of Zen is just this: emptying. And out of this emptying, returning—returning home. Our personal identities are exactly identical with the great emptiness. We must learn this truth with our bodies and with our minds, complete. To find genuinely open hands we must come to know ourselves. There is a great deal to this returning with open hands. There is an ethic of enlightenment. There are many consequences to our realization that in one aspect of genuine reality, we are all one. When we truly attend, we may discover some of how it can be done profitably. The way of intimacy is a way of respect and beauty and grace.

     All I want to do is to remind you, my friend, of the beauty and grace of this moment. This is home. This very place is where we find wisdom. This moment reveals what needs to be done and what can be left alone. Whatever traditions we claim, whatever religion we embrace, this moment shows its truth.

    This right-here-and-now moment is the great play of existence, of life and death, of all that was and is and shall be. This very moment is both the doorway to heaven and heaven itself. Our teachers and friends who have walked the way before stand at the door, beckoning to us. They give us a broad wink; a crooked finger wiggles at us, beckoning us, welcoming us.

     All we need do is step through.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/returning-to-the-world 
5.9: How does one address a mystery? by Rev. Gordon McKeeman (195 words)
     How does one address a mystery?

     Cautiously—let us go cautiously, then, to the end of our certainty, to the boundary of all we know, to the rim of uncertainty, to the perimeter of the unknown which surrounds us.

     Reverently—let us go with a sense of awe, a feeling of approaching the powerful holy whose lightning slashes the sky, whose persistence splits concrete with green sprouts, whose miracles are present in every place and moment.

     Hopefully—out of our need for wholeness in our own lives, the reconciliation of mind and heart, the conjunction of reason and passion, the intersection of the timeless with time.

     Quietly—for no words will explain the inarticulate or summon the presence that is always present even in our absence.

     But what shall I say?

    Anything—any anger, any hope, any fear, any joy, any request, any word that comes from the depth of being addressed to Being itself—or, perhaps, nothing, no complaint, no request, no entreaty, no thanksgiving, no praise, no blame, no pretense of knowing or of not knowing.

     Simply be in the intimate presence of mystery, unashamed—unadorned—unafraid.

     And at the end say—Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/mystery 
5.10: Like pendulums we swing by Rev. Don Vaughn-Foerster (265 words)
     Like pendulums we swing from hunger to hunger -- from hunger for the one great Truth (absolute, eternal, mystical) to hunger for simple, near-in, familiar truths that change as we change, grow as we grow. Like pendulums we swing from hunger for cosmic imperatives commanding us to expand ourselves, to hunger for immediate and authentic inner promptings urging us to be ourselves.

      We would be right with heaven, so we swing outward; we would fulfill our own heart, so we swing inward. We would grasp the holy and we would create ourselves. We have this dual hunger: to serve the cosmos that commands us to become more than we would and to be our genuine selves, content with what we are. So we ride this pendulum in hunger for life. We ride from Truth that calls us out to truths that call us in.

     And all because the gravity of life pulls across our hunger, never allowing us to stay on one side or the other, always moving us into new urgency for the wholeness that would bind both the cosmic and the personal.

     And so’ life pulls us and we swing from Truth to truths, from cosmos to self, from mystery to clarity, from out to in. It is our state to swing and to be drawn ever into another swing. This is the motion that makes ours a human life.

     May the great gravity of life which pulls us along an unknown, holy axis never let the pendulums we are cease swinging until the Truth we seek and the truths we are one.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/mystery 
6.0: Prayers

6.1: Embracing the Double-Edged Universe by Kyle Johnson (215 words)
     Mystery of the Universe –

You who some think of not as a being among other beings,

But as the very Ground of Being Itself –

Thank you for this day,

For another sunrise,

Another chance for us to witness the wonder of Creation.

     We know that yours is a Creation that is truly double-edged –

A “yin-yang” Universe –

For it is indeed one in which the life-giving flame can also burn.

But it is also one in which the dark, cold, misting rain

Gives re-birth to spring.

And it is one in which, paradoxically, our acquaintance with pain and sorrow can help us better appreciate pleasure and joy.

     Help us, then, to have the courage and strength to embrace it All,

To embrace what is.

     Help us – we, who are similarly double-edged,

Whose love for those closest to us

Can so easily provoke our own tribal instincts and prejudices;

Whose own pain, rather than fostering empathy and compassion,

May turn us inward,

to dig moats, to build walls, rather than bridges.

     So, help us to embrace this double-edged, yin-yang Universe

with courage and strength,

But above all, help us to do so in a spirit of love and compassion –

For this, it seems, is our eternal challenge,

As it is also the wellspring of our eternal salvation. 

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/prayer/embracing-double-edged-universe   
6.2: The moment of prayer is an invitation by Rev. Earl Holt III (250 words)
     The moment of prayer is an invitation to be calm in the midst of the tumult of the world and our over-busy lives, to bring together thought and feeling, mind and spirit, and to find some center—some still point—of perspective and peace.

     Here in this sanctuary which has been the home for so many secret thoughts and hopes, fears and desires, may we feel free to look at ourselves with true honesty. May we be unafraid to face the decisions we have been trying to avoid, the doubts and questions it has been easier to ignore, the things we have tried to keep hidden not only from others but even from ourselves.

     May we come to discover that there are resources within ourselves and beyond us that are as hidden but as real as our secret doubts and fears. New dimensions of the spirit within and without will be revealed to us as we confront ourselves honestly and come to understand that we are not isolated from the community of life and spirit, but that our soul’s suffering connects us with the hidden suffering of others. May we come to see that in our deepest loneliness we are not alone, and may we be emboldened by this vision to reach out to others in their need and so finally to discover that to give is not only more blessed than to receive, but that to give to others is to receive what we most need for ourselves. Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/5500.shtml 
6.3: Help Us by Rev. Harry Meserve (97 words)
     From arrogance, pompousness, and thinking ourselves more important than we are, may some saving sense of humor liberate us.

     For allowing ourselves to ridicule the faith of others, may we be forgiven.

     From making war and calling it justice, indifference and calling it tolerance, pollution and calling it progress, may we be cured.

     For telling ourselves and others that evil is inevitable while good is impossible, may we stand corrected.

     God of our mixed up, tragic, aspiring, doubting, and insurgent lives, help us to be as good in our hearts [as] we have always wanted to be.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/prayer-meditation/help-us 
6.4: Despite our Certainties and Contradictions by Rev. John Robinson, Jr (149 words)
     Thou who are the heart of being, we come together but often feel alone. We come for fellowship but we hold back.

     We are certain—in our uncertainty. We are sure of ourselves—in our utter doubt. We are full of answers, but not to our real questions.

     We are wounded but afraid of the health that is in us, frightened of what we must do to become healthy. We come too broken, too hurt, and too masked even to know our own hurt and fear.
We come as landlords who do not want to pay for the upkeep, as tenants who do not want to pay the rent, as heirs who do not want to be grateful.

     Take all our contradiction and weave of us a whole, even despite ourselves. Thou creative power, whom we know but deny, whose we always are, even in our denial, Thou. Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/5879.shtml 
6.5: The Riddle of Me, the Mystery of You by Rev. Dr. Michael Schuler (123 words)
     Lord of all being, the longer I walk upon this great green earth the less do I understand my purpose in being here; the less am I able to fathom the reason of my birth and span of life.

     But strange though it seems, the task of finding solutions to the riddle of me and the mystery of you seems less urgent these days. It’s not that the question has lost significance, but that slowly I am learning to have faith—faith that if I live my life intently, reverently, self-consciously, moment by moment, your universe will slowly unveil itself, in its own good time.

    And so, I do not force the issue—and so within life’s splendor I am at peace. Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/5594.shtml 
6.6: A Prayer for the Faithifiers by Hilary Allen (83 words)
     Gracious One:
Keep watch on the innovators, the trailblazers, the takers of risk.
     Invite us to be persons of vision and integrity.
Help us to remember the mystery from which possibility is born.
Lead us to honor the sacred space where ministries, idealists, and realists meet.
     Encourage us to imagine more than just what is.
Fill our hearts in times of discouragement.
Keep our eyes on the long now.
     Through our efforts, let us know the fruits of connection and a deeper faith.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/faithifiers 
6.7: Bring Us Close to the Earth by Rev. Lyn Cox (152 words)
Spirit of Life,
Ground of our being,
Root of unified mystery
Growing into myriad branches of expression,
Bring us together now.
Bring us close to the earth,
Ear to the whispering grass,
Quietly,
Attentively,
Waiting with slow breaths,
Listening for the very stones to cry out
With their rocky stories of
Tectonic plates meeting and parting meeting
Their mineral memories of
Hadean days, molten rocks flowing and joining
Their ancient legends of
Stars born out of the collapse of other stars
Help us to re-member.
Help us to piece together
Our one-ness with matter,
Our one-ness that matters.
With one more deep breath,
May we rise, star-stuff walking and rolling
Across the surface of an impossible blue-green planet.
May we join together to heal what is divided.
May we find wholeness within, without, among, between.
Eternal Source, Seed of the Universe, help us to grow peace.
So be it. Blessed be. Amen.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/prayer-union 
6.8: Dark tremors sweep across our lives by Rev. George Kimmich Beach (236 words)
     Some days dark tremors sweep across our lives. Troubling events accost us. We have grown accustomed to such things, and often we have fenced off our natural sympathies with the thought: this belongs to somebody else.

     But now a crisis of life brushes close to us, touches us, befalls us and those we love. We want, now, to know: how, and what, and why? We want an explanation, though we know that all our explanations put together do not finally explain. They but fend off worry, anger, and grief. The mysteries of evil and innocence remain. The darkness of being at a loss remains, and in this abyss of the heart we can but pray for light.

      This is when I pray, and this is my prayer.

     Let me be patient of all these feelings that drive me hither and yon. May I be at peace, more patient with myself. Let me live within the questions that promise no answers but only signal the mystery that gave them birth. Let me turn from every pettiness of the heart, willing to see and accept that the world does not revolve around me. Let the grief, the pain, and the nameless trouble that overcomes me also open me to feel what others have felt.

     Giver of being and freedom, unbind my compassion for all beings about me, and again set free the child of grace within me. Amen.
Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/dark-tremors 
6.9: Because We Live with Mystery by Rev. George Kimmich Beach (146 words)
     Giver of being and freedom, thou who touches our lives in unforeseen ways, who unsettles our ease and upsets our self-satisfactions:

     We wait in these moments of stillness to let the hidden processes of healing and growth do their silent work within us, and to let the quiet work of reconciliation be renewed among us.

     Because we know that the ultimate issues of life—healing and growth, reconciliation and renewal—cannot be forced, neither by excess of activity nor by tumult of words, we seek out this stillness. We seek the quiet—the resting place—of our restless hearts.

      Because we live with mystery, we trust that which is deeper than we know—which touches our hearts—which steadies us and rekindles our spirits—which, finally, in faith, may be named the love that has laid hold upon us, and will not let us go.

Amen.
Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/dark-tremors 
7.0: Responsive Readings

7.1: SLT #437 Let Us Worship by Rev. Kenneth Patton

7.2: SLT #441 To Worship by Rev. Jacob Trapp

7.3: SLT #536 Morning Poem by Mary Oliver

7.4: SLT #558 For Everything a Season from Ecclesiastes 

7.5: SLT #565 Prophets by Rev. Clinton Lee Scott
7.6: SLT #587 We Were Never Meant to Survive by Audre Lorde

7.7: SLT #650 Cherish Your Doubts by Rev. Robert Weston

7.8: SLT #654 Impassioned Clay by Rev. Ralph Helverson

7.9: SLT #657 It Matters What We Believe by Rev. Sophia Lyon Fahs
7.10: SLT #658 To Risk by Anonymous

7.11: SLT #660 To Live Deliberately by Henry David Thoreau

7.12: SLT #662 Strange and Foolish Walls by Rev. A. Powell Davies

7.13: SLT #665 Transcendental Etude by Adrienne Rich

8.0: Readings
8.1: Claiming our Birthright by Pema Chödrön (60 words)
As human beings, not only do we seek resolution, but we also feel that we deserve resolution. However, not only do we not deserve resolution, we suffer from resolution. We don’t deserve resolution; we deserve something better than that. We deserve our birthright, which is the middle way, an open state of mind that can relax with paradox and ambiguity.
Source: https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/259381-as-human-beings-not-only-do-we-seek-resolution-but 
8.2: A Failure to Communicate by David Foster Wallace (188 words)
This is another paradox, that many of the most important impressions and thoughts in a person’s life are ones that flash through your head so fast that fast isn’t even the right word, they seem totally different from or outside of the regular sequential clock time we all live by, and they have so little relation to the sort of linear, one-word-after-another word English we all communicate with each other with that it could easily take a whole lifetime just to spell out the contents of one split-second’s flash of thoughts and connections, etc.—and yet we all seem to go around trying to use English (or whatever language our native country happens to use, it goes without saying) to try to convey to other people what we’re thinking and to find out what they’re thinking, when in fact deep down everybody knows it’s a charade and they’re just going through the motions. What goes on inside is just too fast and huge and all interconnected for words to do more than barely sketch the outlines of at most one tiny part of it at any given instant.

Source: https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/144982-this-is-another-paradox-that-many-of-the-most-important 
8.3: Mysterious Even to Ourselves by Philip Pullman (99 words)
I feel with some passion that what we truly are is private, and almost infinitely complex, and ambiguous, and both external and internal, and double- or triple- or multiply natured, and largely mysterious even to ourselves; and furthermore, that what we are is only part of us, because identity, unlike “identity”, must include what we do. And I think that to find oneself and every aspect of this complexity reduced in the public mind to one property that apparently subsumes all the rest (“gay,” “black,” “Muslim,” whatever) is to be the victim of a piece of extraordinary intellectual vulgarity.
Source: https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/180476-i-feel-with-some-passion-that-what-we-truly-are 
8.4: The Ambiguity of Willpower by James Baldwin (163 words)
For I am—or I was—one of those people who pride themselves on their willpower, on their ability to make a decision and carry it through. This virtue, like most virtues, is ambiguity itself. People who believe that they are strong-willed and the masters of their destiny can only continue to believe this by becoming specialists in self-deception. Their decisions are not really decisions at all—a real decision makes one humble, one knows that it is at the mercy of more things than can be named—but elaborate systems of evasion, of illusion, designed to make themselves and the world appear to be what they and the world are not. This is certainly what my decision, made so long ago…, came to. I had decided to allow no room in the universe for something which shamed and frightened me. I succeeded very well—by not looking at the universe, by not looking at myself, by remaining, in effect, in constant motion.

Source: Giovanni's Room by James Baldwin

8.5: The Paradox of Tolerance by Karl Popper (232 words)
     The so-called paradox of freedom is the argument that freedom in the sense of absence of any constraining control must lead to very great restraint, since it makes the bully free to enslave the meek. The idea is, in a slightly different form, and with very different tendency, clearly expressed in Plato.
     Less well known is the paradox of tolerance: Unlimited tolerance must lead to the disappearance of tolerance. If we extend unlimited tolerance even to those who are intolerant, if we are not prepared to defend a tolerant society against the onslaught of the intolerant, then the tolerant will be destroyed, and tolerance with them. In this formulation, I do not imply, for instance, that we should always suppress the utterance of intolerant philosophies; as long as we can counter them by rational argument and keep them in check by public opinion, suppression would certainly be unwise. But we should claim the right to suppress them if necessary even by force; for it may easily turn out that they are not prepared to meet us on the level of rational argument, but begin by denouncing all argument; they may forbid their followers to listen to rational argument, because it is deceptive, and teach them to answer arguments by the use of their fists or pistols. We should therefore claim, in the name of tolerance, the right not to tolerate the intolerant. 
Source: https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/25998-the-so-called-paradox-of-freedom-is-the-argument-that-freedom 
8.6: Hoping and Fearing to be Known by Frederick Buechner (222 words)
I have come to believe that by and large the human family all has the same secrets, which are both very telling and very important to tell. They are telling in the sense that they tell what is perhaps the central paradox of our condition—that what we hunger for perhaps more than anything else is to be known in our full humanness, and yet that is often just what we also fear more than anything else. It is important to tell at least from time to time the secret of who we truly and fully are—even if we tell it only to ourselves—because otherwise we run the risk of losing track of who we truly and fully are and little by little come to accept instead the highly edited version which we put forth in hope that the world will find it more acceptable than the real thing. It is important to tell our secrets too because it makes it easier that way to see where we have been in our lives and where we are going. It also makes it easier for other people to tell us a secret or two of their own, and exchanges like that have a lot to do with what being a family is all about and what being human is all about. 

Source: https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/159184-i-have-come-to-believe-that-by-and-large-the 
8.7: I Want to Be with People by Rev. Dana Worsnop (357 words)
     Often people say that they love coming to a place with so many like-minded people. I know just what they are getting at -- and I know that they aren’t getting it quite right. I don’t want to be with a bunch of people who think just like me.

     I want to be in a beloved community where I don’t have to think like everyone else to be loved, to be eligible for salvation.
     I want to be with people who value compassion, justice, love and truth, though they have different thoughts and opinions about all sorts of things.
     I want to be with independent-minded people of good heart.
     I want to be with people who have many names and no name at all for God.
     I want to be with people who see me in me goodness and dignity, who also see my failings and foibles, and who still love me.
     I want to be with people who feel their inter-connection with all existence and let it guide their footfalls upon the earth.
     I want to be with people who see life as a paradox and don’t always rush to resolve it.
     I want to be with people who are willing to walk the tight rope that is life and who will hold my hand as I walk mine.
     I want to be with people who let church call them into a different way of being in the world.
     I want to be with people who support, encourage and even challenge each other to higher and more ethical living.
     I want to be with people who inspire one another to follow the call of the spirit.
     I want to be with people who covenant to be honest, engaged and kind, who strive to keep their promises and hold me to the promises I make.
     I want to be with people who give of themselves, who share their hearts and minds and gifts.
     I want to be with people who know that human community is often warm and generous, sometimes challenging and almost always a grand adventure.

     In short, I want to be with people like you.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/affirmation/i-want-be-people 
8.8: Liberty Unlearned by Milan Kundera (225 words)
     “The worst thing is not that the world is unfree, but that people have unlearned their liberty.

     The more indifferent people are to politics, to the interests of others, the more obsessed they become with their own faces. The individualism of our time.

     …If high culture is coming to an end, it is also the end of you and your paradoxical ideas, because paradox as such belongs to high culture and not to childish prattle. …For nothing requires a greater effort of thought than arguments to justify the rule of nonthought…. 

     …How to live in a world with which you disagree? How to live with people when you neither share their suffering nor their joys? When you know that you don’t belong among them? ... 

     Humor can only exist when people are still capable of recognizing some border between the important and the unimportant. And nowadays this border has become unrecognizable.

     …The longing for order is at the same time a longing for death, because life is an incessant disruption of order.

     …A long time ago a certain Cynic philosopher proudly paraded around Athens in a moth-eaten coat, hoping that everyone would admire his contempt for convention. When Socrates met him, he said: “Through the hole in your coat I see your vanity. Your dirt, too, dear sir, is self-indulgent and your self-indulgence is dirty.”
Source: https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/49277-the-worst-thing-is-not-that-the-world-is-unfree 
8.9: Life Flows with Ease When by Eckhart Tolle (125 words)
To offer no resistance to life is to be in a state of grace, ease, and lightness. This state is then no longer dependent upon things being in a certain way, good or bad. It seems almost paradoxical, yet when your inner dependency on form is gone, the general conditions of your life, the outer forms, tend to improve greatly. Things, people, or conditions that you thought you needed for your happiness now come to you with no struggle or effort on your part, and you are free to enjoy and appreciate them—while they last. All those things, of course, will still pass away, cycles will come and go, but with dependency gone there is no fear of loss anymore. Life flows with ease.

Source: https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/185511-to-offer-no-resistance-to-life-is-to-be-in 
8.10: New Circles of Life by Ralph Waldo Emerson (97 words)
The one thing which we seek with insatiable desire is to forget ourselves, to be surprised out of our propriety, to lose our sempiternal memory and to do something without knowing how or why; in short to draw a new circle. Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm. The way of life is wonderful; it is by abandonment. The great moments of history are the facilities of performance through strength of ideas, as the works of genius and religion. “A man,” said Oliver Cromwell, “never rises so high—as when he knows not whither he is going.”
Source: https://onbeing.org/blog/on-ambiguity-ralph-waldo-emerson-on-living-with-abandon/ 
8.11: Starfish by Loren Eiseley (146 words)
While wandering a deserted beach at dawn, stagnant in my work, I saw a man in the distance bending and throwing as he walked the endless stretch toward me. As he came near, I could see that he was throwing starfish, abandoned on the sand by the tide, back into the sea. When he was close enough, I asked him why he was working so hard at this strange task. He said that the sun would dry the starfish and they would die. I said to him that I thought he was foolish. There were thousands of starfish on miles and miles of beach. One man alone could never make a difference. He smiled as he picked up the next starfish. Hurling it far into the sea he said, “It makes a difference for this one.” I abandoned my writing and spent the morning throwing starfish.

Source: https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/56782 
8.12: Mystics and Paradox by Edward Viljoen (243 words)
     Mystics are women and men who, because of their practice, reach a deep understanding of the nature of being. However, they don’t necessarily become fanatical about the particular practices that open their understanding. Instead, they see their practice as one among many pathways to understanding….
     We can pick up clues about the mystical experience from elements mystics share in common, no matter that they come from different faiths. 

     …Mystics embrace paradox. Their practice makes them intensely aware of life’s paradoxes. They notice that although everything appears to be part of one unity, life contains many opposites. Everything is united, yet life is made up of endless polarities, such as good and bad, hot and cold, and so on. Mystics sense that things are not immediately what they appear to be and that focusing on the pairs of opposites distracts them from the experience of unity: they understand that reality is larger than the polar opposites that make it up. This inevitably causes them to loosen up and abandon narrow views of right/wrong, good/bad. They adopt an attitude of awe and wonder. I might put these words into the mouths of mystics: “Ordinary goodness is the norm – yet, simultaneously, humanity’s free will is capable of producing suffering.” Mystics …advise us to practice seeing beyond what can be seen with the physical eye. Close both eyes, he advised, to see with the other eye, and thereby peacefully embrace and see beyond the paradoxes of life.

Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/book-reviews/excerpts/view/28165/ordinary-goodness 
8.13: Edging the Gaps by Gina Marie Mammano (247 words)
     Funny how the Ebey’s Bluff trail starts at a cemetery, its headstones bellowing out lost names in cement brocade. It feels like beginning at the end. But somehow that seems appropriate for Annie Dillard’s words scribbled in my hand –The gaps are the thing. The gaps are the spirit’s one home... – because I find so many gaps here: the moment between life and death, …the twinkling of an eye between here and there. …The gaps are the thing.

     …Walking in a landscape of my own intentional silence, the interiors are bubbling and in constant motion. The valley below the bluff is checkered with farm fields in colors of amber and emerald. There is a joy to all of this, both the bubbling thoughts and the silence of the serene scene.

     …Moving along the edges of this bluff, I continue to notice gaps everywhere: in the space between the rustic logs of a historic blockhouse…. Spaces, spaces everywhere, and more than a drop to think. Gaps aplenty. Gaps in the human-built world. Gaps in the natural world.

     …How are the gaps home?

     …The sky above me …is a gap between earth and outer galaxy. …And I find that as I breathe –in-breath, out-breath– there is a gap poised between the drafts of air coming in and the carbon dioxide going out. At the very top of the breath, a stopping point, neither inhale nor release. Is that the spirit’s home? And why does Spirit want to live there?”
Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/book-reviews/excerpts/view/28147 
8.14: Apparent Multiplicity, Actual Unity by Rabbi Lawrence Kushner (177 words)
     And the last secret is that everything is One.

     The beginning was seeing for even one moment 
That there was something more to reality 
Than meets the eye. 
The end is seeing for even one moment 
That the apparent multiplicity 
Is in reality a unity.
     That this moment is all there is. 
That this everything is one and therefore nothing. 
That something came from nothing 
And that at this moment everything will 
Return to nothing.
     That coursing through the veins of the 
Universe at this moment is a kind of 
Light in which man and the Holy One are 
Yearning to be one. 
Hear O’ Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One.

     At night when you lie down, 
In the morning when you get up, 
When you go for a walk, 
When you stay home, 
The whisper is always the same — 
‘The Lord is One.’
Both opposing sides merge forming one One. 
And that that very yearning 
And that that simple awareness 
Will make them One. 
The Lord will be One and His Name One

Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/book-reviews/excerpts/view/25497/honey-from-the-rock 
8.15: Hip-Hop Lyrics as Sacred Texts by Toki Wright (191 words)
     There are so many young people that worship words from hip-hop music more than any scripture they could name from any religious text. So, imagine that these songs are sacred texts. What do they say? What do they say about us? What do they say about the future? What do they say about our spiritual connection? What do they say about our desires, and our beliefs? Because they do say something. If I repeat some mantra over and over again, every day, it becomes a part of me.”
     [As an example,] “Black lives are matter of fact / just as a seed is a seed on the tree of life. / What did you get a chance to learn? / Can you read or write? / Did it bear rotten fruit? / Did you get a bite?”
     “Black lives are matter of fact.” Brendan Stermer writes in response, “I adopted those words as a personal mantra and repeated them endlessly to myself throughout the chaos of the following weeks. Six simple words, but worthy of any sacred doctrine, or any teenager’s ear buds. Worthy of being chanted. Worthy of being felt.”
Source: https://onbeing.org/blog/brendan-stermer-hip-hop-lyrics-as-sacred-texts/ 
8.16: Alive in Ambiguity by Krista Tibbet (105 words)
Listening is more than being quiet while the other person speaks until you can say what you have to say. I like the language Rachel Naomi Remen uses with young doctors to describe what they should practice: “generous listening.” Generous listening is powered by curiosity, a virtue we can invite and nurture in ourselves to render it instinctive. It involves a kind of vulnerability — a willingness to be surprised, to let go of assumptions and take in ambiguity. The listener wants to understand the humanity behind the words of the other, and patiently summons one’s own best self and one’s own best words and questions.

Source: https://onbeing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/chapter-two-becoming-wise_discussion-guide.pdf 
8.17: The Most Basic Life Balance by Ragini Elizabeth Michaels (248 words)
     You need both magnificence and insignificance to steady and stabilize each other. Then you can move fluidly with the ups and downs of daily life.

The words of …Indian mystic, Sri Nisargadatta, points at a paradoxical truth: “Love tells me I am everything. Wisdom tells me I am nothing.”
    “You know this truth intuitively, although you may never have considered it relevant to your happiness or peace of mind. When you’re in love, don’t you feel like you are everything? All the distinctions between you and your loved one seem to vanish. You’re just alive, happy, and at peace with the deliciousness of the world. Ahhhh, love! Nothing can disturb you when you’re in that state.

     On the other hand, when you wake in the dead of night and find yourself gazing out the window, dumbfounded by the gazillions of stars before your eyes, it takes your breath away. In those moments, you know you’re just a tiny drop of life in a mysterious universe — insignificant and nothing at all.

     …Nisargadatta [continues], ‘Between these two, my life flows.’ Have you ever entertained the prospect that your life flows between being everything and being nothing — back and forth, again and again? Most of us haven’t. Nonetheless, it’s a stunning and rather obvious possibility.

     “Instead, we believe our lives flow between fighting and making up, hating and loving, fearing and daring, loneliness and companionship, imprisonment and freedom, avoiding pain and clinging to pleasure, feeling like somebody and nobody at all.”
Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/book-reviews/excerpts/view/22843/unflappable 
8:18: The Paradox of Procrastination by Maria Popova (245 words)
     “Live immediately,” Seneca exhorted…. “Hurrying and delaying are alike ways of trying to resist the present,” philosopher Alan Watts wrote in contemplating the art of fruitful timing. …The more we worship at the altar of productivity, the more we find ourselves lulled by the distractions of busyness, forgetting somehow that, as Annie Dillard memorably observed, “how we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.”
     Productivity, today, is the active procrastination par excellence.

     Acknowledging that procrastination befalls all of us …, Anna Deavere Smith considers its paradoxical nature: “We think of the procrastinator as lazy and inactive, but procrastination is active. Not to get all psychological and heavy on you, but procrastination is actually ‘active avoidance.’ I like the word active, because it shows just how powerful your avoidance tendencies are. …The most heavy-handed thing I can say is: If you procrastinate, you are only robbing yourself.”

     She …[continues], “The main fuel for procrastination is thought. Sometimes procrastination abounds because you really don’t have a clear idea of what you are trying to do, and where it’s going.”

     …In a sentiment evocative of Picasso’s insightful observation that “to know what you’re going to draw, you have to begin drawing,” Smith adds: “Give yourself an image of what you are trying to do, and just start. The doing gives you energy and ideas. If I swim a mile, the first half hour might be drudgery, but somewhere in the middle it catches fire.”

Source: https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/05/25/anna-deavere-smith-procrastination/ 
8.19: When We Seek Wisdom Rev. John Buehrens (199 words)
     “When we seek wisdom,” says one Native American spiritual leader, “we go up on the hill and talk to the Great Spirit, Wakan Tanka. Four days and four nights, without food and water. And we listen. And God speaks.”
     Roy Phillips …wrote…:

     “Jesus went into the desert not to kill his spirit, but to nourish it.

     “It is difficult for affluent people to understand that deprivation can be nourishing for them. They stop their ears from hearing that for those who have too much, less is sometimes more: the one remaining thing they need.

     “Jesus went into the desert, which was nobody’s domain, and came out announcing that this entire world is God’s fruitful kingdom, the arena of divine creativity, the locus of the Sacred.

     “What paradoxical creatures we are! What a mysterious realm is our world! In the dark night of the soul, some have, for the first time, been able to see the inner light. Jesus went into the desert, of all places, to find nourishment. [As Auden puts it:] ‘the garden is the only place there is/but you will not find it Until you have looked for it everywhere/and found nowhere that is not a desert...’”
Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/183792.shtml 
8.20: Delicious Ambiguity by Rev. Marisol Caballero (472 words)
     How is it that I, a minister and known skeptic, am able to a) not run around screaming that the sky is falling and, b) do my job at all? This question perplexes those belonging to religious traditions that offer comfort in the form of certainty.

     For some, answers to life’s toughest questions offer reassurance that there is order in this chaotic world and in our sometimes-chaotic lives. For others, such as myself, the Great Mystery does not cause panic, but instead eases my mind, reminding me that I don’t have to understand or know everything; that we are all just feeling our way through this life together. No one is an expert. Which, for those who expect a minister to be an expert at all things crucial and who look to clergy to get them through the most difficult days of their lives with reassuring certainties, I would definitely not be the one to call on.

     As a chaplain, I once had a patient who was dying. Though he was unable to speak, he would communicate by writing on a legal pad. He told me that he was afraid. I asked him what he was afraid of. He wrote, “I’ve never done it before…”  

    This patient was deeply Catholic, yet I knew him well enough to understand that his honesty about the unknown was more a request to witness the reality of his anxiety about the unknown, rather than to disabuse him of it. Questions of the hereafter have always struck me as the easiest to enjoy for their ambiguity. It’s almost as if I don’t want any spoilers on the surprise adventure that awaits me after I die.

     Lately, however, it seems that so much of our living world, the here and now, is more topsy-turvy than usual. It’s a human spiritual need to want to make sense out of the events of our lives. We not only want, but need life’s unexpected changes to have a deeper meaning. If not a “perfect ending” or poems that rhyme, we would at least appreciate “a clear beginning, middle, and end” every once in a while. It’s much harder to treat daily ambiguities as adventures we should face with excitement, especially as big changes seem to have a way of raining down all at once.

     The longer I live, the more I am taught the same lesson, over and over, by wildly different circumstances: the more I expect the unexpected; the more I roll with the punches of life’s tragedies and revel in life’s joys and victories; the more I give in to the reality that I am not as in charge of and cannot plan as much of this life as I would like, the more I can fully experience and even come to enjoy the deliciousness of my journey’s ambiguity.

Source: https://www.uua.org/braverwiser/delicious-ambiguity 
8:21: Healing by Rev. Adam Lawrence Dyer (250 words)
     Don’t speak to me of “healing” racism,
or “wounded souls” or the “painful hurt”
until you are willing to feel the scars
on my great-great-grandmother Laury’s back.

     Don’t speak to me of “values”
or “justice” or “righting wrongs”
until you are able to feel the heartache
of my great-grandfather Graham
whose father may have been his master.

     Don’t speak to me of “equity”
or “opportunity” or the “common good”
until you are able to hear the fear
from my grandmother Mae
as the only black woman in her college.

     Don’t speak to me of “passion”
or “longing” or “standing on the side of love”
until you know the shame
felt by my mother Edwina
mocked by teachers for the curve of her back.

     Don’t speak to me of “together”
or “understanding” or “empathy”
until you know my rage
as a young actor hearing the direction
to “be more black . . . more male.”
     The pain you are trying to heal has no real name.
This “pain” you speak of has no story;
it is anonymous, vague, and empty.

     Don’t speak to me of “healing”
for I heal the second I am ripped apart.
My wounds self-suture,
and like the clever creature I am,
I just grow new legs to outrun the pain ever faster.
It is something I have had to practice for generations,
that feel like an eternity.

     So, please don’t speak to me of “healing”
because you cannot know what healing means
until you know the hurt.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/healing 
8.22: Jesus at the Parade by Bob Janis-Dillon (154 words)
     Later there were mutterings
at the bar, and throughout the law courts,
that Jesus only showed at the gay pride parade
to love the jewel, but not the quality,
to love the potluck, but not the food,
to love the vessel, but not the wine,
to love the hot rod, but not the driver,
to love the baby, but not the drool,
to love the rock, but not the cathedral,
to love time, but not history.

     To which I say:
if you saw him on the float,
his arm cradling the jubilant and the grave,
his head thrown back in ecstasy,
harboring kisses without restraint,
if you had heard the songs
which rose among us to possess
the city’s tender hearts in common,
if you had desired as we had,
ached in the body’s soul places,
you would not so easily doubt
the divine, particular, gushing joy
that told us we were his own.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/poetry/jesus-parade 
8.23: A Knock at the Door by Ken Nye (419 words)
     A knock at the door, late morning.
The dog makes a racket, but the two stand their ground.
They are on God’s business.

     I know before I open the door what
they have to say—that God is the answer.
I pull the door open, try to be pleasant,
(but, please, don’t talk too long).
Two women, earnest, polite, sincere.
(There is a message simply in their manner.)

     They ask if I am worried about where
the world is headed.
I answer, yes, I am.
They ask me if I read the Bible.
I answer, no, I don’t.
They ask if I believe in God.
I answer, yes, I do.

     And then I become infused with
the same spirit that brought them to my door.
I say that I believe there is only one God,
worshipped in many ways,
called by many names.
I say that the God they worship
and the god I worship
are the same God.
They doubt that might be true.

     They say if I am worried about
the future of the world,
there are answers in the Bible.
I say there are answers in the Koran,
the Bhagavad Gita, the poems of Whitman.
God, I say, is the god of all
and the word of God, therefore,
is found in many places.
There is no language
that God does not speak.

     They say people should turn to God
to solve the problems of the world
instead of turning to “man.”
I say that God works through man,
that the problems of the world
can be solved only by “man,” BUT
only if God wants them solved.
They read me something from the Bible.

     Then it dawns on me: I am doing
what they came to do;
we are saying different things
but the same things;
God called them to my door,
just as God called me to speak
instead of ushering them
on their way.

     After the door is closed, I reflect:
There are people in the world
who bring their beliefs to other people’s doors
with guns and machetes in their hands.
These two gentle souls shared their hearts
and listened to me.

Wouldn’t the world be Eden itself
if we
Christians and Muslims,
Jews and Pentecostals,
Catholics and Orthodox,
all went door to door from time to time
and had conversations like this?

     “Blessed are the peace makers,
for they shall inherit the Kingdom of God.”
Oh, that we realize the door
to God’s kingdom is the one upon which
visitors knock.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/133270.shtml 
8.24: Personal Spiritual Trainers by Rev. Nathan Walker (278 words)
     When you come to me,
come not with the expectation
to have some passive clergyperson
coddle you into complacency.

No. Come to me as your PST––
your personal spiritual trainer.

     I’m serious. I want to see you move.
I want to see you root yourself in a community
Built on moral complexity and
to hold one another to the
ethic of intellectual honesty.

     I want to see you move beyond the
religious hang-ups of your broken past and
use your regenerative spirit to seize the day.

     I want to see you flex your moral muscles.
I want to see you exercise spiritual practices to the point of
training your mind and body and spirit to collaborate
as a single, integrated, and dynamic entity.

     I want to hear you articulate your beliefs.
I want to hear you articulate your faith
to the point of having some moral relevance.

     I want to know that you are
engaged in the moral issues of our time.
I want to know what makes you afraid.

     I want to know if you are cultivating
your doubts and your questions
so that when you do take a stand,
we can all trust your authenticity.

     I want to know the intricacies of
how you are treating other people.
Have you learned new ways
to better your relationships?
If so, share them.

     I want to know if you have learned to like yourself.
Have you learned to love yourself?

     I want to know if you feel alive.
I want to know if you feel like you belong,
like you feel like you matter,
because to me, you do.

     You do. Because you are my
personal spiritual trainers.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/personal-spiritual-trainers 
8.25: To Ask is to Give by Jeffrey Lockwood (402 words)

     A voice screeched gate assignments through a nerve-jangling public address system. Even if the announcements had been in English, I doubt that I’d have been able to make sense of them. But whatever was being broadcast to the cavernous waiting area of the Moscow airport prompted mobs of people to head toward the buses that shuttled passengers to the planes. I grew panicky as I realized that there was no chance of figuring out which announcement concerned my flight. Staring desperately at my boarding pass, I realized that all I had to do was find a Russian with a matching flight number and follow him. To my right was a morose old fellow whose pass was tucked into the pocket of his threadbare suit coat. To my left was salvation.

     A pretty teenager had her boarding pass stuck in the book she was reading, and the first two digits of her flight number were the same as mine. Hoping to see the numbers hidden by the edge of the page, I carefully leaned over. Sensing my movement, she turned to look at me. I pointed hopefully at my boarding pass and then at hers. To my relief, she immediately understood. But we’d attracted the attention of her parents and younger brother. When she explained my situation, her mother smiled warmly and launched into what I took to be an offer to help. I nodded, correctly guessing that I’d been temporarily adopted.

     When our flight was announced, the mother leapt to her feet and grasped me by the elbow. She ushered me toward the gate, shouting directions to the others, as the boy grabbed my backpack and the girl and her father hauled the rest of the luggage. The mother pushed through the crowd, returning scowls with her own glare and dragging me along until we’d boarded the bus. Once at the plane, I thanked her profusely, using one of the few Russian words I knew. She seemed to thank me in return. But why would she be grateful?

     One of the great blessings of travel is to be put in a position of asking help from others, to be genuinely needful of strangers. Our illusion of self-reliance evaporates as the unexpected and the unfamiliar merge into vulnerability. We offer the gift of authentic need, the opportunity for deep trust. We express to another person the most humanizing cross-cultural phrase: “Please, help me.”

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reflection/ask-give 

8.26: The Miraculous Pitcher by Barbara Rohde (430 words)

     During the hot Nebraska summers of my childhood, I spent hours, high in my treehouse, devouring the books I found in the small collection my parents had acquired from the estates of various relatives.

     One of my favorites was A Wonder Book, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s retelling of classical myths. My favorite of those stories was “The Miraculous Pitcher,” the story of Baucis and Philemon. This elderly, poor, but generous-hearted couple invite two gods, disguised as beggars, to come into their cottage to rest and eat. The gods keep asking that their bowls be replenished, and the old couple become sad and embarrassed because they know the pitcher is empty. But the gods show them otherwise. No matter how often they pour from the pitcher, it is always full.

     I suppose that as a child, what I liked was the thought of possessing such a pitcher. Much later I realized that in some sense I did. The story of the miraculous pitcher seems to be telling us that in the realm of the spirit there is no such thing as a non-renewable resource.

     That is an important concept. Most of us have it backward. For centuries we have had it backward. We have believed that material resources are infinite but the resources of the spirit need to be hoarded with care. We act as if the supply of oil can go on forever but that there are limits to the amount of love we can give away. How often I have found myself closing off from people in need because I was afraid of being spiritually drained, only to find myself in the driest of deserts.

     We have arrived at a time in our history when we are beginning to realize that this planet is our only home; we can no longer make a mess of the place where we are and then move on. A species can come to an end. Resources can be used up. All growth is not a sign of health.

But I suspect we doubt more than ever the truth in the story of the miraculous pitcher—or the loaves and the fishes. We find it hard to believe that we will find the spiritual nourishment to meet the needs of this chaotic age.

     The wisdom of the centuries and our own experience tell us otherwise. If we do not let our fears have dominion, we may discover that in the midst of pain we find inner strength, in the midst of bewilderment we find inner clarity, in the midst of nourishing another we find ourselves nourished.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reflection/miraculous-pitcher 

8.27: Monarchs and Mysteries by Rev. Jane Mauldin (332 words)

     I am frequently astonished by monarch butterflies. Delicate beyond belief, they fly thousands of miles each year from all parts of the continent to settle in the forests of South America. To my delight, their migratory route takes them along a bridge near my home. 

      A few days ago, I was driving on this bridge during their annual display of fragility and strength. As my car whipped by at over sixty miles per hour, the tiny creatures were tossed haphazardly by the winds, yet I knew there was a continual southward purpose to their struggle. 

     Much as I admired these fragile butterflies, I could not avoid hitting several of them. While orange wings smashed into my windshield, I remembered a chilling science fiction story I had read as a child. A man of the near future travels back in time to the age of the dinosaurs to sightsee in that era. Despite the tour guide’s warnings, he leaves the path in his excitement and while in the underbrush steps on and kills one tiny, fragile butterfly. When he returns to his own time, the world is horribly different: people are much crueler and an international fascist government now rules. The death of one butterfly in the distant past has changed all of world history. 

     As I travel the many miles of the bridge during the annual monarch butterfly migration, I wonder if I am wreaking any changes in the world to come. What effect do my words and deeds—both on the bridge and off—make in the environment and in the human world? Surely they do make a difference. Our kindness affects lives we will never see. Our cruelty casts ripples that may drown strangers. 

      Whether smashing butterflies or helping a friend, our actions will echo through history. We will not always know the ramifications of our deeds, but they are there. We are surely connected, one to another, and each of us to the greater world of monarchs and mystery.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/monarchs-and-mysteries 

8.28: Full of Contradictions by Rev. Bret Lortie (358 words)
     Many have noticed the powerful effects of jazz. Sharon Welch, a professor of religion at the University of Missouri, says that she has learned from jazz how to work with limits and opportunities, possibilities and ambiguity, obstacles and challenges. She says it reveals a new model for resolving conflict, even globally. “In jazz,” she says, there is a model of “responsiveness without progress or repetition, without self-abnegation or self- righteousness. As part of the cultural resources of Americans, it can lead us into a new way of resolving conflict.”

     Avant guard composer Jonathan Harvey says that “music is both emotionally intense and possessed of a deep sense of harmony.” He points to how music disproves Aristotle’s Law of the Excluded Middle, which says that a thing cannot be two things at once—The Law of the Excluded Middle, which says a thing must either be this thing or that thing and cannot exist in ambiguity. Think of how many times this dualistic notion has gotten our world into trouble. Right versus wrong. Us versus them. Evil doers versus, well, who? But music offers us an alternative, for as Harvey says, if music is to be meaningful, it must be more than one thing at a time. Beautiful and abrasive. Harmonious and dissonant. It must exist in ambiguity, or as poet John Keats put it, it must be full of “contradictions …uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.”

     … How can we, next, turn from an ethic of control, where we try to change each other and make them into us, to an ethic of risk, where we accept that we can neither undo the past nor control the future, but only exist responsibly and compassionately in the present. When we turn from an ethic of control to one of risk, we are challenged to live creatively with, as Welch puts it, “the disjunction between the clarity of our moral imperatives (justice, peace, equality) and the ambiguity of our efforts to implement those ideals in our economic and educational systems and in a foreign policy focused on diplomacy and cultural power rather than military force.”

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermon/8786.shtml 

8.29: Pro-Life and Pro-Choice by Rev. Cynthia Frado (256 words)
     I want to tell you right up-front that I am unabashedly pro-life. I am also unashamedly pro-abortion. …Some of you might consider my reproductive platform to be oxymoronic. The fact is that many of us find ourselves in this place of seemingly contradictory uncomfortableness when we are asked to articulate our position on the abortion issue. Regardless of our ambiguity, we are forced to take sides whic h can seem like a betrayal to the complexities involved. But I can assure you that it is exactly my profound sensitivity and empathy to both sides of this human conundrum that powerfully illustrates why I refuse to be narrowly defined by either side, as well as my need to have an open mind and heart when considering the struggle of women who are in procreative crisis. Life, in all of its complexities, is too precious to be regarded with any less compassion or consideration.

     Unfortunately, the rhetorical debate that has surrounded the battle for reproductive rights has created more moral paralysis than constructive answers, more heartache than hope, more alienation than understanding, more death than life. It has created an atmosphere of judgment and condemnation that has engendered more fear than trust, more silence than dialogue, more confusion than clarity. The fact is there is no comfortable platform on abortion, only a pro-active compassionate one that takes into consideration more than one limited viewpoint, more than one vital life force. To that end there is only one thing that I am not ambivalent about: I am undeniably pro-choice.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermon/8789.shtml 

8.30: Siding with Love by Rev. Lisa Friedman (328 words)
     You never know when the moment of decision will come. Perhaps it is on the school playground, when you see the class bully picking on a new victim. Or standing in the check-out line at the grocery store behind a young mother whose screaming child has her at her wits end. Or at a staff forum at work when your pledge to take some unpaid leave days could help save a coworker’s job.

     Such moments come in different ways to each of us, but they do come. They remind us that the decisions we make in our day to day lives do make a difference. They point out the ongoing choices we make between standing uncomfortably on the sidelines of our messy world, unsure of what to do, and acting deliberately in small but concrete ways to help create a kinder, more compassionate reality. They return us to the powerful truth that in critical times it is possible to stand on the side of love, and, in the mystic's words, “to help its mighty power to surge upward and surmount every obstacle” by defending, supporting, and advocating for each other as if we all were equals in our humanity.

     Or do they? After all, are we fallible human beings really that powerful? If siding with love is so significant, then why isn’t the world a better place already? Don’t most people already think of themselves as siding with love? Or at least as much love as they can manage, given that most of us cannot live as saints?

     It is a spiritual paradox. It is precisely because we live in a world which knows the evils of greed and violence and the seas of human indifference that we understand just how sacred it is when our acts of love and compassion actually triumph. And it is precisely because we live in a world which knows such triumphs that we cannot fully give up hope on our imperfect humanity.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermon/siding-with-love 

8.31: Fear or Care by Zach Norris (257 words)
     There are two ways to think about safety. There is a fear-based way and a care-based way.

     The fear-based model defines safety only in terms of being free from crime and criminals, which is limited, and limiting... what I call the "framework work of fear" employs four key elements: systematic deprivation, extensive and expensive systematic suspicion, cruel punishment, and often permanent isolation from the rest of society.

     The framework of fear has led to the traumatization of not just the individuals who have been targeted, dehumanized, and criminalized, but the traumatization of entire communities, unfathomable devastations that will be decades in the reckoning. Because trauma is as much a chief cause of violence, as the result of violence, our current for fear-based system paradoxically generates more harm than it prevents, in never-ending cycles of trauma.

     This moment presents the opportunity to take action toward a culture of caring and policies of caring.

     A culture of care prevents many harms from happening in the first place, by investing in a social safety net (resources), by building our capacity to relate to one another across difference (relationships), and by increasing our sense of “skin in the game" with more vibrant engagement on every level...Care-based safety also means we address harms in ways that hold people accountable and bring about healing (accountability).

     Safety is not tied to our capacity to watch our neighbors, but rather based on our capacity to truly look out for one another… We are safer when we act together then when we let ourselves be divided.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/culture-care 

8.32: The Paradox of Proximity by Zach Norris (199 words)
     If there’s no such thing as a Bad Guy out there somewhere, then it’s clear why our fear-based system of dehumanization is failing to keep us safe: we can’t get to lasting safety by insulating ourselves from mythical external threats with border walls; we can’t get to real safety by expelling or confining certain kinds of people, like the mythical "super-predator." The paradox of proximity means that the real threats are not coming from a few “bad apples"; they come simultaneously from powerful massive institutions that we all have a hand in upholding, and they come from within our own communities and families. We can’t run from ourselves. The answer to safety is always closer rather than farther away. Only together can we create safety.

     In order to truly be safe, we are going to have to transcend the mythical divisions of Us versus Them. We will have to bridge the divides and build relationships. There is no Them, there’s only We. And that We, the fabric of American society, is always evolving and expanding. Rather than hold onto a fixed notion of who We the People are, we have to embrace what john powell calls “a bigger We.” 

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/only-together-can-we-create-safety 

8.33: Moving Forward by Sitting and Staying by Rev. Elizabeth Stevens (374 words)
     “Are you sitting down?” These were not words I wanted to hear at the end of a day spent sheltering in place due to an active shooter situation in my small town—the second in ten years. But I sat down, took a deep breath, and began my journey alongside the friends and family of one of the victims, alongside a congregation and a community that had experienced a terrifying, confusing, inexplicable loss. I also began a journey through my own trauma and grief.

     Six adults sitting in a circle comfort and listen to a seventh person, who appears distressed.

Traumatic experiences, by definition, make us feel overwhelmed, out of control, disconnected, and uncomprehending. Pain and grief are not pleasant feelings, either. I’m often tempted to travel as fast as I can through these uncomfortable places, but trauma defies my attempts to rush.

     In the weeks and months following the shooting, I stayed in the midst of the pain by letting go of my need for control and tolerating the feelings of powerlessness. Healing wasn’t an intellectual process, but an embodied unfolding. I gave myself the space to be baffled and broken-hearted; to lament. I held space for other confused and grieving people, bearing witness to one another in love and celebrating the miraculous ways that together, we discovered a deeper resilience and a greater wisdom.

     The paradox is this: the only way I’ve been able to move through trauma—my own or those of the ones I love—is to sit and stay. When I create space for what is real (however incomprehensible and heartbreaking and unbearably painful), my spirit heals. When I do this in community, I discover a deeper wisdom and a greater resilience. Somehow, the things that are too much to bear alone are bearable together.

     Five years later, I got another “are you sitting down?” call. This one came when I was a continent away, supporting my mother after my stepfather’s death. “Do you need me to come home?” I asked.

     “No,” said the voice on the other end of the line, a member of our lay pastoral ministry team. “You taught us how to do this. We'll sit and stay and hold the space until you get back.”

Source: https://www.uua.org/braverwiser/bearable-together 

8.34: Alone, Then Together by Rev. John Buehrens (114 words)
…The paradox of grief and mourning. Grieving we each do alone. We each do it in our own way. No one else can do it for us. Often, we’re tempted, in grief, to pull inward, protecting memories and feelings that seem wounded and torn. But Jesus said, “Blessed are those who mourn.” And that’s something we do together, whenever we share those feelings. Then, we’re not alone. Then, we enter into the deepest communion known to humankind—the fellowship of those who've known the mark of pain, of vulnerability. And in learning that were not alone, we are blessed, with a continued caring in which we’re deeply connected, in which we encounter something immortal.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermon/183787.shtml 

8.35: The Paradox of Forgiveness by Rev. John Buehrens (218 words)
     “Forgiveness,” said Reinhold Niebuhr, “is a possibility only for those who know that they are not good, who feel themselves in need of...mercy, who live in a dimension deeper and higher than that of moral idealism, who feel themselves as well as their fellow [human beings] convicted of sin by a holy God and know that the differences between the good [person] and the had [person] are insignificant in [God’s] sight.”

     We may not be sinful by nature. Much less born into the world by a sinful process. But we are born into a world in which the manifold sins of oppression, pollution, exploitation, racism, sexism, and other narcissisms are all present before we arrive. Such sin is not original with us; we do not choose it. But it traps us.

     And here is the paradox: until we accept the deep truth that we all share this condition; we may be trapped indeed. Trapped in pride and illusion. Only in humbly accepting that we share this condition even with those who have wronged us can we forgive others and allow ourselves to be forgiven. As C. S. Lewis said, “The first step toward being humble is to admit that one is proud. And that’s a biggish step, too.” Yet it is another necessary condition for forgiveness to occur.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermon/183791.shtml 

8.36: From Freedom from to Freedom for by Rev. Scott Alexander (298 words)
     At one point in her novel Fly Away Home, American writer Marge Piercy has a mother say of her daughters: “The girls had been raised Unitarian [Universalist], which seemed a nice, sensible compromise between having no religion at all and having to lie about what we believed. Enough religion to be respectable but not enough to get in the way.”

     …Rev. Charles Magistro …[writes,] “I’m amused by the view that it's easy to be a Unitarian Universalist. It's as easy to be a UU as it is to search the murky waters of life without sure charts to guide us or any guarantee that we will find a safe port in which to put down anchor. It's as easy to be a Unitarian Universalist as it is to overcome the natural fear of the unknown and venture forth with nothing to sustain us save our zest for living and our hunger for new experience and new knowledge. Our way in religion is not the way of ease. We are called to be sailors. For many worlds exist waiting to be discovered. And not the least of them are within ourselves. It takes much persistence, courage and curiosity to look into our own depths, to come to terms with the twin mysteries of being alive and having to die, to see ourselves in new and larger ways without being dishonest about our limitations. We have only begun to discover our potential.”

     Unitarian Universalism does not give you freedom from religion; it gives you freedom for religion. Here is the great paradox of our faith.

     Being a Unitarian Universalist does not give you freedom “to believe anything you want;” it gives you rather the freedom to search for and find those beliefs from which your heart and soul cannot escape!

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermon/183412.shtml 

8.37: The Magic Penny Paradox by Rev. Richard Davis (238 words)
     Speaking of salvation, Jesus and a host of other spiritual luminaries have weighed in on the subject with some counterintuitive and paradoxical wisdom. In a nutshell, it is this: “Don’t focus on saving yourself (however you may conceive salvation, and there are many ways people seek to save their own skins, either in this world or the next). Focus on serving, saving, helping others. For if you try to save yourself, you lose yourself, yet if you seek to save others, you save both the other and yourself.”

     Why is this so? If you are only thinking of yourself you will fall into the trap of the mindset of selfishness, which deludes you into thinking you are the most important thing in the whole universe. It’s idolatry—the worship of a false god, namely oneself. And this worship of self above all else sustains an illusion of separateness, the idea that we’re isolated beings. And feeling isolated, we are cut off from the rest of life—out there on our own, having to fend for ourselves. But when we seek to save others—with our love and our compassion we become aware of our connectedness to the larger whole. Or, as Malvina Reynolds puts it in the Song “The Magic Penny:” “Love is something if you give it away, give it away, give it away. Love is something if you give it away. You end up having more.”

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermon/184081.shtml 

8.38: The Paradox of Stability by Rev. John Buehrens (267 words)
     In one of Isak Dinesen’s Last Tales, a character is made to point out that "there are many things in life which a human being ...may attain by personal endeavor. But there exists a true humanity which will ever remain a gift, and which is to be accepted by one human being as it is given ...by a fellow human being. The one who gives has [in turn] been a receiver. In this way, link by link, a chain is made from land to land and from generation to generation. Rank, wealth and nationality in this matter all go for nothing. The poor and downtrodden can hand over the gift to kings, and kings will pass it onto their favorites at Court or to an itinerant dancer in their city.... Strange and wonderful it is to consider how in such community we are bound to foreigners whom we have never seen and to dead men and women whose names we have never heard and shall never hear, more closely even than if we were all holding hands."

     I believe that one name for this paradoxical gift, this grace that all can receive, accept, and pass on, but none ever fully possess or embody, is stability. 

     The paradox of stability is well captured in a Buddhist parable Merton loved to tell. Two monks are arguing about a flag. "The flag is moving," says the first monk. "No," says the second monk, "the wind is moving." Their abbot, the sixth patriarch of the Zen tradition, happens by, and says, "Not the wind, not the flag; but mind is moving."

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermon/183798.shtml 

9.0: Extinguishing the Chalice

9.1: We extinguish this flame by Elizabeth Selle Jones (30 words)

We extinguish this flame but not the light of truth, the warmth of community, or the fire of commitment. These we carry in our hearts until we are together again.

Source: SLT #456
9.2: Carry the Flame by Rev. Brian Kiely (53 words)

The Chalice is now extinguished, but its light lives on in the minds and hearts and souls of each one of you. Carry that flame with you as you leave this place and share it with those you know, with those you love, and most especially, with those you have yet to meet.

Source: http://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/carry-flame
9.3: A Guiding Light by Rev. Martha Munson (33 words)

We extinguish the chalice here that it might glow gently in our hearts.

May it light your path as you leave this place.

May it guide your way until we are together again.

Source: http://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/6049.shtml
9.4: Daring Vision by Rev. Maureen Killoran (31 words)

We extinguish this chalice flame,

daring to carry forward the vision of this free faith,

that freedom, reason and justice

will one day prevail in this nation and across the earth.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-lighting/daring-vision
9.5: It Becomes More by Rev. Amy Zucker Morgenstern (44 words)

     When we take fire from our chalice, it does not become less.

It becomes more.

     And so we extinguish our chalice, but we take its light and warmth with us,

multiplying their power by all of our lives, and sharing it with the world.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/it-becomes-more
9.6: The Work We Share by Rev. Krista Taves (54 words)

It is our work, shared with each other in covenant,

That creates and sustains this beloved community.

We extinguish this chalice, but its light lives on

in the directions we have chosen today.

The light of this faith lives on in us, together,

in our hearts, minds, bodies and spirits.

Amen and Blessed Be.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-extinguishing/work-we-share
9.7: As Breath to Song by Becky Laurent (33 words)
As flame is to spirit, so spirit is to breath, and breath to song. Though we extinguish the flame in this sanctuary, may we tend it in our hearts until we meet again.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-extinguishing/breath-song
9.8: Kindle New Sparks by Debra Burrell (36 words)
We have basked in the warmth and beauty of this flame and this community.

As the chalice flame is extinguished, let us carry its glow within.

Let us kindle new sparks within these walls and beyond.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-extinguishing/kindle-new-sparks
9.9: Shape a New World by Rev. Rolfe Gerhardt (60 words)

We extinguish this flame, a mere wisp of matter in process, almost as insubstantial as the thought of it. Yet our civilization has harnessed the power of such a flame to drive and shape a new world. So may it be with the power of our thoughts, that in truth and love they may drive and shape a new world.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/6050.shtml 

9.10: This Is the Message of Our Faith by Rev. Maureen Killoran (49 words)
Worship Associate: This is the message of our faith

Congregation (left): To act with passion in the face of injustice.

Congregation (right): To love with courage in the midst of life’s pain.

Worship Associate: This is the meaning of our chalice flame.

All: May it empower our hearts until we are together again.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-extinguishing/message-our-faith 

10.0: Closing Words

10.1: Cherish Your Doubts by Rev. Dr. Michael Schuler (84 words)
     Cherish your doubts, for doubt is the servant of truth.

     Question your convictions, for beliefs too tightly held strangle the mind and its natural wisdom.

     Suspect all certitudes, for the world whirls on—nothing abides.

     Yet in our inner rooms full of doubt, inquiry and suspicion, let a corner be reserved for trust.

     For without trust there is no space for communities to gather or for friendships to be forged.

     Indeed, this is the small corner where we connect—and reconnect—with each other.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/6006.shtml 
10.2: The Lifelong Goal by Rev. David Hicks MacPherson (59 words)
To wish for compassion
To pray for courage
To experience doubt
To bear sorrow
To strive for sureness—
All these are qualities
For which each of us
Should be grateful.
But to feel a genuine fellowship
For the whole human family,
To act
So that our empathy
Is evident
Wherever we go—
That’s the object.
That’s the life-long goal.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/183786.shtml 
10.3: We All Emerge by Eric Williams (37 words)
We all emerge from
Dwell within
Are transformed by
And called back to Love.

May your mind be humbled before this Mystery.
May your heart grow hopeful by it.
May you be sustained by this Love always.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/benediction/we-all-emerge 
10.4: Because of those who came before by Rev. Barbara Pescan (48 words)
Because of those who came before, we are;
in spite of their failings, we believe;
because of, and in spite of, the horizons of their vision,
we, too, dream.

Let us go remembering to praise,
to live in the moment,
to love mightily,
to bow to the mystery.

Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/183062.shtml 
11.0: Sermons

11.1: Both / And by Rev. Fred Small (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,325 words)
     Paradox. Truth in apparent contradiction.

     “Live at the empty heart of Paradox,” the Sufi poet Rumi. “I’ll dance there with you, cheek to cheek.”
     Paradox is the soul of religion. If your religion can’t handle paradox, it’s not religion. It’s anesthesia.

     Religion must be paradoxical because reality is paradoxical.

     According to quantum physics, subatomic matter behaves like a wave and like a particle at the same time. Humanity as a whole and each one of us is at once noble and brutish, peaceful and violent, generous and selfish, kind and cruel. We are separate from nature and part of nature. We are separate from God and part of God. We are perfect and flawed, saved and damned, already broken and already whole.

     Yes, the Psalms of David sung and celebrated by Jews and Christians and Muslims say, “Let those who love the Lord hate evil.” But they also say, “Blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven.”
     …Jews understand paradox. The great Yiddish writer Shalom Aleichem told the story of two men deadlocked in argument. They bring their dispute to the local rabbi. After listening to the first man’s long complaint against the other, the rabbi says, “You are right.”
     When he hears the second man’s impassioned rebuttal, the rabbi says, “You are right.”
     The rabbi’s wife, overhearing, protests, “They can’t both be right!” The rabbi turns to his wife and says, “You know, you, too, are right.” Christianity is founded on paradox.

     Christianity says Jesus was at once human and divine, that God is at once Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, that communion bread and wine is not just bread and wine, but also the body and blood of Jesus Christ.

     “How often should I forgive?” Peter asks Jesus. “As many as seven times?” Jesus answers, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.”
     And then Jesus launches into a parable about a slave whose master forgives his crushing debt. But then the same slave refuses to forgive a debt owed to him by another. When the master finds out, he’s so angry at the unforgiving slave that he reinstates his debt and orders the slave tortured until he pays it.

     Jesus says, “So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”
     Now that’s paradox! God will not forgive our lack of forgiveness.

     St. Francis of Assisi prayed paradoxically: “For it is in giving that we receive, it is in pardoning that we are pardoned, and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.”
     His prayer echoes the paradoxical Tao te Ching: “If you want to become whole, let yourself be partial. If you want to become straight, let yourself be crooked. If you want to become full, let yourself be empty. If you want to be reborn, let yourself die. If you want to be given everything, give everything up.”
     The Christian philosopher G. K, Chesterton wrote: “Love means to love that which is unlovable, or it is no virtue at all; forgiving means to pardon the unpardonable, or it is no virtue at all; faith means believing the unbelievable, or it is no virtue at all; And to hope means hoping when things are hopeless, or it is no virtue at all.”
     Paradox.

     We know it. We live it every day of our lives. And yet we resist it.

     Certainty is so seductive. The mind and spirit can take only so much confusion and disorientation. We yearn for solid ground on which to stand firm. We search for it in religious dogma, political ideology, cults, gangs, sports teams, brand names, corporate logos. Red Sox rock. Yankees do something else.

     Barack Obama is the messiah. Rush Limbaugh is the antichrist. Or vice versa.

I’m a product of my conditioning. I am fully responsible for everything I do. We should celebrate diversity. We should treat everyone the same.

     Race does not exist.  Race is crucial.

     It’s all about race. It’s all about class. It’s all about gender. It’s all about sexual orientation. It’s all about age. It’s all about physical ability. It’s all about God.

Not either/or. Both/and.

      Nowhere is paradox more important than in contemplating the ultimate mystery sometimes called divine.

     “Why dost thou prate of God?” demanded Meister Eckhart, the 14th-century mystic. “Whatever thou sayest of Him is untrue.”
     Because God transcends language, language always fails in describing God. We can only hint at the divine indirectly through contradiction, misdirection, and metaphor.

     As Christian theologian Sallie McFague reminds us, all theology is metaphor, and metaphor is always paradoxical. Something is and is not the metaphor we use to describe it. When we say “love is a drug” and “football is war” and “politics is a horse race,” we’re saying that each of these things is and is not what we’ve just called it.

     And so it is with God the Father, Mother, spirit, friend, eagle, tree, ocean, universe. Is. Is not. Both/and.

     Nicholas of Cusa, the 15th-century Catholic Cardinal, mathematician, and astronomer, wrote that in seeking God: “I observe how needful it is for me to enter the darkness and to admit the coincidence of opposites, beyond all the grasp of reason, and there to seek the Truth, where impossibility meeteth us.”
     Unitarian Universalism, I am proud and chagrined to say, is full of paradox.

We are a religion without a creed, a faith without agreement that God even exists, an elite that champions democracy.

     We affirm “the inherent worth and dignity of every person” and “respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.” We insist upon compassion and justice. We revere “teachings which call us to respond to God’s love by loving our neighbors as ourselves” and “teachings which counsel us to heed the guidance of reason and the results of science.”
     We have no saints, but we do have the poet Mary Oliver, surely the next best thing. “To live in this world,” she writes, “you must be able to do three things: to love what is mortal; to hold it against your bones knowing your own life depends upon it; and, when the time comes to let it go, to let it go.”
     Paradox.

     It’s like a koan, one of those riddles Zen masters use to blow the mind and shatter the ego. What is the sound of one hand clapping? What was your original face before your mother and father were born?  Does a dog have Buddha nature?

     When we surrender to paradox, we are left with humility and awe at the mystery of it

all.

     We dwell in what John Keats called Negative Capability, where we are “capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.”
     Appreciating paradox does not incapacitate. Unitarian Universalists demand respect for the inherent worth and dignity of every person. We defend the interdependent web of all existence.  We stand on the side of love.

     But we know that those who oppose us also have inherent worth and dignity. They are bound to us and we to them by the interdependent web of all existence. As we stand on the side of love, we remember that love takes no side. “It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.”
     Paradox.

     Our world is not a child’s nursery of bright primary colors. It’s a shadow land of nuance and ambiguity, a dappled world not of always and because, but of sometimes and somehow.

     And therein lies its tragic, unutterable beauty.

     …Be ours a religion of paradox, a tabernacle of ambiguity, a shrine to dappled things. For we see through a glass darkly. The light reaches us muted, refracted, sometimes barely at all.

     May we who dwell here worship and sing and quarrel and make up and rejoice together. May we live in the world and reach for the light. Both/and.

11.2: The New Atheism by Rev. Lynn Strauss (excerpt, full text no longer online) (1,490 words)
     “We need not think alike to love alike”, these words of 16th century Unitarian martyr, Francis David are the core of my sermon this morning.

     For it is my firm belief that what is most meaningful and most unique about Unitarian Universalism is that we do not think alike.

      The very source of my faith is religious community…and its most salient energy is the creative power of love that moves in and among us. Definitions of what we believe matter little when we are held in and living from Universal Love.

     Thus, I consider myself to be a religious humanist. I define God, (which I think of as holy and sacred energy) as Universal Creative Love. And I see it, I feel it, I try to plant it, everywhere.

     …This country founded for religious freedom, none the less, was in its earliest days strongly Christian and the religious debate regarding the nature of God and of Jesus crossed the ocean with the Pilgrims.

     With the 18th century Enlightenment and the scientific advances of the 19th century more people came to question the Bible and the idea of a God who continued to act in history.

     Amid the tragic horrific wars of the 20th century, the optimism of liberal belief-in-progress darkened, and God was declared dead by some. Humanism and atheism grew in numbers. 

     Humanists are either secular or religious. Secular humanists find meaning and hope only in human achievement and the human spirit. Religious Humanists hold a similar hope in humanity alongside of openness to something more, something larger and encompassing humanity.

     Still in America today, we are still considered a Christian nation, so much so that it takes courage to say aloud, “I am an atheist, I don’t believe in God.” So much so that Jews and Buddhists, Muslims and many, many other groups feel marginalized.

     And in recent decades fundamentalist and evangelical Christian voices have silenced not only atheists, but also liberal Christians.

     And the basic separation of church and state has been at risk.

      Atheist defenders, often scientists, like Daniel Dennett and Richard Dawkins went on the attack against the fundamentalists.

     Lines were drawn. Their arguments suffered. Hopefully, those days are past.

     And there is something on the recent horizon called the new atheism. It seems a less strident, less evangelical atheism.

     The two authors that I read seem to be searching—rather than being closed and separate, they are interested in connection. They are asking questions of a spiritual nature like religious humanists and church-going atheist Unitarian Universalists do.

     They seem to agree that we need not think alike to love alike.

     Atheism is a form of humility. So says contemporary French philosopher, Andre’ Comte-Sponville in his Little Book of Atheist Spirituality. Comte-Sponville comes to this conclusion while considering the pettiness, hatreds, and egoisms of humans. How could a perfect God create such imperfect creatures, he asks…and why? He writes: “Faced with the flagrant mediocrity of our species, how can we believe it was made by an infinitely perfect Creator?”
     Humility is, for me, a pre-requisite for any belief system, religious or otherwise. Human triumphalism or religious fundamentalism lead toward destructive hubris. And really, certainty has little place in Unitarian Universalist scholarship. So, humility is good, whatever the cause or form.

     In theological and philosophical thought, it is also good to look for and consider paradox.

     So join me now in consideration of immensity and intimacy.

     The question is often asked, why do Unitarian Universalists come to church? … and more particularly why do atheists come to church?

     …Wherever we might be on the theological spectrum, I believe that we are all here for the immensity and the intimacy.

      I believe we all are here because we need something to take us to immensity, to a life out-of-self, to a time out-of-time, to an experience of being filled, as Kendyl Gibbons says with the deepest reality of what we are. It’s so hard to get there just on our own.

     And I believe that we often arrive at this experience of being filled, this awareness of the immensity of the All or absolute of life there through relationship, through intimacy, with a little help from our friends.

      It matters little what brand of Unitarian Universalism we follow, we all long for something to take us to the immensity – to a deeper understanding of what it means to be human, that experience that contains the All of life.

     Different ideas, different beliefs, different rituals, different approaches to relationship and to exploration of life work for different people. People are nothing if not unique.

     …That’s why we offer many paths. But we all seek to be open to the depth questions. Many of us do our seeking outdoors under a blue sky, or through meditation or in physical adventure, or in relationships of love. We seek for an experience of oceanic feeling or at-one-ness. An intimacy within immensity. There is within humans, an urge toward inner knowledge and an openness toward the All of Life. It is the urge, the desire, to live as fully human as possible.

     This urge can be called spiritual action or religious living. The outward signs might be pietism, or ethics or morality or serenity, or mysticism. But it is, I think, the same urge.

     Most of the time we live in the mundane world of everyday routine, but if we deepen our awareness we might, when taking a walk or sitting with a friend, we might stumble on the surprise, the revelation, the enchanting fact, that there is something and not nothing, that we are and life is that the truth of existence is immense and we a part of it.

     There’s nothing supernatural about it. There’s no need to bring God into it. Neither is there good reason to deny or resist it. We are humbled and grateful in the knowledge of immensity and the intimacy of our place within it.

     It surprised me to find that both of the books I read on the New Atheism made a case for atheism as a path of spirituality. One, “Living Without God” by Ronald Aronson, stressed the action/reflection of justice work and the other, “The Little Book of Atheist Spirituality”by Andre’ Comte-Sponville,the emptying meditation of Buddhism.

     Comte-Sponville arrived, at the end of his philosophic reflections, with the famous quote of Nietzsche, “I am a mystic and believe in nothing.”
     The good news is that the conversation has moved beyond explaining or defending atheism. It has moved beyond attacking theists. The religious fundamentalists are no longer in charge of national policy. Separation of church and state may still need protecting and atheists may still be misunderstood, but now atheists can turn toward a consideration of what it means to live with depth—without a belief in the supernatural.

     The paradox which I suggested earlier is this: one cannot move toward experiences of immensity except through intimacy.

     Depth, meaning, living with spirit, living for a higher purpose, living as humanly as we are able is a possibility, a gift a grace accessible only through relationship, which means only through risk and vulnerability. We cannot get there alone.

     The relationship we seek might be with nature, to open to the beauty and impact of a sunrise or a meteor shower we must be vulnerable…open our heart, stand and lift our face to the sky.

     I believe every moment holds the possibility of this kind of communion.

     Because I am a part of the immense All of Life, I can commune and connect in intimate relationship with every other part of the All. Nothing is outside of Life. All is contained within all and the creation of moments of communion is possible.

     Sometimes I call this possibility holiness or sacredness.

     …Experience of the immensity has been a blessing of my adult life.

     And finding my way to Unitarian Universalism has opened ever more possibilities. And ever deeper relationships.

     Remember, the quote … “theism is a form of humility.” Well I think being Unitarian Universalism in all of our disguises is a form of humility because we confess that we don’t know, we admit that we are in search, we let the world know that we are uncertain, without authority, open to new revelation, confused and unsure of where we stand.

     And though I hope this reasoned, evolved stance of our faith brings us to humility, I also hope we realize its’ power.

     It is no small thing to be a theologically diverse faith tradition. It is no small thing to welcome people from all religious backgrounds and to ask them to add their wisdom to our collective understanding. It is no small thing to risk traveling toward immensity and intimacy together when we know we speak different languages.

     …Unitarian martyr, Francis David, said…”We need not think alike to love alike.” So let us love one another as we celebrate and explore the immensity and the intimacy.

11.3: Paradox and Wonderment by Rev. Lisa Bovee-Kemper (Excerpt, full text no longer online) (Note: Fred Phelps died on March 19, 2014) (1,160 words)
     [When it happened,] …social media and news outlets were peppered with announcements and commentary stating that Fred Phelps had been admitted into hospice, and was “at the edge of death.” Fred Phelps is known for being the leader of the infamous Westboro Baptists, who picket funerals and other events holding characteristic signs with large block letters rudely blaming most of the country’s ills on homosexuals. He did, in fact, die later in the week.
     …The commentary ranged from, “good riddance, now we can picket him!” to “I will not give my time or energy to this person, alive or dead.” to “maybe we should be grateful to him for bringing such an extremist position—and making the middle ground more attractive.” And I found myself wondering how to hold in my own heart the two truths that I saw:

     The first is that Fred Phelps preached hate and intolerance. His rhetoric was surely responsible for suicides and hate crimes, for children being thrown out and disowned, and countless other awful things.

     The second, though, is that Fred Phelps was a human being. A person with inherent worth. And we do not give up our inherent worth when we do awful things. And I think that the reason that this is true has more to do with us than it does with Phelps himself. They say that holding onto anger and resentment is like drinking poison and expecting your enemy to die—when we allow ourselves to hate a person—even when that person quite seriously deserves our animosity—we do not harm that person by hating them, but we harm our own heart, our own spirit.

     And it’s even more complicated than we might think. According to the Topeka Capital-Journal, in the mid-50s, Phelps was reportedly the only lawyer in Topeka, Kansas who would take anti-discrimination cases related to school segregation after the Brown vs. the Board of Education decision. Really?! Apparently in the 80s, he was recognized for his work for civil rights. I don’t know what caused him to shift his focus to demonizing the LGBT community, but that’s not the point here. The point is to illustrate the dramatic complexity we can see in a single human being. Political columnist Matthew Rozsa says, “It is in our nature to believe that there is an impermeable dichotomy between what makes one person a ‘hero’ and another one a ‘villain.’ … Yet Phelps’ life proves not only that they can co-exist, but that they often spring from the same source.”
     We are constantly alive in the midst of paradox. We work hard to make sense of the world around us, which is constantly changing and endlessly complex.

     John Keats is well known for his coining of the phrase “negative capability” which is when a person “is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.” He called it the distinction of a Man of Achievement (capital M, capital A), or the Thinking Man (capital T, capital M)—which I interpret more inclusively as any person who seeks to be reflective—any person who seeks to understand the world around them more deeply.

    This distinction—the ability to rest in the midst of uncertainty, mystery and doubt without trying to explain things—is quite challenging. I agree with Keats, though. It has been said that the human capacity to reason is the thing that sets us apart from other mammals—but I tend to agree more with those who suggest that our capacity for empathy sets us apart. And an ability to empathize, perhaps, relies on one’s ability to sit in that space of unknowing, of inaction. Of deep listening. And deep feeling.

     So the work of the thinking person—which I would also describe as the work of the religious community—is to rest in the midst of uncertainty, mystery and doubt without trying to explain things. This is not an easy feat, of course, because we humans have a need to explain things—it’s natural, of course. But living in the uncertainty can be its own spiritual practice.

    In a literary sense, the purpose of a paradox is to point out a truth; however, Phelps is not a literary trope, but a real-life example. His is the kind of paradox that is so hard to reconcile—because his good works and his hate speech have both happened on the national stage. Phelps is not someone we know intimately, so we don’t get to know the true complexity of his experience—and either way, the last three decades of his life were spent spreading hate.

     So why not side with the commenters who said, “I won’t give this man any more of my time or energy?” Why pay attention? What do we gain from allowing ourselves to see the complexity of this particular human life?

     We ignore the complexity at our peril. When we allow ourselves to see the whole picture of a human life, we are more able to understand that our own choices have the potential to be both life-giving and harmful. I don’t know what Phelps’ motivation was for his civil rights work. And neither do I truly know what his motivation was for his hate speech. But I know that his actions caused pain and suffering to many. Your life and my life are generally played out on a much smaller stage, and our choices tend not to be so dramatically positive or negative. Nonetheless, we are capable of both hurtful and healing choices.

     An essay about Keats suggests that it is easy for us to respond to uncertainty and mystery with tension and restlessness—which causes conflict. Keats’ framing of negative capability is a positive one, which calls us to refuse the conflict and embrace the creativity that can come from these challenging experiences.

     …So we sit in the uncertainty. And we add our own interpretation to our experience. And we find the generative and creative energy that comes when we don’t fight the discomfort of the paradox.

     When we allow ourselves to sit in the mystery without reaching to fix it or understand it immediately, we can look at a situation with curiosity instead of fear.

     And when we approach our lives, especially the difficult parts, with curiosity, it is easier to face the unknown. 
     …Life is full of ambiguity—and we have an opportunity to cultivate our “willingness to embrace uncertainty, live with mystery, and make peace with [it].” Negative capability offers us a way to approach paradox and move through to curiosity—to approach the world around us with wonderment and openness. … “Does anyone ever realize life while they live it…every, every minute?” And we have the opportunity now to realize our lives, every, every minute.

     …You are a paradox, an untapped reservoir of possible outcomes. And our work is to reflect and engage in the work of becoming. Together. May it be so.

11.4 Living with Contradictions by Rev. Bruce Bode (Excerpt, full text at https://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermon/living-with-contradictions) (834 words)

     …I [once] read a book that I've never discussed with anyone, but which has stayed with me and intrigued me all this time. Titled Religions of America and edited by Leo Rosten, it is an attempt to describe as clearly and as concisely as possible the variety of religious faiths in America. One chapter, written by scientist, mathematician, and educator, Dr. Warren Weaver, is titled The Religion of a Scientist.
     Dr. Weaver's approach to religion was influenced by a principle from science called "the principle of complementarity." This was a principle developed by physicist Niels Bohr to try to describe the nature of the elementary units of light—electrons and photons. Under some experimental conditions, these units behaved as though they were particles, but under other experimental conditions they behaved as though they were waves.

      Well, which was correct? Were they particles or were they waves? To the conventional physicist they could not be both; they had to be one or the other. But Niels Bohr said they were both. He said the observer and the circumstances of the observer make a difference, and so you need a "principle of complementarity" to understand the nature of light.

     He said that under some observational circumstances the units of light must be considered particles, and under other circumstances they must be considered waves. By accepting the two contradictory descriptions and viewpoints you have a more complete picture of light than you do by either one alone.

     In other words, he said the two viewpoints both contradict and complement each other. Both sets of information, even though they contradict each other, must be accepted as equally valid. One must learn to look at them as complementing each other, even though at first it may pain the mind to do so. We have to learn to live with the contradiction. This is the principle of complementarity—the principle of complementary perspectives.

     Dr. Weaver said applying this principle of complementarity to religion both sustained and liberated him. He said that in religion, too: “If I ask a question from one point of view, I will have one answer; but sometimes if I ask the same question from another and quite different point of view, I may very well have a second answer. The second answer may be inconsistent with the first, but it can be viewed as complementing the first, even though it is contradictory. And the two answers together, will provide a richer, truer picture than either separately.”
     So, for example, when Dr. Weaver asks himself about the nature of God from two different points of view, he receives two different answers. When he asks the question within an impersonal, intellectual framework he finds it satisfying to say that God represents the impersonal law, order, and design of things which run on their own…, a kind of deistic position.

     On the other hand, when he is frightened, or concerned about the safety of his loved ones, or wrestling with personal problems, or emotionally moved by a well-remembered hymn, then his view of God is paradoxically different. God is no longer impersonal design and law, but God is personal, the ever-dependable friend, the loving and protecting parent.

     Dr. Weaver says these two concepts seem inconsistent and contradictory. But they arise, he says, under mutually exclusive circumstances and can be viewed as complementary. We don't have to choose one to the exclusion of the other. And that provides a richer, a more complete, and a more deeply satisfying approach to life.

     …This idea of complementary perspectives has stayed with me—this idea of simply letting seemingly opposing and contradictory positions dangle in my mind, and of not feeling compelled to reconcile them into one consistent system or to decide for one over the other, but instead, trying to hold the value of each.

     …The complementarity principle holds that we do not have to choose just one belief out of many on a given subject. Instead, we can take different perspectives and stay with the truth and the feeling that appeals to us in each of them with­out worrying, first of all, about how or whether they fit with other ideas.

     With respect to an image of God, for example, we can be theist, deist, polytheist, pantheist, atheist, and agnostic all at once. There can be something in each perspective that speaks to us and carries a truth for us. At one time we may lean more in one direction, and at an­other time in another.

     We are never one thing only for the whole of our lives. We are never one thing at any given time. More than one spirit can live in us at once. Our intellects and ideas have a hard time keeping up with the immensity of reality. So, it seems to me, that a principle of complementary perspectives, and a willingness to live with paradox and even flat-out contradiction, can help to keep us alive and open to this beautiful, terrible world in which we live.

11.5: What Would Jesus Do by Rev. Bruce Clear (Excerpt, full text at https://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermon/184059.shtml) (728 words)

     Today, our denominational covenant does not even mention Jesus by name. Instead, it recognizes the contributions of "Jewish and Christian teachings, which call us to respond to God’s love by loving our neighbors as ourselves." The religion that Jesus taught is still very much a part of us, but the religion that is taught about who Jesus was, which today seems to own the name "Christianity," has little to do with who we are.
     …While running from adolescence into adulthood, I tripped over a paradox. It was there right in front of me, but I couldn’t avoid bumping into it. What churches say Christianity is, is not what Jesus said; but it is the churches, not Jesus, that have the final say. So, at some point in my life—and I cannot isolate it to a specific day or even a specific year—but at some point, I realized that I had to content myself with not being a "Christian." I had to let go of the label, even if much of Christianity remained in me. 

     …And it’s too bad, really. I have never lost respect for the religion that Jesus taught. Of all the things he said, there are only a few with which I disagree, and there are a few that I don’t understand, but the vast majority of his teachings I find to be profound, inspiring, and true.

But since the churches seem to define a "Christian" differently, most of us have forsaken the label…

     A key cornerstone of our outlook is tolerance. One cannot understand our principles without knowing how important it is for us to practice tolerance of other religions. We learned this mostly by being a minority religion ourselves.

     Too often, I’m afraid, our tolerance has a blind spot. And that blind spot is Christianity—especially Christianity that demands loyalty to Jesus more than loyalty to what Jesus taught. By identifying this blind spot in our tolerance, I am talking about myself as much as anyone else, because I often catch myself in this trap.

     … As a rule, you will not find me publicly criticizing Buddhism. No, sir. If I talk about Buddhism, it is to praise it, not bury it. Just about everything I say about Judaism is sympathetic and understanding. I like nothing more than to strike up a conversation with an American Indian who can tell me about his native religion. I’m all ears and completely open. Even a Scientologist, a Mormon, or a Hare Krishna would elicit a tolerant response from me.

     Why is it, then, that tolerance comes so much harder for me when the subject is Christian religion?

     Those of you who have been, as I have been, a parent of a teenager, know that what the books say about adolescence is often true. Those of you who are going to be the parent of a teenager—read those books cautiously.

     The books say this: among other things, a teenager is going to rebel. The teenager will ignore anything you say and have little tolerance for your views. This is actually healthy, the books add encouragingly, because the adolescent is shaping his or her identity as separate from his or her parents’. If all goes right, after the teenage years, when the adolescent has a secure self-identity, then he or she will be able to relate maturely again with the parent, on equal terms. They may disagree, but they won’t be quite as disagreeable. Or so say the books.

     Well, as Jesus might say in a parable, Unitarianism is like unto a teenager. Christianity is our parent; it gave us birth. After a very long childhood, we are now in our long teenage stage of rebellion, creating a separate identity, which is healthy, I suppose. Like any other teenager learning separation, we have very little patience for our parent.

     I suspect that may be why we find it easier to be more tolerant toward Rastafarians than toward Baptists.

     This analogy could, of course, be taken far too literally. But the lesson is sound, I think. It takes a certain maturity to be tolerant, and it takes a certain security in one’s identity to risk being tolerant.

     Part of being tolerant with regard to Christianity is recognizing and honoring the Christian in us [and our culture, especially if we were connected to Christianity in the past].

11.6: The Paradox of Mystery and Wonder by Jane Wohl (Excerpt, full text at http://www.sheridanuu.org/Presentations%20Folder/Jane%20Wohl%20Sermon%2011.5.06..htm) (1,472 words)
     I believe that poets are almost always trying to say the inexpressible, trying to make meaningful connections among and between ideas, events, relationships, experiences. We are always trying to make connections between the image and the idea, trying to make metaphors that create connections. Metaphors that help listeners and readers say “I see…” “I understand.” (And there is a metaphor because “to Understand” is not literally to see, but we use language that connects vision and cognition.) I also believe that faith (however we want to interpret that very loaded word) is both necessary and inevitable in this process.

     I’ll begin with a Naylor sonnet.
“There is a spirit which I feel

Can I, imprisoned, body-bounded, touch

The starry robe of God, and from my soul

My tiny Part, reach forth to his great Whole

And spread my Little to the infinite Much,

When Truth forever slips from out my clutch,

And what I take indeed, I do but dole

In cupfuls from a rimless ocean-bowl

That holds a million million million such?

And yet, some Thing that moves among the stars,

And holds the cosmos in a web of law,

Moves too in me: a hunger, a quick thaw

Of soul that liquefies the ancient bars,

As I, a member of creation, sing

The burning oneness binding everything.”
     I can no more tell you how to have a “direct experience of that transcending mystery and wonder” than I can adequately describe my own experiences with mystery and wonder.

     Art and religion are the expressions and acknowledgement of those experiences, and from an artist’s point of view, those expressions are always inadequate. I would also venture to say that from the saint’s point of view religious depictions of those experiences always fall short as well.

     So, here’s the first paradox… writers do not know where their ideas come from. We struggle with something that tugs at the back of our minds and it’s only when we let go, surrender ourselves, are we able to express some of the ideas we have. So, the first paradox is that in order to be our most expressive selves, we have to surrender our conscious selves to something greater. Is that something greater the “transcending mystery”? I don’t know
     Once I get something down on paper, I know that it will fall short of what that thing is that has been tugging at the back of my mind. It will serve, it will be close, but it will not be, will never be the “Unified Field Theory” of literature. This has less to do with my skill as an artist than it does with the ways that words only approximate experience.

When Truth forever slips from out my clutch,

from my soul My tiny Part, reach forth to his great Whole
     So, here’s the second paradox… the expressions fall short and at the same time, I continue, as a poet, to attempt to render to un-renderable on paper in hope that just once the words will do what I want them to do.
And yet, some Thing that moves among the stars,

And holds the cosmos in a web of law,

Moves too in me:

     Here’s the third paradox: humans are tiny, infinitesimal, in fact, insignificant probably in the grand picture of the universe, but it is the human mind and spirit that connects with that larger spirit. We have no evidence that dogs or cats or birds think about meaning and connection to that “web of law.”
a quick thaw

Of soul that liquefies the ancient bars,

As I, a member of creation, sing

The burning oneness binding everything.

     Here’s the fourth paradox, it is at those moments when we most “lose” ourselves in “that quick thaw of soul that liquefies the ancient bars” we become most in touch with the larger Mystery… “the burning oneness.” We can never will this moment, we cannot consciously create it, but we can through certain practices open ourselves to those moments. I love the word practice here, with all its connotations of “drill” and “exercises” and “repetition” because it often is the actual roteness of these practices that frees the creative parts of our minds to connect with the larger mystery. It is only when we can play a piece of music from memory that our conscious minds are free to let the Art happen. It is only when we have memorize the lines of a play that we can actually begin to inhabit the character who says those lines, and it is only when we memorize the sonnet form that we can write sonnets that are poetry. We use the form to allow the Mystery to move through us.

     Here’s the fifth paradox… learning a form and a structure, frees the creative mind enough to embrace the wonder and the mystery.
      Both Mystery and Wonder incorporate the notion of unanswered questions. We say “It’s a Mystery.” or “I wonder” when we do not understand something, or are puzzled by something. Mysteries and wonders are things we ponder on, think about. Once we solve a Mystery, it is no longer mysterious. Once something is understood, it is no longer a “wonder.”
     So, this is the sixth paradox, those things that “renew our spirit” to quote the Unitarian source, and allow us to create, are those things that we do not understand, and are, probably always beyond our understanding.

Direct experience of that transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to renewal of spirit and an openness of the forces which create and uphold life.

     Here is the seventh paradox—this source instructs us to have an openness to the forces that create and uphold life, but as one of my students pointed out recently, nature contains as many forces of destruction and death as those that create. Animals die in storms, fires destroy forests, and regardless of how much we would like to blame some of that destruction on human intervention, we cannot really deny that the forces are there. Does this source tell us to ignore those destructive forces? Perhaps, and I would say we do so at our peril because we can learn much from those forces. As John Greenleaf Whittier says, “Speak through the earthquake, wind and fire the still small voice of calm.” Whittier’s reference is the Old Testament Prophet Elijah in the first book of Kings.
Now there was a great wind, but the Lord was not in the wind, and after the wind a great earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake, and after the earthquake a fire, but God was not in the fire and after the fire, a sheer sound of silence”.

     I would propose that those destructive forces are inevitable, and that our task as creative people is to acknowledge those forces, but to move through those forces to find the sound of silence at the end. That sound of silence might be the void left by death, it might be the silence an abandoned and destroyed village, it might be the silence left after the forest fire has moved on. But those forces of destruction can become, paradoxically, the forces that “uphold life” if we as creative people are willing to wait for the silence. I think of Dylan Thomas’ great poem, “The Refusal to Mourn the death of a Child by Fire in London” in which he says, “After the first death, there is no other….”

    This brings me to the meaning of the word “paradox” itself. The word’s origin is Greek. The prefix ‘para’ means beyond (as in parapsychology or paranormal) and dox from the Greek “dokein” meaning opinion or belief.
     So, the literal meaning of “paradox” is “beyond belief.”
     The best word for something beyond belief, it seems to me, is “faith.”
     In our quest to be part of the greater, unseen, un-literal world of creative Power and Mystery, we must take a great deal on faith.

     Poets are always operating in the world of faith because if we did not we would never write anything. If we waited until we were sure, until we had evidence that what we were going to do would work, we would never write. We must have faith in our own abilities, faith in our ideas, faith that what we are supposed to write will become clear as we practice the craft.

     So, the world of paradox is the world of faith …faith in something larger than ourselves. A writer friend of mine used to tell me whenever she began a new writing project that it felt like stepping off a cliff. She would say the only way she could begin was that she had faith that the Universe would catch her before she crashed on the metaphorical (tho’ very real) rocks below.
12.0: Readings from the Common Bowl

“Life is about not knowing, having to change, taking the moment and making the best of it, without knowing what’s going to happen next. Delicious Ambiguity.”   Gilda Radner
“The ideal art, the noblest of art: working with the complexities of life, refusing to simplify, to ‘overcome’ doubt.”   Joyce Carol Oates
“Faith is for that which lies on the other side of reason. Faith is what makes life bearable, with all its tragedies and ambiguities and sudden, startling joys.”   Madeleine L’Engle
“If someone doesn’t value evidence, what evidence are you going to provide to prove that they should value it? If someone doesn’t value logic, what logical argument could you provide to show the importance of logic?”   Sam Harris
“The state of ambiguity—that messy, greasy, mixed-up, confused, and awful situation you’re living through right now—is enlightenment itself.”   Brad Warner
“How wonderful that we have met with a paradox. Now we have some hope of making progress.”   Niels Bohr
“Most of us, most of the time, have a low tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty. We want to reduce the cognitive dissonance of not knowing by filling the gaps with answers.”   Michael Shermer
“Every human being relies on and is bounded by his knowledge and experience to live. This is what we call “reality.” However, knowledge and experience are ambiguous, thus reality can become illusion. Is it not possible to think that, all human beings are living in their assumptions?”   Masashi Kishimoto 

“The truth always carries the ambiguity of the words used to express it.”   Frank Herbert

“Paradox. Our world is not a child’s nursery of bright primary colors. It’s a shadow land of nuance and ambiguity, a dappled world not of always and because, but of sometimes and somehow. And therein lies its tragic, unutterable beauty.”   Fred Small

“In overlooking, denying, evading this complexity—which is nothing more than the disquieting complexity of ourselves—we are diminished and we perish; only within this web of ambiguity, paradox, this hunger, danger, darkness, can we find at once ourselves and the power that will free us from ourselves.”   James Baldwin 

“It’s paradoxical that the idea of living a long life appeals to everyone, but the idea of getting old doesn’t appeal to anyone.”   Andy Rooney
“Psychological or spiritual development always requires a greater capacity for anxiety and ambiguity.”   C.G. Jung
“To live fully, one must be free, but to be free one must give up security. Therefore, to live one must be ready to die. How’s that for a paradox?”   Tom Robbins
“A paradox: The things you don’t need to live—books, art, cinema, wine, and so on—are the things you need to live.”   Matt Haig
“I think if a poet wanted to lead, he or she would want the message to be unequivocally clear and free of ambiguity. Whereas poetry is actually the home of ambiguity, ambivalence and uncertainty.   Billy Collins
“Let go of certainty. The opposite isn’t uncertainty. It’s openness, curiosity and a willingness to embrace paradox, rather than choose up sides.”   Tony Schwartz
“The opposite of a correct statement is a false statement. But the opposite of a profound truth may well be another profound truth.”   Niels Bohr
“The awareness of the ambiguity of one’s highest achievements—as well as one’s deepest failures—is a definite symptom of maturity.”   Paul Tillich
“I learned to make my mind large, as the universe is large, so that there is room for paradoxes.”   Maxine Hong Kingston 

“That´s the problem with the truth. Sometimes the truth is ambiguous….”   Ilsa J. Bick
“The world of science lives fairly comfortably with paradox. We know that light is a wave, and also that light is a particle. …Living with contradiction is nothing new to the human being.”   Madeleine L’Engle
Unable to bear ambiguity, I built a barricade of delusions against it.”   J.R. Moehringer 

“To have that sense of one’s intrinsic worth which constitutes self-respect is potentially to have everything: the ability to discriminate, to love and to remain indifferent. To lack it is to be locked within oneself, paradoxically incapable of either love or indifference.”   Joan Didion 

“Life is easier in black and white. It’s the ambiguity of a world defined in grays that has stripped me of my confidence and left me powerless.”   Amy Plum 

“There is the ‘you’ that people see and then there is the ‘rest of you.’ Take some time and craft a picture of the ‘rest of you.’ This could be a drawing, in words, even a song. Just remember that the chances are good it will be full of paradox and contradictions.”   Brennan Manning

“Isn’t life a collection of weird quizzes with no answers to half the questions?”   Pawan Mishra
“The trouble is, if you don’t risk anything, you risk even more.”   Erica Jong
“Learning to live with ambiguity is learning to live with how life really is, full of complexities and strange surprises….”   James Hollis
“Our waking life’s desire to shape the world to our convenience invites all manner of paradox and difficulty.”   Cormac McCarthy
“Nobody comes here anymore, it’s too crowded.”   Yogi Berra
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