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Preface 
 

In October of 1999 we received an e-mail from a nephew of my husband that included a 
chain of e-mails from two of his engineering buddies on the subject of religion.  My 
husband showed me the e-mail and said, “Here, you do something about this.” 
 
This book grew out of my reply.  But it deals with a subject that, as a Christian and a 
pastor,  I’ve struggled to address for many years.  How do we understand our religion or 
our faith response, which I believe are two very different things, as only one of a  
multitude of different belief systems in a global community.  How do we know who is 
right?  Is anyone right to the exclusion of others who believe differently?   
 
And how do we talk about religion or faith in a scientifically and technically advanced 
world where many of us are unable to accept the “faith of our fathers” without serious 
reservations that seem to undermine that faith and where many people seem to have 
been left with no faith at all? 
 
My own struggle started very early, around age thirteen, when I asked my Sunday 
School teacher, “What does it mean that we should “believe in Jesus Christ and we will 
be saved?”   Even then, it seemed to me unjust that people in non-Christian countries, 
for example, should be denied the benefits of heaven simply because they didn’t know 
about my religion. 
 
My grandmother, a devout and gracious Southern Baptist lady, always found an answer 
for me that provided a loophole for the people of Africa or South America who had never 
“heard the Word.”  But also, for the town drunk (small town) who died not having 
darkened the door of the church for fifty years. 
 
“Death bed conversion experience,” she’d imply, or “they are adults, but God would 
consider them spiritual children since they had never heard the Word and therefore still 
are safe.”  Well, those answers weren’t satisfying once I begin to think seriously about 
my own doubts about my own religion.   
 
By the time I was a young mom in my twenties, I told the pastor of my church that I 
didn’t think I belonged there anymore because I couldn’t believe in resurrection.  His 
reply was that I had a lot of company, even among clergy, and that questioning was 
always an important part of faith. 
 
In addition, my parents were doctors.  When I was a teenager, my mother said to me 
that God didn’t give us a brain to mock us.  She also said that in school the teachers 
might sometimes ask us to believe something that our intelligence questioned.  “Don’t 
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argue with them,” she said.  “Just give them the answers they want, but remember;  do 
your own thinking.” 
 
Although my parents didn’t attend church, my grandmother lived with us while I was 
growing up and because of this I had the experience of exposure to multiple points of 
view on the subject of religion.  She was my primary inspiration as I developed my own 
religious beliefs and faith.  At one point, I decided that if my grandmother was so 
compassionate toward “unbelievers”, surely God couldn’t be any less so. 
 
The Methodist church I attended in Irving, Texas as a young woman was a new church 
with a large number of young professionals who also were very interested in exploring 
and learning more about their religion.  This was during the 60’s and we were fortunate 
to live in the Dallas metropolitan area with access to Southern Methodist University.  It 
was at the height of Vatican II and all that was happening in a world in transition with the 
civil rights movement, the women’s movement and questions about our nations’ role in 
international affairs. 
 
The Perkins School of Theology at SMU offered a “Lay Academy” program taught by 
major faculty and about a dozen couples from our church signed up to attend.  It was 
such a success with our group that after a period of time we invited the professors out to 
our church to offer classes and these were well attended.  Out of these classes, four of 
the women participants, including myself, went on in years to come to become pastors 
ourselves.   
 
It was a watershed experience for me.  I learned that there were many ways in which 
Christians interpreted their own scriptures and that it wasn’t at all necessary for an 
intelligent person to “put their brain on ice.”   
 
This period of time was also very important because, unknown to me then, Vatican II 
had encouraged Catholic monastic communities to enter into dialogue with monastic 
communities of other religions, especially Buddhism and Hinduism.  The general public 
is not yet aware of the extent of this dialogue, but by the time I entered seminary in 
1984, the landscape of Christianity, at least insofar as the mainline denominations were 
concerned, had become infused with many eastern ideas as the result of this dialogue, 
and was beginning to explore whole new ways of understanding our faith. 
 
My own interest in eastern religions was stimulated by an experience I had in Sioux 
City, Iowa where I found myself  working with a number of Southeast Asian children in a 
mission ministry.  One day, a little Thai boy said to me, “I’m really not very interested in 
Jesus, but could you tell us about Buddha?”  I replied, “Well, that is not my area of 
knowledge, but I’ll get back to you on that.” 
 
That was the second watershed experience of my life.  The prophet Isaiah said,“ and a 
child shall lead them,”  and that is why I’m writing this book. 
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The title and form of the book were inspired by a quote I read by Randall Balmer who 
described the turmoil in Christian Protestantism in America as “an evolving geography 
of religious tectonic plates in creative collusion.”   That phrase caught my attention 
because of a long time interest of mine in geology, especially in the concept of “plate 
tectonics” which has entered the geological lexicon since the 1960’s and is the 
foundation of the study of structural geology.  We now understand that the surface of 
our visible world rests on a set of underlying plates that float on a molten layer of 
magma and which are in a process of constant motion, collision and change.  
 
Nothing in our world is permanent.  Everything is in a state of continual change and 
evolution;  biology, geology, cultures, language, ideas, even the way we think.  The 
processes of change are so slow we generally are unaware of them, but they are as 
inevitable as sunrise and sunset.  Not only is nothing written in stone, the stones 
themselves are subject to erosion, metamorphism and accretion.   
 
We can’t enter either the physical or the thought world of the time of the development of 
ancient religious texts or ideas.  There is a necessity at the heart of all knowledge, but 
that necessity is subject to the understanding and needs of the present time.  Because 
we are social creatures, as well as biological, there are some underlying forms that have 
made our evolution and our existence possible.  At it’s best, these underlying forms are 
addressed by religion.  But the language changes and how we view and understand our 
world changes.   
 
My physicist husband once said that nothing is certain except the speed of light, and 
there are those who are even questioning that now.  The resistance to change is normal 
to the human condition because of our need to understand how to get on and live well 
and our fear of an unknown future.  But change not only is inevitable, it’s what makes 
possible creativity and growth, spiritually as well as physically.  Instead of being 
condemned to live in a static universe, we can live in hope and anticipation.  As the 
prophet Isaiah also reminded us, God says, “Can’t you see I’m doing a new thing?”  
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Prelude 
 

Subject: Fw: "The God Hypothesis" 
Date: Fri, 8 Oct 1999 22:03:02 -0500 
From: "Kurtis Kent" <kkent@pn.netcom.com> 
To: "Uncle Burney" <LosEbanos@worldnet.att.net> 
 
Hello Uncle Burney and Marilyn, 
 
Long time no hear from. Hope all is well.  I have been pulled into a debate of sorts that I 
was wondering if you would like to put your thoughts forward into this.  Either way, 
please keep in touch. 
Kurtis 
 
-----Original Message----- (For original message, see Appendix.) 
 
>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 
 
Subject: Fw: “The God Hypothesis”, etc. 
Date: Sun, 17 Oct 1999 20:01:24 +0000 
From: MARILYN AUSTIN <LosEbanos@worldnet.att.net> 
 
To: Kurtis <kkent@pn.netcom.com> 
 

Hi Kurtis. . .good to hear from you.  Thanks for inviting us to join the debate.  I'll try to 

respond to your inquiry, if that's OK. Burney's response probably would be something 

like .06327148 X 3 over Z-2 squared divided by pi.  I can't understand any of that stuff, 

so I'll give my input. . .which I hope you’ll regard as input and not answers.     

 

It’s obvious from your friend’s debate why religious faith is so difficult in our time.  The 

very fact this conversation is taking place I think is indicative of "SOMETHING".  Blaise 

Pascal said man has a "vacuum" for God, or words to that effect. I would say that as 

humans we seem to have evolved to be "hard wired" for certain stuff:  i.e., language, 



  

7 

music, art, tool making and "SOME GOD THING". At least, there has never been a 

culture that hasn't been hard wired for "SOMEGODTHING", which is why we talk about 

religion so much, especially in the early hours of the morning on the “net” and ask so 

many of the same questions.  My niece, who is a premed student at Baylor explains, 

"We sit up half the night talking about everything, especially religion.  Of course, we're 

all atheists!"   

 

I can really identify with the dialogue Al and Will are having.  I had tons of questions and 

doubts about the religious faith I inherited.  When we’re kids, we learn bible stories and 

stuff from our parents and Sunday School teachers and we hear them at kid level.  

Unfortunately, our religious education doesn’t keep pace with the rest of our education.  

Most of us never get the opportunity to move on to the grad school of religion where we 

start asking questions about what we learned in Sunday School.  The stories weren’t 

told as children’s stories in the first place, but we aren’t given the key to understanding 

them as adults.  The stories are about matters of the relationship between men and 

faith,  not about how things work.  They really have nothing to do with how did Noah 

really get all those animals on the ark, and what about the dinosaurs, etc.   

 

It’s interesting that we have no difficulty turning to modern myths for instruction in 

questions of good vs. evil, for example, in the Lord of the Rings or Harry Potter.  You 

know, a myth isn’t the same as fiction.  News reporters have given myth a black eye.  A 

myth is a story in search of meaning, and the meaning is the whole point of the story, 

not the details.  We can accept what they say about life and human nature without 

having to get tangled up in whether or not Bumbledorf really existed.  Stories always 

have been our best teachers because they’re accessible.  Stories don’t work in a 

laboratory. 
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Even in a lab we still depend on theoretical models or hypotheses as Will points out.  

Unfortunately, there’s often been a strong bias in the church against thinking clearly 

about religion and a sort of conspiracy in the church called "Don't Ask Don't Tell."  The 

church has a big problem with honesty, as if in telling the truth, somehow, faith will be 

compromised.  In the Bible, myth, fiction, poetry, history and even some pretty funny 

jokes get all mixed up with no guidelines to help us sort it out.   

 

Now the fundamentalists are trying to get us to accept it all as science!  That’s just 

absurd!  If we’re going to read the Bible, we need to learn HOW to read it.  The church 

has lost credibility with huge segments of the population because they’ve misled people 

about how to read the Bible.  They know better, but it seems that much of the church 

has a hidden agenda to keep people ignorant.  I say much of the church because, 

believe it or not, there really are a few intelligent people wearing collars.  Control issues, 

I think because knowledge is power and the central agenda of the institutional church is 

to keep control, therefore, power.  

 

As long as the church can convince people that she and she alone holds a monopoly on 

the goods of salvation, people will stay humbled and in their proper place and keep up 

their tithes.  In the past, lay Christians usually have been discouraged from thinking or 

asking any deep, analytical questions about God which meant we couldn’t ask 

questions about the stories.  And no other ways were given to us to think about faith or 

metaphysics.  We were given catechisms to memorize and were threatened with eternal 

retribution if we showed any lack of faith.  Our teachers were content to remain with the 

Noah's Ark stories and Moses dividing the Red Sea, (don't you love Cecil B. de Mille) . . 

. . and their pastors never made any serious attempt to enlighten them about anything 

more deep or meaningful than (see above).  Talk about despotism!  
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Religious institutions seldom are comfortable places for inquiry.  “True believers” in all 

religions have always been hostile to an inquiry that they fear might undermine THE 

TRUTH.  Most people believe, or want to believe that truth IS absolute.  We don’t want 

to entertain the notion that your truth may not be my truth, or that there are different 

ways of viewing the same thing.  Even in my seminary, which was proud of its liberalism 

and intellectualism, there were professors whose faith was mortgaged to their egos and 

who were antagonistic to original thinking and disputation, especially from women.  (But 

what else is new in higher education of any sort?)  Training in logical thinking and the 

scientific method has not been a part of pastors’ education.   Basically, most religious 

education, if there is any at all which is not very often these days, stops at about age 

twelve, except for the few kids who still are coerced into confirmation classes, in which 

case it stops age fourteen or so.  

 

There is so much to respond to in the e-mail correspondence you sent me, Can we start 

with the simpliest-hardest thing first; the question of God?  Discussions about religion 

usually have to begin with lots of disclaimers and lots of sharing of stories because we 

all bring a lot of baggage to the table.   I’d like to suggest that we try to separate 

questions about God from questions about religion because I believe they are two very 

different things.  Then there is a third thing which is different from the first two:  

spirituality.  Actually, spirituality is of much more interest these days than religion.  I 

imagine it was spirituality that led to this discussion in the first place.  As humans, I think 

we started doing theology, that is, thinking about God, long before we institutionalized 

our ideas in religious forms.  We may have been thinking about God even before we 

could think, like humans, that is.  Elaine Goodall has observed chimpanzees exhibiting 

behaviors that suggested a type of religious awe in certain natural settings of particular 

dramatic beauty.  Our discussion also will be on a different level if we can we say that 

religion exists in a separate category than science, like art and music, for example?  Art, 
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music and religion are not based on sets of empirical, verifiable truths.  I want to say 

that religion is a conceptual framework, the model we use in which we express our 

ideas about God.   That would solve the problem of having to give equal time to 

scientific inquiry in our discussion.   

 

One doesn’t need to be a scientist to have religious faith any more than one must be a 

scientist to be an artist.  The experiences of life are first of all sensual and emotional 

and form the basis of all art and religion.  “First the epiphany, then the dance, then the 

word, then the theology.”  Logic comes afterwards to mediate the sensual response, but 

never to rule out the validity of the senses.  Hormones are what got us into the world to 

start with and hormones still form the basis of most or our responses, even our 

intellectual ones, as evidenced by our initial correspondence.  Nothing stirs passions so 

much as religious discussions.  So, as far as I’m concerned, The God Hypothesis must 

speak to my heart and my hormones as well as my brain.  I can’t shake the idea that life 

has to mediate both ethics and metaphysics.  I hope you don’t think that is too silly.  I’m 

serious! 

 

I want also to insist that if The God Hypothesis has any validity, it mustn’t invalidate my 

brain.  I insist on having it both ways.  God has not given us a brain to mock us.  We are 

noumenal creatures as well as phenomenal.  “If I can’t dance, it’s not my revolution.”  

Most of the mischief of the world is done by people who want to deny one or the other.  

For the sake of argument, can we say that God is something that either IS or IS NOT.  

Reductio ad absurdum.  Religion is what we do when we have given a positive answer 

to the first proposition.   This oversimplification does not, at this time, deal with the 

problem that some things we call “religion” may not be; Zen Buddhism, for example.  On 

the other hand, we don’t get to tell Zen Buddhists what they are or are not, which was 

the whole point Buddha was trying to make.  God is not definable.  Or that everyone’s 
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idea of what constitutes “God” is the same.   We can get lost in non-productive 

metaphysical speculation right here at the start and never get any further than that.  

Let’s bracket metaphysics and epistemology along with it and put it all in really simple 

terms. 

   

 * Is there anything “out there” besides my imagination? 

 * Is it of any use to me? 

 * Does it require anything of me? 

 * How can I know?  

 

I love to watch the championship skater competitions on television.  So does my 

physicist husband.  There isn’t any logic to what they are doing, except that they are 

required to perform certain moves in order to satisfy the judges.  Of course, one’s 

appreciation of the performance is enhanced when one understands the difficulty of 

doing triple-axels, etc. but that is not why we watch the performance.  It is awesomely 

beautiful, sensuous, artistic and sexy.  It is a form of dance!  Both physicist and pastor 

say “Ah!”  We wish we could skate like that.  A few of us even might learn to skate . . 

.fewer still like that.  It takes more than logic, skill and sheer physical effort to skate like 

that.  It takes hormones, passion, heart.   

 

Both the pastor and the physicist flip the light switch on in a dark room.  We don’t 

analyze how electricity works.  The physicist will acknowledge that, in point of fact, we 

don’t really understand how electricity works.   We use models or purely speculative 

concepts such as photons, electrons, quarks, etc. to explain phenomena we can’t see 

and don't really understand, and these models work for us until . . as it may be . .we 

make some new discoveries and need to come up with some new concepts to explain 

them.  Photons . . .light . . .electricity . ."MEGODTHI".  We keep working to understand 
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them. "EGODTH" . . ."GODT" . ."GOD" .  ."YHWH" . .(YAHWEH) . . “ALLAH”, 

“WAKANTONKA”.  

 

The Hebrews knew God couldn't be defined, so they settled for four unpronounceable 

letters.  We can’t do much better.  Models, including religious models, are always 

provisional, like language, for instance,  but they work pretty well until someone comes 

up with a better model.  We need the light.  The pastor is just thankful the light comes 

on so she doesn’t trip over the cat.  Is the cat really in the box when it can’t be seen or 

heard?  Does the tree really make a noise when it falls in the woods when no one is 

around to hear it?  Well, if you leave a tape player nearby, the machine records a 

sound. 

 

So why do we even talk about God?  I believe it is because we have these “Ah” 

experiences and need to ask questions about them, as well as about our “Ow” 

experiences.  We can’t just take them for granted and leave them alone in the box.  

When a child asks the question, “Who made the trees, who made the cat?”, she is 

entering into a metaphysical dialogue.  When we ask why all those people were killed in 

the World Trade Center attack, we are asking a metaphysical question.  We already 

know who did it and they’ve told us why.  We want to know something like, WHY did all 

those people have to die?  That is a metaphysical question.  We are unable to think 

things just exist or happen by accident without some design or purpose or instigator.   

 

There are lots of things we just don’t know.  The church needs to start being honest by 

saying, “We just don’t know, but let me tell you a story.”  I left the church for a number of 

years not because I couldn’t find satisfactory answers to my questions, but because I 

was made to feel guilty for asking.  I had a need to deconstruct everything and put it 
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back together in a way that made sense.  But as time went by, I changed my mind and 

went back.  Two things made me decide this.   

 

First, I have this deep up-welling of thankfulness for my life that I must express to 

SOMEONE or SOMETHING.  I have felt thankful even when going through some very 

rough times.  Life is a gift and I have always known I hadn’t done anything to deserve all 

that I had, especially when I see so many other people who have so much less than I 

have.  If there is no God, to whom could I express this thanks. Secondly,  there are my 

children.  If there is no God, how was I to answer their metaphysical questions?  I 

wasn’t satisfied in telling them that things just happened or that it is all chemistry and 

physics.  That would have left them all alone with their “Ah’s” and “Ow’s” when I wasn’t 

around.  For that matter, I can’t imagine NOT being around for them in some way or 

other.  I imagine the same for myself, that God somehow is there with me or for me.  I 

do not have the sense of being alone in the universe.  Even in times when I have felt 

doubtful about God’s existence, I have had the sense that God was just waiting around 

for me to wander back in from the cold.  The universe is a very cold place without God, 

without hope, without unending love which is what I think God is.   

 

What would you accept as proof of God?  We can’t prove God anymore than we can 

prove love or hope.   We use models and concepts to talk about God.  Those get 

revised from time to time, but not very often.  The model, the words we use are not “the 

thing in itself” any more than the name I give the cat, something the eastern religions 

can teach us some things about.   But nevertheless, the cat has learned her name and 

comes when I call and if I don’t see the cat in the dark, I still can trip over her.  And yes, 

the cat really is there.  Once she managed to trigger the “new message” button on my 

answering machine and it picked up her meow when I wasn’t even in the room.  I heard 
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it later when I recorded a new message.  So there are some occasions, some events 

that are there even if we are not around to witness them.  Maybe that includes God. 

 

Furthermore, besides “events”, there seem also to be some underlying “forms” that 

emerge in different events.  We’re talking space-time here.  A mountain is a form, so is 

a living cell, so is the cat.  I don’t know of any perfect mountain or living cell forms or 

cats.  There seem to be an infinite variety of forms and the ongoing process of changing 

forms seems to be one of the few absolutes in the universe.  Why must we imagine a 

perfect, unchanging God?  I don’t really know what the concept of “perfection” means.  I 

do know that the Platonic concept of ideal or perfect form is not what the Bible is talking 

about when it talks about perfection.   

 

For Plato, there could be no perfect material form; everything was only a shadow of its 

true form which had no material reality.  The biblical idea of perfection has to do with 

wholeness, not completeness.  Everything essential, beautiful and good is included.  

Nothing left out.  I can’t think of many things more perfect and beautiful than the Bach B-

minor mass.  But that certainly doesn’t mean Bach didn’t write some other equally 

perfect and beautiful stuff.  The Bible, especially the Old Testament, celebrates the 

essential goodness of actual physical things including the process of change.  Even 

God is allowed to change her mind!   

 

Part of the problem in trying to talk about religion, like talking about culture in general, is 

that there are no pure or perfect forms of either.  All things, including religions,  undergo 

a continual process of change, assimilation, evolution, synthesis, deposition and 

erosion.  Charles Hartshorne(1) tells us that concepts we have used in the West to talk 

about God, like omnipotence, perfection, eternal, absolute, immovable, infinite and 
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omniscience are some mistakes that are in need of revision. 1   Despite the long 

canonization by the church of these concepts, they are not biblical anyway, for the 

benefit of the “true believers” who insist on that criteria.   

 

Hartshorne suggests we substitute dialogue for monologue when we talk  

metaphysics and that God may, in fact, be both absolute and relative, necessary and 

contingent, infinite and finite, actual and eternal, simple and complex.  Maybe we need 

your ideas about God as well as mine to get a better understanding. Think of the 

possibilities this would open up.  Instead of “God has a perfect plan for your life and an 

awful plan for your wife”,  I might actually learn to skate after all . . . or . . . shoot pool or 

play the piano.  I might even have learned physics and mathematics instead of music 

and philosophy.  And any of these possibilities might still become actualities if I choose 

and I might even find my way home after all, after years of wandering in the desert . . . . 

or fire my whole life and start over!  Nothing is fixed forever in either stone or DNA or in 

a sacred text.  Accidents happen. 

 

I think it’s easier to talk about processes of change and models or paradigms now 

because of the changes that have taken place in science.  The new quantum physics 

has opened up for us the possibility that we aren’t going to be able to nail down 

absolutes like we once thought we could.  Instead, as many physicists now think, all 

knowledge is going to remain provisional.  It isn’t just a matter of not yet having “all the 

facts,  ma’am”: the facts rearrange themselves according to the position of the person 

observing and in response to different situations.  The best we can do in describing any 

situation is to realize we are relying on models, on paradigms.  Words can elucidate, or 

words can be a trap.  One of my favorite Chinese parables goes like this.  A fish net is 

                                                             
1  Hartshorne, Charles  Omnipotence and Other Theological Mistakes 
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used to catch fish, and when the fish is caught, the net is no longer needed and is 

thrown away.  A rabbit snare is used to catch a rabbit, and then the snare is thrown 

away.  Words are used to capture ideas.  Once the idea is caught, the words are no 

longer necessary.  Show me the one who has no words.  That is the one with whom I 

would speak.   

 

I believe there are some underlying paradigm forms that are featureless, but which take 

on many different shapes.  That doesn’t mean we can’t talk realistically about the 

shapes that present themselves to us.  I don’t want to get into an epistemological 

debate because I believe in the reality of underlying concepts, even if the forms and 

language are provisional.  The argument in favor of underlying concepts is a practical 

one in that certain basic forms or ideas occur in most all religious and cultural traditions; 

Jung’s “collective unconscious”, if you will.  The idea of God or the eternal is an 

underlying concept in all religions but is certainly not the same.  Better to say the 

underlying concept is “the Eternal”.  In western religions this concept is personal.  The 

Eternal in eastern religious is impersonal, although it can take on personal forms and 

permeates everything.  The Eternal can be a Great Negative, or the One, or the 

essential unity of all things or NO THING.  It is not my separate personality, needs or 

hopes, my personal relationships that are important.  I am You.  This is That.    

 

But we all ask much the same questions.  What is the nature of the universe and what is 

my place in the scheme of things?  What is the story?  What is good?  What is the origin 

of evil or suffering?  How can I be saved, redeemed, able to live authentically, escape 

suffering?  What is the ultimate source of authority?  How does one justify the claims of 

divine or inspired revelation?  What are the responsibilities of discipleship?  How will I 

be rewarded for being faithful?   
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There are only so many ways we have managed to envision answers to these questions 

and a study of comparative religions reveals that the same sort of answers keep 

cropping up again and again in different if similar forms.  We attempt to answer our 

questions within the context in which the questions are asked (culture, language and 

tradition, . . . the position of the observer) and our answers come in the form of religious 

myth, various ancient texts, rituals, liturgies, poetry and hymns that have deep 

underlying meaning and have provided a pathway to peace and wholeness over the 

millennia.  A scientist will naturally look for answers within the context of her situation; in 

a laboratory or in mathematical equations.  But many of our questions do not fall within 

these contexts.  No one has been able to put the World Trade Center into an 

experiment yet.  Religious questions have to do with value, ultimate meaning and 

relationships, things we have no instruments to measure.  We can clone a cluster of 

cells, but we can’t predict behavior or aspiration or novelty.  Life is unpredictable.  

Certain moves may be expected of us, but basically life is a dance.  What we have is . . 

. .the dance!  Religion, then, is a dance. 

 

This is something religious institutions always fail to understand which is why we keep 

getting into these debates and why the “true believers” keep trying to kill off everyone 

who will not either march or process with them.  The religious liberals and fundamentals 

are not really very different from one another in this regard.  One is as obstinately rigid 

as the other.  The “fundies” refuse to accept science, or only what suits their position, 

and the “libbies” refuse to accept myth because they’ve moved beyond it.  The fundies 

think they can coerce faith and the libbies think they can measure it.  Neither one of 

them understand the dance.  No one debates a dance.  We either do it or we watch it.  

The church has usually tried to outlaw it.  If anything like the church is going to survive 

in the 21st century, I believe it is going to have to learn to dance. I’m a dancer myself.  

That’s how I survive life. 
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We live in the information age which is why we’re having this conversation.  Information 

is “king”, and the universe is now wired to find it, send it and receive it 

INSTANTANEOUSLY.  No intellectually honest, ethically concerned, rational, 

responsible thinking person is going to tolerate dogmatic elitism ever again, either from 

the libbies or the fundies.  If you won’t talk with me, there are millions of chat rooms full 

of people who will . . . anytime I log-on.  When I was thirteen, I recall asking my Sunday 

School teacher what it meant to “Believe In Jesus Christ and You Will Be Saved”, and 

was told that I didn’t have faith if I was asking such a question.  Many years later, in 

seminary,  I asked a professor how God could have allowed the sexual abuse of a child 

and was given the same arrogant answer.   

 

Don’t expect the institutional church to be able to deal honestly with questions that can’t 

be answered or to have compassion when perplexed.  Institutions have neither 

compassion nor honesty.  They only have agendas.  This is why debates about dogma 

and questions about human sexuality threaten to split the Christian church wide open.  

As Jesus said, truth is a two-edged sword.  It separates the wheat from the chaff.  

Questions that cannot be satisfactorily answered undermine authority and control, 

things which the church imagines she cannot exist without.  That is why the church is 

failing in the information age.  Authority and control are impossible when people have 

access to information.  

 

Life presents an endless array of unanswerable questions.  We all have questions and 

we hate answers that come from the outside and don’t come from within.  We only 

discover an answer when we experience it.  Up to then, what we are told has to be 

provisional.  Our experiences also are provisional.  That is why stories and myths are so 

valuable.  They transmit answers, but the answers pertain to the characters in the story 
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and we can identify with them or not.  The best stories don’t give answers, but present 

us with situations we identify with that get us thinking.  The reason the stories have 

been around for so long is because so many people have been able to identify with the 

characters and situations and find some answers.  I can choose to identify with the 

character or not.  If I don’t identify with the character, I still remember the story and at 

some later time, I may find myself in a similar situation and remember the answer 

suggested by the story and I may decide that it suits me as well.  

 

None of us occupies the same space, the same observation point.  What we can do is 

compare notes.  When I have questions about either God or  sexuality, I’m doing much 

more than merely seeking information.  I know my life depend on the answers.  It turns 

out sexuality is much more fluid than we think.  Don’t try to tell me who I am!  Jung has 

said that when we ask a question about God, we are really asking a question about our 

own sexuality. And conversely,  questions about sexuality are really questions about 

God.  Whether we find answers or not, whatever God IS or IS NOT, questioning is the 

most important thing we do.  I take all questions very very seriously.  To struggle and to 

question are not signs of a lack of faith.  Struggle and questions are the beginning of 

faith and essential for its existence! 

 

As a Christian, I’m tired of the church conceding the field to the “true believer cults”.  

Too many people like myself have fled the institutional church (some of us were kicked 

out) either because they were required to put their brain on ice and believe, like Alice in 

Wonderland, in Seven Impossible Things Before Breakfast, or had their deep questions 

carelessly dismissed. “Sheep that to the fold did stray, Brother Billy Bob ran away.”  We 

live in the time of enormous change.  The way we perceive the world is vastly different 

than 2000 years ago.  It’s vastly different than how we perceived it thirty years ago.  You 

and I perceive the world differently because of our different observations points;  male 
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or female, age, education and ability, life experiences.  Children in the same family 

perceive family events very differently.  But what we need from the world hasn’t 

changed very much.  When I was 30, I was hungry for information about how things 

worked and why.  I was busy figuring out my relationships with people and with the 

question of doing something great with my life.  Noah and the ark, the parting of the Red 

Sea, et. al. didn’t have any relevant place in my world and were too fantastic to be taken 

seriously, anyway.  At 60 I have different questions, different priorities, a different 

experience. 

 

Life in the 1960’s was awesome for those of us who were just getting off the launch pad.  

The groundwork was being laid for the civil rights movement, the women’s movement, 

the ecology movement, and the computer-driven information revolution; those great 

products of the century just past upon which we will build our future.  In the religious 

sphere, Vatican II had blasted a hole in the ozone layer of the church and all kinds of 

exotic elements and ideas were leaking in from outer space and charging up the 

atmosphere.  We had new ideas, free speech, free sex and were all deconstructing like 

crazy and couldn’t wait for the next cultural idol to come tumbling down.     

 

Now, at the beginning of a new millennium, many of us are looking around out of breath 

at the wreckage that was left in the wake of our end-of-the-milennium party.  We’d never 

go back to the “old days” for a million years, even if we could.  Chaos always precedes 

change and creativity is messy and both are not only inevitable, but desirable.  

Nevertheless, my priorities have changed with my age.  Now that I am past 60 I am a 

whole lot less interested in deconstruction and a whole lot more hungry for some 

positive construction, maybe even a few answers.  Paradoxically, I also am beginning to 

understand I know far less than I knew even ten years ago, maybe because I know 

more about what I don’t know.  But my dancing has improved.  The world has 
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become increasingly an ambiguous place.  Still, I can’t help hoping that it hasn’t been all 

for nothing.  Are my successes, my failures really important?  My children, will they 

prosper?  What about unresolved grief and pain?  What about the terrible suffering we 

have witnessed in this past century alone?  Will it be resolved, alleviated, will there be 

justice done at last?  If not in this life, then, in some other way?  How can so much evil 

exist in the world?  How does my life have meaning and value? The whole idea of 

"SOMEGODTHING" begins for all people in questions like these.  The older we get, the 

more intense the questioning. 

  

To be human is to be wired to question. And to imagine.  That's why we are  

e-mailing each other on-line and not still living in caves carving notches in sticks.  

Carving notches in sticks IS "SOMEGODTHING".  

 

Religious faith has taken a terrible beating in this century.  Can it survive?  It seems, for 

the thoughtful inquirer, that what the “true believers” have not ruined for us on the one 

hand, the logical positivists have on the other.  Can the head and heart live in the same 

place?  The world is an awesomely mysterious place. Whatever God is . . is vastly more 

than any model I can conceive of.  Perhaps God is DANCE, or PROCESS. But I have 

this vacuum! This question! This longing!  And I love the dance! 

 

p.s.  (Religion, alas, is altogether another subject. More later, if you wish.) 

 

p.p.s.  This is much too long for an e-mail.  It’s going into an envelope. 
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Part I   Introduction 

  1.  THE DEVIL’S BACKBONE 

 

It’s only some sixty miles but millions of years from the Black Library at the Episcopal 

Theological Seminary of the Southwest campus in Austin, Texas to the Devil’s 

Backbone, a high hog back ridge overlooking the Little Blanco River along Highway 32 

between San Marcos and Blanco.  I had the occasional use of a cabin on top of the 

ridge as a weekend retreat where I would spend hours hiking, collecting rocks and 

cactus specimens or meditating while staring off across the rugged canyons of live 

oaks, mesquite and cedar.  The vast, isolated, impersonal emptiness of desert places 

like these attract me; just rocks, vegetation, hills and canyons.  With the exception of a 

primitive cabin that made a minimal impact on the environment, there was no sense of 

history, culture, ethic or God here except what I brought with me.  The mind was as free 

to roam as the deer that came up each morning and evening when I scattered corn.  

The deer left the place as they found it.  So did I. 

 

The Black Library, on the other hand, is another place of retreat when I visit Austin.  

Here there is history, culture, ethic, God.  The library is at the heart of the seminary 

community and  exists by virtue of an ethos, the context in which I am embedded.  Here 

the environment is structured and qualified by the will, reason, habits, customs, 

symbols, thought, dispositions, character and ordering of and by my kin, the community 

of which I am a part.   At the cabin I feel freedom for my mind to wander and consider 

what kind of soil I came from.  I feel much less a sense of freedom in the library 

because I have been shaped as an individual by what I find here.  The library represents 

a high degree of evolutionary and intellectual development.  The dark wood book-filled 

shelves, the carved wooden mantle and some of the furnishings remind me of my 
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grandmother’s parlor with its rosewood secretary filled with old textbooks on math and 

chemistry and the Stoddard’s Lectures on travels in foreign countries that first made me 

aware of the fact that the world was a far vaster place than my small area of experience 

and that there were peoples with customs and habits far different from my own. 

 

The Devil’s Backbone is an interesting place for an armchair geologist such as myself.  

It lies at the eastern edge of a steep southeastern fault face known as the Balcones 

Escarpment.  The name, which is Spanish for balcony was given this region by the 

Spanish explorers because it overlooks an eroded landscape stretching eastward like 

stair steps or a series of balconys that descend across the Texas Gulf Coastal plains to 

the Gulf of Mexico.  The Balcones fault zone passes in a great “S” curve through Dallas, 

Waco, Austin and San Antonio following the trend of a buried mountain range, the 

Ouachita, that extends from Arkansas to the Marathon area in the Big Bend region of 

West Texas.  The Ouachita is actually the southwestern end of the Appalachian 

Province which was formed 300 million years ago at the edge of the North American 

continent when it collided with the South American and African continents to form the 

super-continent, Pangaea.   

 

Throughout the 4.6 billion years of Earth’s history, great worldwide episodes of 

continental drift, ocean-spreading and mountain building periodically have dramatically 

altered the visible landscape through a process called plate tectonics.  Most of the 

Ouachita is buried, but my grandfather used to drive us up into the Arbuckle Mountains 

of southern Oklahoma where part of the Ouachita emerges to see as a mountain laid on 

its side.  Sedimentary rock is naturally laid down in horizontal position, but as you 

looked out across the hills those   long parallel layers of rocks had been upturned and 

laid down in vertical fashion by powerful hidden forces so that they looked like plowed 

fields.  We didn’t know anything about plate tectonics then, but that was the combination 
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of forces that geologists now believe was responsible for creating these displaced land 

forms.    

 

Things are always more than they seem.  Everything in the inanimate and animate 

world is a result of ongoing processes and forces that have been taking place for as 

long as the earth has existed.  Since the mid sixties, the theory of Plate Tectonics has 

given us a model for understanding the forces that have given rise to the continents, 

mountains, deserts and land features that give shape to our Earth.  Echo sounding, 

seismic profiling and core samples taken from the oceanic crust have enabled us to 

map the oceanic floor and paleomagnetic studies from the fifties that record the 

direction of the Earth’s magnetic field at the time of a rock’s formation have revealed the 

orientation of rocks which has changed over the millions of years since they first were 

deposited.  Plant and animal fossils have been discovered in specific areas of 

continents widely separated by oceans demonstrating that once the land masses were 

adjacent.   

    

The great continental land masses are now understood to be like plates or saucers 

floating like pond scum on a molten mantle below the earth’s upper crust.  Far beneath 

the ocean, mid ocean ridges constitute breaks in the crust that continually are being 

thrust apart as this molten mantle works its way upward like cherry pie filling leaks up 

through the crust when the pie is baked.  The continual outward thrusting of the ocean 

crust or plates at the ridges means that these plates are in constant motion and 

eventually the oceanic crust colliding with the more rigid continental crust gets turned 

under and subsumed into the mantle in areas known as subduction zones. As oceanic 

crust and continental crust collide at these subduction zones, the shoreline of the 

continents continually gets rearranged, some of it being pulled down into the mantle, 
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other parts being thrust upward into mountain ranges or sliding sideways along 

transform fault lines.   

 

In the distant past . . .hundred’s of millions of years ago, the continents floated together 

to form a supercontinent known as Pangaea.  We can see the way the continents fit 

together like a jigsaw puzzle.  The collision caused continental crust to be thrust up into 

mountain ranges like the Rocky Mountains or  the Himalayas.  In other places, land 

masses were uplifted and folded over like a tablecloth so that sedimentary surfaces that 

were horizontal when they were deposited are thrust into vertical position like the 

Arbuckles, older rock layers became superimposed on top of newer layers.  Eventually, 

mountains erode down and the process begins again.   

 

The Ouachita range itself now is mostly buried under sediment that accrued after the 

continents pulled apart again and the mountains wore down through erosion, but its 

ancient rocks are exposed in a few places such as the Llano uplift in the hill country of 

central Texas and the Marathon uplift in the Big Bend area.  Ancient schists and 

granites exposed in landscapes of much more recent origin.  Land masses drift and 

clump together like pond scum and then drift apart  repeatedly over millions and billions 

of years.  We have no idea how many times our continent has collided with others since 

we only have evidence of the most recent collision.  Traces of former super land 

masses are obliterated by processes that are continuous and unceasing as the plates of 

the earth’s crust slide underneath one another and are cooked in the great cauldron of 

the earth’s mantle only to reemerge and resolidify as the result of volcanic action or 

uplifting.   

 

A landscape that looks stable and eternal is actually in constant motion.  The unending 

process of collision, building and tearing down of land forms over millions of years is a 
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model for what happens in culture over a much shorter time frame.  Everything is more 

than it seems.  The cultural and religious landscape also undergoes a continuous 

process of collision, assimilation, deposition and erosion as time goes by.  We’re 

witnessing, at present, a collision of culture and religion on an unprecedented scale, a 

virtual Pangaea in belief and spirituality as theological plates grind past each other, 

collide, converge and reassemble in new forms.   

 

2.  AN EVOLVING SPIRITUAL LANDSCAPE 

 

Before the latter half of the 20th century, most people lived in relative geographical and 

cultural isolation, even on the same continents.  I spent my childhood in a small north 

Texas town close to the Oklahoma border where everyone was white, Anglo-European 

and Protestant.  The Red River that separated the two states could have been an ocean 

because we regarded  Oklahoma something like a foreign land.  When my aunt married 

an “Okie”, there was intense family scrutiny on both sides.  The intensity of the 

basketball rivalry between Howe and Dorchester only a few miles away was as fierce as 

between rival nations.   

 

People who live in small towns the world over are pretty much the same in these 

respects; suspicious of outsiders, slow to accept change and uncomfortable with new 

ideas.  The prospect of a change in ownership of the downtown cafe filled the morning 

coffee group with dread and when a young single woman moved to Dallas to live in an 

apartment, the speculation about her marital situation, or lack of it, kept the gossip mills 

going for months.  Newcomers weren’t really accepted into the community until they had 

at least three generations in the local cemetery.  We Baptists were friendly enough with 

the Methodists on the other side of town even if we knew in our hearts that their 

theology was weak and it was uncertain if all of them would get into heaven.  As for the 
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Catholic Church in nearby Sherman, with its statues of saints and its yard bordered by a 

sinister black wrought iron fence, which surely existed as much to keep them in as us 

out, the prospect of their fate was beyond thinking and never mentioned.   

 

Grayson County in the 1940’s was like the Himalayas; a stable, eternal  universe.  The 

slow pace of life in an agricultural community where we measured time by the seasons, 

crops and calving times gave us assurance that our place in eternity was 

unquestionable and secure.  Most of us knew or cared little about the processes of 

change and evolution taking place not only in the biological sphere but in the whole 

fabric of human nature, in ideas,  customs, and social arrangements.  It was easy for us 

to imagine that we were the perfect norm for the whole human race.  Of course, we read 

about foreign people and exotic places, but they existed for us like stories or movies.   

 

Though our grandparents had ridden in horse drawn buggies while we rode in 

automobiles, their values and our values still were much the same.  My grandparents 

raised cotton the same as their parents had done.  The hills and valleys and woods and 

streams we played beside were as permanent as the white clapboard churches that 

lined Highway 75 through town.  If anyone had suggested that we were living on top of 

an eroded, buried mountain range, we would have thought they were crazy.  We could 

speak confidently of God who never changed, like the rocks of the Arbuckles or Devil’s 

Den where we picnicked on summer weekends among granite boulders that were 

strung over the landscape like toys.  A God who was as unchangeable as the 

constellations we picked out on summer nights;  who knew everything there was to 

know about the world He had created.  We never questioned that He was a He because 

that also was part of our cultural landscape.  The entity that came closest in our small 

imaginations to all-knowing, all-powerful, ever-present and everlasting presence was 
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our grandfather, so Father God was a given.  We took great comfort in the stability and 

certainty of our world.   

 

The snake in my garden was that my parents were doctors with a broader view of the 

world.  When the family moved to Dallas which was only an hour’s drive away, we found 

ourselves part of an international medical community where I learned to play Mah Jong, 

eat avocado ice cream and dance the samba and where I met my first Muslim friends.  

My world became a kaleidoscope of cultures and cuisines, music and ideas quite 

different from our familiar home grown varieties.   

 

The move from Howe to Dallas was more like a move to a different century.  Everything 

changed rapidly in America in the latter part of the 20th century but outside of the major 

metropolitan areas, where there is a constant influx of newcomers and immigrants, 

change is much slower and meets much more resistance.  We’ve become accustomed 

a to fast pace in the mechanical and practical areas of our life, but we are strongly 

resistant to change in the realm of ideas.  Especially in the area of religious ideas and 

beliefs and in the concept of what constitutes truth and reality.  Change was in the air, 

but for the foreseeable future, the change was only on the surface.  The First Baptist 

Church dominated two city blocks in the middle of down town and the Unitarians 

huddled in a small building at the end of a dead-end street.  There was no mosque. 

 

About 10 miles east of Howe, my Uncle Bill raised cattle on a 360 acre tract that had a 

small lake and scattering of woods.  We would come there on weekends to camp and 

fish and enjoy the solitude but eventually my uncle died and the land was sold.  Years 

later when I came back to visit,  I sought out our weekend retreat place only to discover 

it no longer existed.  The suburban sprawl from nearby Dallas was penetrating Grayson 

County.  The familiar white steepled churches along the highway had been replaced 
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with sprawling brick “praise centers” and “cowboy churches” with drums, guitars and 

bubble-gum choruses sung off-the-wall.  The old Victorian homes had been acquired by 

baby-boomers and painted in carnival colors, gravel roads paved in asphalt and 

subdivisions of expensive homes dotted the landscape.  The only thing that still was the 

same was the geographical terrain;  the curves in the road, the creek that fed into the 

lake and two impressive hills we used to urge our father to motor down at breakneck 

speed for a thrill.   

 

The Ouachita Range is buried beneath those hills overlaid by white Austin Chalk and 

gypsum that once was an ocean floor.  In the long expanse of geographical time, even 

those hills will be leveled as the continents merge once again.  I’ve come to think of 

geological forces as a model to describe what we see  happening in the religious 

landscape today.  Religion emerges and evolves in culturally, geographically and 

historically specific situations.  But cultures and religions are like continental plates 

rubbing up against one another or clumping together over time like Pangaea  getting 

their edges rearranged, sharing ideas, sometimes clashing and grinding against one 

another.  Big cities are like the subduction zones at the edge of continental plates, 

places where cultures meet and change.   

 

Christianity emerged out of a matrix of Judaism, Greek myth, Zoroastrianism and the 

mystery religions of the Roman Empire in an landscape crisscrossed by trade routes 

from the far east.  Buddhism emerged as a reform movement out of Hinduism.  

Protestant denominations in any given area will come to resemble whatever 

denomination is dominant locally.  East Texas Lutherans and Methodists more closely 

resemble Southern Baptists than they do their sister churches in different parts of the 

country.  Synagogues have adopted many of the trappings of American Protestantism 

including stained glass windows and choirs that are expected to sing a “special” 
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number.  There is no such thing as a pure religion nor has there ever been.  Only 

isolation and limited experience allows us to think we are unique in any way.   

 

Change comes so slowly in the areas of religion and ideas that we don’t notice it.  It is 

only the short term view that sees Christians, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists and Hindus as 

great monolithic blocks when in actuality each of these religious systems has undergone 

a long process of assimilation and modification as a result of contact with other religions 

and cultures, natural and historical conditions and the ebb and flow of ideas and 

scholars.  There is a steady erosion of orthodox belief in response to expanded 

perceptions and changing world views in many fields of study from science to 

psychology.   

 

Religion shapes itself to its environment.  When Christianity came to the Americas, it 

had to adapt to geographical isolation and the absence of ordained clergy in the case of 

the Protestants.  Prairie Protestantism abandoned much of the formal ritual that had 

evolved in nearly 2000 years of European Christianity.  A process of change begun 

during the Reformation that emphasized personal faith over the more communal 

aspects of religion was accelerated due in part to the uncertainties and dangers of 

frontier life.   People uprooted from the stability of traditional communities and constantly 

on the move through an untamed wilderness sought personal assurances of salvation.  

The freedom of the frontier gave rein to an individualism that resulted in an explosion of 

sects and denominations and these tendencies have continued as the latter part of the 

20th Century has seen a huge increase in new religious movements of all kinds.  An 

increase in immigration from non-Christian, non-European countries means that our 

cultural climate has also undergone an enormous change.  Now non-Christian religions 

are becoming a recognizable feature in our landscapes where many Americans have 

only recently become aware that most of the people of the world are not Christian.   
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These momentous changes have created huge problems for religious faith in America 

where we have had enough trouble reconciling claims of various factions of our own 

churches and dealing with scandals among clergy that have shattered public trust.  

Randall Balmer described the turmoil in Christian Protestantism in America as “an 

evolving geography of religious tectonic plates in creative collusion.”  This phrase is 

even more descriptive of the worldwide religious scenario.  Quarrels between different 

sects of Lutherans or Baptists seem quaint now that we are faced with the challenge of 

coming to terms with a growing Muslim presence in America.  Many cities have 

established Buddhist and Hindu communities.  Like it or not, culturally, we are one world 

now, a virtual Pangaea.  Geographical, cultural and religious isolation is ended.  We 

must find a common ground with people whose religious beliefs are different from our 

own if we are to have world peace.  Religious leaders must have the courage to 

promote reexamination of beliefs that no longer make sense, hinder cooperation and 

are incompatible with justice and intellectual integrity.   

 

We also must find ways to refund a bankrupted spiritual account for generations born 

after World War II, many of whom now have little or no religious memory and have 

effectively abandoned traditional religious beliefs.  These new generations are bright, 

articulate, on-line, full of questions and impatient with dogmatism, yet they have a deep 

longing for spiritual commitment.  Much is at stake.  Our enormous prosperity hasn’t 

made us content.  We are an unhappy, anxiety ridden, litigious society with a widening 

social gulf and we may have created a permanent economic underclass for the first time 

in our history. The middle class which traditionally has been the bedrock of democratic 

society has shrunk drastically.  Alongside the 30% or so of Americans with six figure 

incomes we have the other 70% of the American public who are working multiple jobs to 

make ends meet, struggling to balance getting supper on the table and make all the 
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kid’s soccer games, hoping their insurance premiums don’t rise, if they even have 

insurance.  A third of them don’t.  Some young families are beginning to look back a 

more stable past for inspiration and help in dealing with a culture in ethical meltdown.  

They aren’t looking to the traditional places, the religious monoliths of the past.  There is 

less and less interest in religion, but increasingly, more interest in spirituality. 

 

Many people are questioning their religious upbringing if they haven’t already 

abandoned it, but many of these same people experience a deep sense of urgency for 

some assurances and a need for a foundation for values and trust.  They are 

discouraged by exclusive claims to truth in a world increasingly experienced as multi-

cultural and many have abandoned their religious faith in frustration.  Yet there is a 

great interest in “spirituality”; a great longing to move from a sense of nothingness and 

futility towards inner peace and trust and to recapture a sense of joy.  Many feel their 

faith communities have let them down.  Religion is seen as increasingly irrelevant as 

churches wage war within their own ranks besides being at war with people of other 

religions.  People are not finding the direction they need for their lives in traditional 

worship that seems to ignore their most pressing needs and questions.  We want for at 

least one area of our life to be free from conflict.  

 

An even greater challenge to religious faith is the evolution of thought as the result of 

science and education.  We have been trained in the importance of critically evaluating 

data, probing for answers and seeking the truth.  As a result, we have been tempted to 

jettison much of religious teaching because it has been poorly presented.  We can thank 

the war between the religious fundamentalists and the scientific fundamentalists for this 

state of affairs   because this is a great loss.  Critical evaluation is as essential for true 

spirituality as for scientific progress.  Critique is essential for maintaining  democratic 

structures of government, healthy human relations and for personal maturation.  It isn’t 
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intellectually honest to be expected to put our brains on hold when it comes to 

evaluating religious claims and ideas, but so often we have been asked to do just that.  

 

Institutional religion frequently has an agenda that has little to do with spirituality which 

is a conscious commitment to a positive, enriching set of core values that is realized in 

inward transformation and results in outward actions.  Self-maintenance is the primary 

motivation for institutions, not inner transformation.  For all our outward toys and 

technology, human nature doesn’t change.  We have an insatiable appetite for power, 

approval and material comforts that causes us to overreach and that can be held in 

check only by a commitment to community and ideals higher than our individual desires.  

True spirituality requires sacrifice; sharing power, sharing attention, sharing things.  Our 

religious institutions have failed us as surely as our political ones because they no 

longer are governed by a commitment to community and sacrifice.  We are a nation and 

a culture that idolizes the cult of the individual and is ruled by greed and committed to 

seizing power at any price.  Both religion and government have devised rules and 

hierarchies to preserve their structures that are all but impervious to reform.   

 

All institutions, religious or political, are continually in need of revision because the  

landscape of culture.  Change is facilitated by the vision and moral authority of prophets 

and mystics who remain on the fringes of culture or outside of the power structures 

since it it not in the interests of institutions to change due to internal power structures.  

Spirituality accepts the processes of change and transformation.  It can’t be either 

institution or rule bound because its core values are identified with enriching, enlarging 

and nourishing human capabilities which requires a constant creative dialogue with the 

universe; a dance.   
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By their nature institutions are unable to dance.  They process or march and in times of 

cultural change they follow along dragging up the rear, but they can never lead the way.  

They are at their best when they provide a coherent structure for the highest ideals and 

aspirations of the people but their tendency is get stuck in the program.  Those who 

process are concerned chiefly with maintaining the treasures of the tradition in locked 

vaults which they decorate with patriotic or pietistic slogans.  Ideals are sacrificed for 

ideology, rules substitute for values, rituals that celebrate the creative and imaginative 

flow of human life degenerate into stagnant ritualistic pools where people get stuck and 

they all are suspicious of enthusiasm.  The marchers on the other hand are suited out in 

full battle array, defenders of the faith spoiling for a fight.  Their chief concern is to get 

everybody in line put those who don’t or won’t conform out of action.   

 

Many people today have little interest in either following what they regard as an 

outmoded procession or marching to the drum beat of the church militant, but they do 

want to dance.  Where do we start looking for God in a wired universe?  In a corporate-

dominated media culture,  we’re most likely to find the prophetic voice on the net.  There 

are gazillions of sites devoted to religious or spiritual concerns that range from the 

sublime to the self-serving, ridiculous or villainous and offer every possible political 

viewpoint and comment.  Fewer people read now, but a modest size bookstore in 

Oceanside, California carries as many books on spirituality as romance novels; shelf 

after shelf, a whole wall full.  We are inundated with spiritual sensory overload.  How 

can we sift through it all?  

 

Western thought is linear oriented toward problem solving.  We don’t do well with the 

circular fluidity of metaphors and images of religion.  We are now living in the legacy of 

the scientific revolution of The Enlightenment which has rejected symbolic ways of 

describing the world.  Science has introduced its own myth that there is a single right 
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way to view a thing, a single “right” solution to a problem or a single answer to a 

question, a myth that even now is being challenged in the realm of quantum physics.  

Since humans long for a  cosmic certainty in a world where everything else is temporary 

and uncertain  we have often succumbed to a scientific fundamentalism as intractable 

as religious fundamentalism.   

 

The seminaries of most of the liberal Protestant denominations have not escaped 

religious or scientific fundamentalism.  On the other hand, many liberal denominations 

have effectively abandoned the field of scripture interpretation and theology to the 

fundamentalists for emphasis on social concerns and women’s and minority issues.  

Professional clergy and Total Quality Management programs based on corporate 

models have replaced interest in spirituality or scholarship in training our religious 

leaders.  On the conservative side, new power church entertainment centers offer 

programs aimed at a consumer public anxious for material and financial success and 

requiring little in the way of sacrifice.   

 

Is there no way to reconcile our past with our present, the ancient religious texts and 

traditions  with the way we think the rest of the time.  Are there any unifying spiritual 

values that can unite people from diverse religious traditions?  A great polarity has 

developed between people who need to move forward into new areas of understanding 

regarding religion and spirituality and people who are anxious to preserve the past 

against all forms of change and innovation.  In between are a great many people who 

have decided to have nothing to do with any of it. 
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3.  INVITATION TO DIALOGUE 

    

It takes humility to search for truth.  If we find it, we’ll probably be required to change 

how we think.  The physicist, Niels Bohr, said “Our task is not to penetrate into the 

essence of things, the meaning of which we don’t know anyway, but rather to develop 

concepts which will allow us to talk in a productive way about phenomena in nature.”  

Language is tricky and subjective and there may be few if any objective truths.  The 

speed of light being one, but we are not completely sure about that.  

 

When I say “God”, I may have an entirely different idea about what I mean than you 

have.  I have no use at all for the kind of God some people feel compelled to believe in.  

On the other hand, when my Muslim friends say “Allah”, they are merely saying God in 

Arabic.  Whether or not we mean the same thing is a subject for dialogue.  If a young 

man tells a young woman, “I love you,” we can be sure that is a subject that needs to 

come under close scrutiny in order to be properly understood.  All truth is not objective 

truth.  Some foods are good for me, but bad for you.  Some situations work for me, but 

won’t work for you.  Sometimes we are saying the same thing, but the form of our 

communication makes it seem we are saying something different.  Our thoughts, 

language, actions are going to vary according to the situation we are faced with, the 

problem we are called to solve, the environment we find ourselves in and our own 

personal history.  When we dialogue openly and honestly we may find we have a lot of 

common ground.  Dialogue is a process, not a position.   

 

An important dialogue has developed between members of different religious 

communities after Vatican II in the l960’s when the Catholic Church  encouraged its 

monastic communities to enter into conversations with members of other religious 

communities, especially Buddhist and Hindu, Jewish and Muslim in order to increase 
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understanding and share ideas.  Thus far the dialogue is mainly among a few religious 

professionals and has not seeped down to the level of the average church member or 

even to most clergy.  This dialogue has revealed a common ground of spiritual values 

among religions that not only broadens religious perspective, but deepens the 

individuals appreciation and understanding of their own faith.  The Trappist monk, 

Thomas Merton and the Vietnamese Zen Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hanh each have 

voiced similar views;  I have discovered that if I am a good Christian, I also am a good 

Buddhist.  If I am a good Buddhist, I also am a good Christian.  At the deepest spiritual 

level of both religions, I think there is no real contradiction.  Doctrinal differences are not 

that important when we understand the metaphorical structure of religious language and 

images.   

 

Those who are engaging in this dialogue have discovered that there is a common 

ancient stream of Wisdom that flows through all great religious systems that both 

shapes and underlies their structures.  This ancient wisdom addresses our perplexing 

human situation at its deepest level.  It is like the molten magma underlying the earth’s 

crust that seeps up through fissures or faults or at times explodes upward with the force 

of volcanoes in the figure of a great spiritual leader.  This stream Ancient Wisdom has 

shaped the bedrock of community and has evolved within and has been discovered by 

faith communities the world over.  In a sense, this stream of Wisdom has some things in 

common with the fundamental particles that make up the physical world.  These 

particles are curious things.  Sometimes they behave like particles, and sometimes they 

behave like waves.  The viewpoint of the observer or the situation in which they function 

determine how we think of them.   

 

The stream of Ancient Wisdom that flows through all of human history is derived from  

the foundational experience of human community.  It’s the product of the struggles, life 
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and thought of countless generations over eons of time and is articulated by 

philosophers, priests, mystics, prophets, gurus and sages in every culture.  The outward 

forms in which this Wisdom is presented vary in different religions, but its inner core is 

similar because the human dilemma that it addresses is the same the world over; birth 

and death, youth and old age, joy, pain and suffering, our life’s work, family, meaning 

and loss, internal conflicts and natural disasters.  It takes on forms and shapes suited to 

the spiritual landscape in which it emerges.  The big questions we ask are indigenous to 

our species.  This Ancient Wisdom forms  the bedrock of community, the value giving 

rudder that keeps the ship of culture on her course.      

 

This Wisdom is what religion calls “spirituality;” the core set of values and actions of 

which religion is an outward theatrical form.  Religion is the visible and historically 

specific framework that articulates this Wisdom in a specific cultural setting.  Religion 

isn’t the invention of some clever individual or groups with ulterior motives.  It emerges 

out of that Ancient Stream.  It evolves within a community in response to deep human 

need as a result of our capacity for wonder and our creative human imagination.  It’s a 

response to beauty and a longing for truth and a realization that both beauty and truth 

are elusive and beyond our grasp to understand.  It’s a response to a world that is 

transient, chaotic, dangerous and largely unknown.  It is a response of the heart and 

emotions like music, art and poetry.  It defies measurement, analysis or calibration.  

Religion and the creative imagination are what make us human and there is even some 

evidence that religion evolved before language, tools or anything else.  

 

At seminal times in human history, times of cultural transition or dislocation, individuals 

have arisen who have been able to discern and give unique expression to this the 

underlying bedrock of Ancient Wisdom which seems to exist like the Grand Canyon 

waiting to be discovered.  Built up layer by layer over eons of time under the pressure of 
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human experience, it evolves, borrows and undergoes constant change but 

nevertheless is a reliable record and summation of human experience and thinking that 

grapples with the big questions of existence: 

  

 *  What is the meaning of life, the nature of the universe? 

 *  What does it mean to be human? 

 *  How to account for the presence of evil and undeserved suffering? 

 *  How is man saved (enabled to live authentically)? 

 *  What is the source of authority? 

 *  How to justify claims of divine or inspired revelation? 

 *  What are the responsibilities of discipleship? 

 *  How is one rewarded for faithfulness? 

 *  What is duty? 

Religions, like languages, are culturally conditioned; but each in its own right is a  

complete, cohesive system that works, that provides a sure and certain pathway 

through a transient, chaotic and uncertain world for its followers.  Differences are usually 

superficial, due to the way in which ideas are articulated, but spiritual masters in the 

great religions have recognized their common ground in the Ancient Stream that 

underlies their unique expressions.  The problem with religion doesn’t lie so much with 

the ideas, rituals language, stories and dogmas of religion; the problem lies with how we 

moderns think about religion, the role it plays and our understanding of the meaning of 

truth itself.  To question the essential role of religion is entirely a modern preoccupation.  

With a few cynical intellectual exceptions, no other people in no other time has done so.  

We are the most agnostic people who ever have lived.  Yet, the religious impulse haunts 

us. 
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The wellspring of both religion and science is awe.  The celebration of nature as a great 

mystical, unifying framework encompassing all forms of life is common to both.  Religion 

celebrates the sacramental nature of creation while science delves into its causes and 

effects.  Nature is the first scripture, and the first sacrament.  Religion and spirituality 

evolve a system  of symbols, gestures, movement, stories, poetry, art, dance and music 

in a language that is both fluid and rhapsodic.  A child flings out her arms and whirls in a 

burst of ecstasy and joy at the wonder of a sunset, the beauty of a night sky or a 

meadow filled with flowers.  Ecstatic encounter gives rise to a dance, a procession, 

liturgical movements, invocations and gestures that convey reverence and tell a story 

that is universal in scope; a response of awe, fear, hope, longing, joy.  A tragic loss of 

life takes place and we build a shrine of love and commemoration.   

 

Schleiermacher writes about a distinctive religious awareness that arises at the horizons 

of limit-situations of everyday life.  These limit-situations elicit feelings of gratitude for 

deliverance and sustenance and a sense of God’s presence.  These in turn evoke a 

sense of moral obligation and a desire for justice.  As time passes, the initial encounter 

may be forgotten and the child will ask, “What is the meaning of these things that we do 

and say?”  Words are added to tell the story and later the words are expanded to 

explore meaning and theological discourse is born.  The further we get from the 

Encounter and the Dance the more complicated the situation becomes.  We grow 

clumsy when we stop dancing and start trying to apply science to explain the steps and 

think that the explanation is the main thing.  Have you ever tried to explain how to dance 

a tango or the process of falling in love?  Do any two people ever fall in love in exactly 

the same way?  This is why Buddha refused to talk about either God or theology.  

Explanations can be a trap.        
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The greatest changes takes place where cultures cross paths or continents collide and 

transform one another.  New mountain systems are thrust up at the edges of continents 

where the lighter, less dense oceanic crust is subducted beneath continental crust.  The 

movement of the earth along fault lines deep below the earth’s surface can cause 

mountains to fold over on themselves, creates arches and basins that cause the land to 

undulate.  Continents migrate and land bridges are created enabling new species to 

migrate from one continent to another.  Eventually the forces of erosion due to wind, 

water and chemical activity wear down the uplifted land forms and the land masses pull 

apart once again. The troughs or synclines that are left fill up with transported rocks and 

debris that spread outward extending the continental margins.  Continents eventually 

drift apart, taking pieces of each other with them.  Part of Newfoundland resides in 

Scotland.   

 

It’s not always possible to tell where an idea originates.  Trade routes cross the land 

initiating new encounters between cultures.  The major religions evolved along these 

trade routes, in urban areas of great seismic activity where ideas clashed, were shared 

and assimilated.  The more isolated a people, the less change and slower the progress.   

It’s possible to find pockets of old religious forms in the more remote places but in cities 

it’s religious smorgasbord.  The stable areas that are typical to continental interiors 

remain relatively unaffected by plate tectonic activity.  Yet even this interior topography 

undergoes continual transformation as a result of smaller forces of uplifting and 

subsidence.  Large inland areas may be covered by water creating shallow inland 

oceans that leave deposits of marine animals that gradually build up layers that can be 

exposed through another process of uplifting and erosion.  So it is with human 

knowledge and experience.  New ideas get deposited directly on old ideas.  There is no 

such thing as geographical or philosophical originality or permanence.   Even the 

Himalayas (the Sanskrit word for eternal form) are not eternal at all, but are  themselves 
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subject to the continual geological forces of change and are of fairly recent origin.  “The 

mountains will tumble, Gibraltar will crumble, they’re only made of clay.” 

 

4.  NEW LANDSCAPES, NEW PARADIGMS 

 

The emerging cultural landscape calls for us to visualize and interpret old data in new 

ways, to dialogue with different conceptualizations and to be open to new data and new 

areas of knowledge.  The creative imagination is called into play, the ability to see 

patterns in wholes and interactive participation.  It has become a cliché that we are 

living in a time of transition from an old paradigm to a new paradigm.  It isn’t easy to 

define “paradigm.”  It’s the characteristic beliefs, attitudes, habits, environment, history 

and ideas that distinguish an individual or a group.   Ethos is an old term that means 

much the same thing.  Since we all live, think and have our being in a paradigm or ethos 

that seems “normal”, it is hard for most of us to step outside of it in order to see that 

someone else may experience the world from the viewpoint of a very different paradigm.  

Travel has always been understood as broadening to the intellect but now the world is 

traveling to our doorstep introducing us to new paradigms, like it or not.  In a changing 

paradigm, old data has to be reinterpreted and seen in new ways and new kinds of data 

sought.   

 

It seems that the continental land masses converge and then pull apart again on a 

roughly 500 million year cycle.  Following these cycles, the landscape that eventually 

emerges bears some resemblance to the former landscape in outline and some major 

interior features remain intact, especially basement and bedrock formations, but new 

land forms are created and others get so drastically rearranged as to be 

unrecognizable.  New paradigms in culture and religion seem to work roughly on a 500 

year cycle.  Many of the old features remain, those features which form the bedrock of 
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culture and religion, but other features get reinterpreted in different ways.  New features 

are added in response to new historical, economic and sociological forces.   

 

Buddhism arose as a reform of Hinduism about 500 years before Christ and absorbed 

elements of Taoism.  Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount reflects many ideas similar to 

Buddhism.  Islam had it’s beginning about 600 years later.  The medieval Christian 

church became the dominant force in Europe around 1100 C.E.  The Protestant 

reformation, another new paradigm, arose about 500 years later and religious scholars 

generally all agree we are in the midst of another major religious paradigm shift.  A 

paradigm shift is a major upheaval, a sea change and the religious landscape will be 

highly chaotic for some times as new forms slowly emerge but have not yet taken 

shape. 

 

Religion does not exist apart from the cultural and political context in which it finds itself.  

The changes that are taking place in the religious landscape today are but part of a 

process that began with the Protestant Reformation, gathered momentum during the 

Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and is coming into full bloom 

in the last half the the twentieth and beginning of the twentieth first centuries with 

universal education and the scientific revolution.  It was inevitable in the west which 

places a high premium on individualism and autonomy that this would take place.  The 

church no longer is able to claim sole authority in matters of faith, values and spirituality.  

What are the major changes in religious perception that are taking place in the United 

States today?  The first is the breakdown of the concept of hierarchy and authority.     

 

The fastest growing Christian churches in the United States today are the 

nondenominational churches and the charismatic and Pentecostal churches which are 

largely autonomous.  While the old mainline Protestant churches in the twentieth 
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century have been reversing the trend of separation through ecumenical movements 

and working to reclaim traditions and liturgies from the earlier days of the church, 

without a great deal of success, new non-denominational churches founded by 

entrepreneurs are cropping up like dandelions everywhere.  These churches have a 

high appeal to a consumer public and offer “church lite” with lots of entertainment and 

family oriented programing.  Many are heavily involved in Twelve Step programs and 

offer various  kinds of self-improvement groups.  The popularity of the informal, upbeat 

praise type of worship services they offer with no liturgy, short and simple choruses 

sung “off the wall” in buildings that resemble movie theaters and self-improvement talks 

by ministers in shirt sleeves has propelled some of the old mainline Christian churches 

to try to copy their methods, mostly in offering so-called contemporary services with 

guitars instead of the ubiquitous organ,  but with limited success due to resistance from 

their members and because their hierarchical based internal structures leave little room 

for real innovation.   

 

In the world at large, especially in Latin America, Africa and Southeast Asian countries 

charismatic and Pentecostal churches are now the dominant feature of Christianity as 

well as among newly arrived immigrants from these countries to the United States.   

These churches offer emotional content and a program for self-help.  A major reason for 

the growth and success of these churches is their autonomy;  they are under local 

control.  The simplicity of their doctrine and the high emotional content of their worship 

services which offer healing as well as concrete solutions to practical problems.   

 

The Roman Catholic Church is the only major Christian institution that is growing in 

spite of an acute shortage of priests.  This partly may be explained in that the Catholic 

Church offers a traditional form of worship rich in imagery and mysticism, therefore 

emotional content, and has largely avoided the excesses of intellectualism of the 
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Protestant churches.  In the west, it remains to be seen what damage will result from the 

crisis of clergy sexual abuse, but religious institutions historically are good at surviving 

scandal in the long run.  What is possibly more important is the growing rift between 

American Catholics and the Vatican over issues of sexuality, ordination of women and 

autonomy that is developing into a major fault line that could result in an American 

Catholic Church in the coming century.  Should this happen, we will likely see a 

continual protestantization, that is weakening, of American Catholicism and a stronger 

alignment of world wide Roman Catholicism with the conservative movements of Third 

World countries.       

 

Traditionally, religion in the west has been primarily outward directed, toward the reform 

of society whereas eastern religion has been mainly focused on inward transformation.  

The second major change in religion in the west has been a growing interest in eastern 

religions during the twentieth century and a major shift in the latter part of the twentieth 

century in what westerners want from their religion which accounts in large part for the 

movement.  Spirituality is inward directed, to the needs of the individual.  There is little 

interest today in organized religion for very many people but there is a great surge of 

interest in spirituality, a concept that is fuzzy to say the least.  Spirituality in the west is 

very much designer spirituality that ranges over a jumble of self-help programs, do-it-

yourself explorations and vision quests, dabbling in Eastern religions, especially 

meditation groups, Yogi for fitness purposes, and home-based Bible study and “prayer 

and share” groups.  The church has been either slow or totally unresponsive in 

addressing these inward needs and society has become indifferent to reform.  The 

erosion of traditional institutional religion in America will most likely continue and be 

replaced by the autonomous church and spirituality groups.  
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The third major change in the American religious landscape is the fault line that had 

developed between the liberal theological trends of the 20th Century which largely 

dominate the old mainline churches and the reactionary conservatism of the new 

fundamentalist and Pentecostal movements.  This fault line cuts across denominational 

lines as almost every one of the major denominations is experiencing a crisis over the 

debate which centers, not on theological issues, but over issues surrounding human 

sexuality; abortion, homosexuality and the ordination of women.   

 

Theology no longer is the major concern of  liberal institutional leaders.  With the 

exception of the conservative southern and Midwestern churches, the majority of the 

public and a significant number of clergy are simply agnostic to questions about Biblical 

inerrancy, heaven and hell, the divinity of Jesus, and belief in a literal resurrection.  The 

issues that generate concern have much less to do with questions of salvation and 

much more to do with power and control.  The complexity and anxiety of modern life 

make many people long for material comforts and the safety of easy answers and 

others impatient because they are frustrated over a failure in our country effectively to 

address environmental and social concerns.  An individualistic, consumer mentality has 

produced a public who has little interest in community affairs or in traditional religious 

emphasis on sacrifice and simplicity but a growing minority believes that the United 

States is in danger of succumbing to greed and corporate totalitarianism.  

 

5.  A PATHWAY FOR HOPE 

 

As these cultural and theological plates grind away at each other, it seems likely that 

traditional Christianity may largely disappear in the west as it has done in Europe, or it 

may be transformed in a manner we do not know.  Its strength now is in other places 

such as Africa and Latin America.  There are stable areas  In plate tectonics theory in 
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the center of continental land masses where subsidence and alteration is relatively 

small.  In culture and religion there also are areas that are  resistant to change, areas 

removed from the transforming abrasiveness of dialogue.  Technology, education and 

economies don’t advance consistently throughout the world.  Many unconformities exist 

where many people still live in primitive conditions and in medieval-type cultures in close 

proximity to societies that have sent people to the moon.  Enormous imbalances exist 

between industrialized countries and the economically deprived Third World countries, 

but also between subcultures in industrialized  countries themselves.  People who feel 

marginalized and shortchanged may be envious and grudging of a prosperity that 

eludes their grasp and susceptible to ideologies and movements that promise security 

through easy answers and radical solutions.  The technologies of destruction are easily 

available to anyone desperate for justice, revenge or change.  

 

The Christian paradigm has been belief in an Eternal God that is all-powerful, all-

knowing, perfect and complete in every respect in Itself, needing no additions, infinite 

and invariable, unchanging and unyielding.  Truth is objective and fixed in place.  There 

is one correct answer, one way to know a thing that is capable of being realized in all 

situations.  The emerging  paradigm accepts that relationships and forms change and 

perhaps even what we understand as God is susceptible to variation and change.   

 

Everything we can honestly say about God is conditional;  a projection based on human 

subjective experience within a history, a cultural setting, an ethos.  Everything we can 

know has entirely to do with human experience and relationships.  Many things that are 

not a part of our direct, personal experience but of which we have good evidence we are 

able to understand only through models we construct.  We evolved to live in space-time 

which is why there are many things beyond our grasp, but the new physics suggests 

there are realities that cannot be explained under traditional space-time models.  Gravity 
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and electricity, for example.  No one really understands what they are.  Quantum 

mechanics describes a fluid reality in contrast to the stable properties of Newtonian 

physics.  Both are true in their proper contexts, a frustrating set of principles that can 

hardly make sense to non specialists.  There may be other universes out there, but we 

have no access to them;  we’re three-dimension bound. 

 

All our knowledge comes to us in and through experiences and relationships within our 

human communities.  Understanding is limited by our different histories, environments 

and access to new experiences.  If, as I suggest, there is a universal religious 

experience,  it is because, as Raimundo Panikkar writes,  we are evolving a new 

consciousness about the unity of humankind, not only in biology, history or politics, but 

also, fundamentally, on the religious plane.  The concept of uniqueness is only a formal 

notion.  Religious truth is existential and non-objectifiable.  It is present in large part 

because different religious communities make different but coherent claims about 

aspects of human experience that are perceived as equally valid descriptions of similar 

phenomena, only approached from a different perspective.  Panikkar writes that in one 

sense, there is no catholic, that is universal, religion, but in another sense, the authentic 

and true religiosity of every person is catholic.   

 

Every new concept has to struggle against entrenched ideas and cherished views.  In 

the world of geology and in the world of ideas, change takes place slowly and 

undetected.  In our limited human situations, we can be forgiven for thinking that there 

are unchangeable realities, but human history and ideas are accelerating.  The 

Industrial Revolution and Digital Revolution are technological examples that 

revolutionized society in a very short space of time.  Paradigm changes result in much 

dislocation and confusion.  Human history has advanced at the speed of light compared 

to geological time and entire civilizations occupy only the space of a moment, but we 
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are unable to visualize how human thought processes, cultures and religious ideas are 

built up over millennia from many different sources and as a result of many different 

activities.   

 

There is no such thing as a pure religion.  Religious concepts undergo a continual 

process of change in response to social, cultural, historical and even geographical 

situations.  At the same time, certain core ideas, like interior continental platforms, have 

remained largely intact even as outward forms change in response to short term 

conditions.  Every religious system engages in worship, prayer, study of sacred texts, 

charity and self-denial and cultivates virtue as a spiritual pathway to enlightenment or 

salvation.  Everyone asks why certain things happen.  Is God sending us a message?  

Every person asks the same questions of life and comes up with answers or models 

that are surprisingly similar.  Certain themes emerge across religious and cultural lines.  

There are a limited number of ideas that make up our philosophies and a limited number 

of chemicals that constitute the rocks that make up our land forms. 

 

Youth are much more at ease with the cultural and informational changes that have 

taken place in the latter part of the 20th Century with the rest of us struggling to catch up 

but it is said that it takes at least three generations for a significant social change to 

become the norm.  It may not take that long any more because rapid change has 

become our standard and expectation.  Religion remains largely in the province of the 

elders who want to keep things as they are and that’s both good news and bad news.  

Good news because of our propensity to the fad of the moment, soon discarded, bad 

news because the underlying reality of culture really has changed and we are slow to 

catch on.   
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Now that our theological, intellectual and cultural plates are colliding,  how do we avoid 

getting swallowed up in the subduction zone of relativity, how do we maintain moral and 

ethical integrity in a changing world?  Are we done with religion?  Is there anything that 

can unite people who inwardly are so much the same and outwardly seem so different 

that will allow us our individual expressions.  Is there something that gives us a firm 

ground for hope, something we can trust when we are staring into the abyss?  Is there a 

unifying theme, a harmony of method over the whole range of human  experience that is 

capable of giving expression to our deepest hopes and allay our greatest fears?   

 

Ancient Wisdom answers, “Yes.”  God did not give us a mind to play tricks on us nor 

does God “play dice with the universe.”  Einstein also said “Science without religion is 

lame and religion without science is blind.”  We can trust our minds and we can trust our 

senses but we have to learn not to get stuck in the artifacts of our ideas.  We need to 

demythologize (debullshitify) what we think.  Everything is a trap, but there are some 

things we can trust.  No need to reinvent the wheel.  We can trust the core of Ancient 

Wisdom that tradition and religion have handed down over eons of time and we can 

trust the processes of honest and open inquiry.  It’s only the outward forms that we 

devise to explain our discoveries that are provisional and transitory, only what currently 

is in vogue that we should suspect.  The big question for us is the same one asked by a 

man of the world 2000 years ago standing at one of the great crossroads of history who 

was confronted with the gulf between Ancient Wisdom and the transient expectation of 

his culture.  Pilate asked Jesus, “What is truth?” 
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Part II  Encounter 
The unknown, mystery, awe, wonder 

Deep reverence, initiation, worship, trust, joy 
Transcendence and Immanence 

Separation and vulnerability 

“We establish old things, we do not initiate new things.”  Erasmus 
6.  GEOLOGIC AND SPIRITUAL LAND FORMS 

 

Artists pay closer attention to the world of phenomena than the rest of us.  Where we 

see an object, they see lines, textures, colors and shapes, gradations, patterns of 

organization, light and darkness, planes, depth, contrasts.  Most of us are spectators 

and collectors who amble through the familiar landscapes of our lives collecting pretty 

pebbles and seeing things from a superficial point of view.  I had a rock collection when 

I was young of interesting shapes, colors and textures, but it was my grandfather who 

took me on expeditions up into the Arbuckles who taught me to take a longer look at the 

big picture and to see things I’d never thought of before; to ask questions about the 

composition of the pebbles and how they got there to begin with.  Without an 

experienced guide to life’s situations, most of us take what we see for granted and chalk 

up an extraordinary event to an interesting diversion and go on to other things.     

 

It’s hard to imagine that Central Texas once lay under a shallow inland ocean.  The rock 

forms which make up the Devil’s Backbone ridge are young in terms of geologic time 

which is a clue.  They consist chiefly of Cretaceous sedimentary rocks such as Edwards 

and Buda limestone made up of marine animals which were originally deposited seventy 

million years ago in the shallow oceans that overlay the ancient Ouachita Range which 

lies buried in an s-shaped curve from northeast Texas to the Big Bend area.  Sometime 

during the early to middle Tertiary, ten to thirty million years ago, these rocks were 

elevated in an undeformed state about 2,000 feet in what we know as the Llano Uplift.  
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In some places such as in Llano County and in the Marathon Basin some very old 

Precambrian shists and granites, 500 million years or older that are part of the bedrock 

of our continent were uplifted and exposed among much younger and softer Cretaceous 

rock forms like ancient ruins or monuments to lost gods.   

 

Two of the lessons we derive from a study of geology is that everything has a very long 

history and that nothing is permanent.  We see in a landscape a snapshot frozen in time 

that is gone the moment we experience it.  Permanence is an illusion because of the 

extremely slow processes of change that are taking place continually through erosion by 

wind and water, chemical processes, movements below the surface of the earth or the 

very fact of our being present and walking over a terrain .  We can visualize changes in 

human culture and technology over time, but we can’t see evolutionary processes.  

Those are inferred from strong evidence and clues that present a coherent picture.   

 

Some facets of human culture like religion are highly resistant to change and most 

people resist the idea that all religious concepts do change over time.  Christians are 

particularly resistant and this has a lot to do with an ideas borrowed from Greek 

philosophy;  that God is not subject to change and knows everything before it happens.  

This is actually a non-biblical viewpoint since these concepts are not found in either 

Jewish or Christian scripture which present an evolving concept of the nature of God 

quite capable of changing his own mind.  (Jeremiah 18:08; Jonah 3:09)     

 

Eastern religions accept change and impermanence as a fundamental fact of being.  

The Hindu conceptualization of God is capable of including an infinite variety of ideas 

and images, including those of nature and thus has a far greater theological flexibility.  

Classical Buddhism avoids the theological problem altogether by refusing to talk about 

concepts of God which always are limited and finite.  Taoism doesn’t separate God from 
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process.  What saved the West from the developmental stagnation that might ensue 

from ideas about a fixed, unchanging nature of God was that Western religion separated 

God completely out of nature.  Because nature is separate from God it can be studied 

and analyzed and we were able to forge ahead with scientific advancements, in spite of 

some flaps along the way about Galileo and Darwin.  The down side of this idea was 

that if God is totally separate from natural processes, we had unlimited freedom to 

exploit nature to our own ends.  In spite of the fact that God talk can never be more than 

metaphor, we put God-thinking in a box and threw away the key.   

 

Openness and inquiry have never been a long suit for the Christian Church.  From the 

time of Constantine in the fourth century until very recently, church and state existed in 

a symbiotic relationship wherein power was maintained by controlling what people were 

allowed to think.  To question the church was to challenge God and to destabilize the 

whole social structure.  The Reformation didn’t really change much except to shift 

control of ideas about God from one big institution to many smaller ones.  In time, the 

secularization of society brought all this to an end.  Being finally free of religious 

coercion, many people gave up the whole religious project.   

 

The rise of fundamentalism in the early part of the 20th Century was an attempt to 

regain social control in a losing situation and reinstate the institutional authority of the 

old Christendom.  Like the old structure of the church, fundamentalism refuses to 

recognize the process of change or the possibility of different points of view and 

maintains its position through doctrines of infallibility and inerrancy.  Although there is 

nothing in their own scripture to support these positions, nevertheless, the rhetoric and 

posturing of the fundamentalists have pretty much captured the contemporary religious 

field due to the feebleness and loss of nerve of mainstream Christianity with its failure to 

offer a vision consistent with our times and to rethink and challenge its ancient tradition.  
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Although interest in religion is waning, there is a growing interest in spirituality; the 

yearning and quest to know who we are and our place in evolution, in culture, in the 

universe, in history, with God and with each other.  People just aren’t going to church to 

get it satisfied and many would probably be disappointed if they did.  But God is not far 

from us and must be a part of our very being.  No group, religion or institution has a 

monopoly on the authentic life or on understanding.  An Encounter with God is as close 

as the air we breathe, our very skin and internal organs and is experienced in countless 

ways at all times by all people in every conceivable situation.  Experience is key to our 

understanding of the world and God.  As humans, we struggle to make sense of our 

experiences and we won’t all experience God in the same way or conceive of God in 

similar images.  Like Calvin, we experience far more than we can understand.  Our 

conceptions and experiences and images are limited and provisional, but all have value, 

perhaps some more than others but that is due to our maturity and not our culture. 

                        

7.  AN OPENING FOR THE HEART     

 

Our home in the small town of Howe, Texas was near the end of a quiet street that led 

west out into the countryside.  At the end of day, I’d chase the brilliant sunsets over the 

distant hills on my bike.  I’d ride as long and hard as I could past cotton and wheat fields 

until the sky faded into gray and then barely make it back into town before dark.  

Sometimes on long summer evenings, I’d make it as far as a small country cemetery 

situated on a hill and surrounded by tall conical shaped cedar trees.  I’d stop there and 

feast on the sound of the wind stirring the cedars and cottonwoods and search the tomb 

stones for familiar names from town.  I felt very close to God in that quiet, lonely place 

where my mind could soar undisturbed with the flocks of birds wheeling in the skies 

searching for their evening roost.  Looking out across the gently rolling black land prairie 
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with a scattering of small woods with my heart filled with wonder until the dwindling light 

forced me to race back home to the warm, familiar bustle of family and supper.   

 

On summer nights, we’d lay quilts out on the lawn and lie looking up at the stars which 

seemed almost close enough to touch.  Often our neighbors would join us.  The children 

would collect fire flies in jars and the adults would exchange gossip and our 

grandparents would tell stories.  It was a magical time, unburdened by the necessity of 

meeting soccer practice schedules or interrupting cell phones and t.v. noise.  Our small 

community was safe, solid and known.  Work during the week, shopping on Saturday 

and church on Sunday and Wednesday evening.   

 

We felt no necessity to question our religious faith because we all were so connected.  

Being connected to God has everything to do with being connected to each other, no 

matter what our God concepts are.  My grandfather, like so many men of his day, had 

little to do with church.  He had only gone to school to the eighth grade, but he was a 

deep thinker and had a keen interest in scientific matters.  He managed the local cotton 

gin and loved to tinker around with machinery and built crystal sets and read.  He was a 

free thinker and never went to church unless it was to a funeral.  Nevertheless, he had a 

number of books on philosophy and theology and was said to have been interested in 

Swedenborg. His avoidance of church was just something we all accepted although it 

probably gave my grandmother a few turns.  We considered ourselves a tolerant 

community and able to accept quite a bit of variation in people so long as we knew who 

their families were.   

 

None of us has a clue about what God is like but we have this predisposition to seek 

God out, to touch something we know can’t be touched, to see something that can’t be 

seen.  We have a deep longing that tugs at our hearts for something beyond 
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understanding.  We want to know how we fit in with the scheme of things and feel 

something is expected of us.   

 

When Moses and Mohammed climbed their mountains to seek an Encounter with God, 

they were following a pattern long practiced by mystics by retreating to lonely desert 

places to seek spiritual direction.  Deserts and mountains have always been preferred to 

the lush environments of woodlands and wetlands.  In the crowded, busy places where 

we live, there are too many comforts and distractions for fasting and meditation.  We go 

to the lake to relax and recreate, but the barrenness of a high, solitary, rocky terrain 

seems more conducive to an Encounter with the transcendent.  Native Americans 

sought out such places for vision quests.   

 

It is a both a humbling and expanding experience to stand alone on a high hill or 

mountain and look out across a long and distant horizon, our vision unimpeded, our 

thoughts untrammeled.  Our imagination expands with our line of vision, like being able 

to look into eternity, into an infinite number of possibilities and outcomes.  We don’t 

argue with such an experience or try to dissect it;  our response is mystic, one of awe.  

Worship, ritual, music and sacraments evoke a similar effect where the individual is 

subsumed and overshadowed by the holy and personal agendas are laid aside.  

Cathedrals and desert places have this in common.  They call us outside of ourselves, 

overshadow our personal agendas because we sense we stand on holy ground.  There 

are ancient shists and granites here too deep to fathom.  They are part of a story whose 

origin also is lost in time.  We can only live with the mystery.  Note to church architects:  

the building always wins!  Want to trivialize religion? Demystify the worship space. 

 

What most sets us apart as humans is our capacity for imagination and creativity.  We 

don’t simply conform to the world as we find it, we create a new thing out of the 
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materials at hand.  We have an astonishing capacity for self-transformation, to be taken 

by surprise by a sudden flash of insight and respond in a novel fashion.  We have the 

capacity to catch a glimpse of God and to realize we play a partnership role in the God’s 

creative process.  I call this Encounter and Encounters can take an infinite variety of 

forms.  They are intensely illuminating life experiences capable of transforming the inner 

person.   

 

The world is filled with the possibility for Encounter, burning bushes all around but we 

seldom take the time or trouble to notice, like hurrying through the Louvre with the tour 

group, our minds on the schedule and paying little attention to the art.  Encounters are 

unique and don’t lend themselves to description any more than we can describe love or 

music as no two people will experience them in the same way.  Sometimes an ordinary  

situation grabs our attention in a manner to leave us with either a sense of awe, joy, 

unease or curiosity.  It catches us unaware; a flash of insight, an awakening, a sense of 

urgency or discomfort, a sense of loss, a beckoning, a challenge, a call to action, a 

sense of mission.   

 

We can distinguish Encounter from a merely aesthetic experience, such as being thrilled 

by a sunset or a beautiful piece of music in that Encounter leaves us with a feeling of 

needing to take some new direction, or making a recommitment to a previously 

abandoned effort.  Encounter really has nothing to do with religion, although a religious 

experience can be a form of Encounter.  An Encounter is a vision of a compelling future, 

a call to action, a summons to the unknown, an opening of possibility.  An Encounter 

demands a response.  An artist, an engineer, a farmer, a factory worker, a housewife 

may respond to Encounter and choose a pathway in a manner peculiar to their vocation.  

God doesn’t exist or function separately from the reality of existence.  The parables 
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Jesus told about the Kingdom of God all had entirely to do with common life events and 

nothing to do with religion.         

 

What I’m trying to say is, everyone has the capacity and opportunity for Encounter and it 

doesn’t come from us anyway;  it comes from beyond us, or from more than us.  It’s 

something that happens to us.  God or the universe seeks us out and we have a built-in 

capacity for response.  It’s like getting booted up and online, getting connected to the 

universe.   

 

Religion is something that happens as a result of Encounter.  Religion is, first and 

foremost, an ecstatic dance.  But being religious is not a prerequisite.  A sense of 

unease or dissatisfaction, an emptiness, a restlessness can cause us actively to seek 

an Encounter without realizing it.  As long as we haven’t succumbed to the numbing 

inertia of resignation or dogma, we’re not content merely to exist in equilibrium.   

 

People who take unusual risks or deliberately sabotage a comfortable life style may 

have experienced an Encounter.  So much  of what we do is subconscious, like holding 

babies in our left arms or seeking out mountains and deserts when we are looking for 

answers.  Perhaps it’s because rocks fascinate us and challenge us with their strength, 

durability and infinite variation.  In desert places everything is reduced to bare essentials 

and the only things that can live there are those with minimal requirements.   

 

Encounters challenge us to reduce our baggage because it gets in the way.  Yet  desert 

dwellers not only live, they thrive.  They challenge us with our long lists of requirements 

and necessities and teach us that there are really few essential things in life.  In desert 

places, we can more easily confront and be confronted by our personal demons, our 

limitations and anxieties and are more predisposed to awe and insight.   
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As far back as we can trace evidence for human communities, humans have endowed 

rocks, mountains and spectacular natural places with mystical meaning and have 

venerated them as places for worship, pilgrimages and epiphanies, set aside as sacred 

for the use of the gods, not available for ordinary human use and not understood in 

ordinary human terms.  Those things that are high and lifted up stir in us impulses that 

are universal if little understood.  We are humbled to feelings of awe and reverence and 

long to reach up and connect with the transcendent in order to insure our immortality.  

 

My family enjoyed visiting old cemeteries at the end of isolated country lanes, old family 

plots hidden away in groves of trees in a pasture.  Most were transplants to Texas from 

Kentucky and Tennessee, like my ancestors.  We’d search for interesting monuments or 

stones with the oldest dates, some of them dating to the time of the American 

Revolution.  It was sobering to see how many graves were of infants, children and 

young women, a reminder of the difficulties of childbirth and life without modern 

medicine only a few decades earlier.  These immigrants had little to sustain them but 

their religion and sheer gutsiness.  They came into a wilderness in a quest of hope 

against hope and lifted their fallen spirits on Sundays in the hymns of the American 

Frontier.  “Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.”  In their 

poverty and hardship, religion was the sustaining force in their lives, a force that has 

waned in the excessive ease and comfort of modern life. 

      

For many years I’ve been torn between wanting to be buried in that little cemetery west 

of town and another place, West Hill Cemetery in Sherman where all the rest of my 

mother’s family is buried.  West Hill wins out because of history and connectedness; the 

veneration and communion of saints which in Christian theology, in fact, is very similar 
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to the ancestor veneration of eastern religions.  They light candles and burn incense; we 

lay down granite markers.   

 

We both long for continuity.  A rock or a pile of stones that becomes an altar may have 

initially been raised to mark the grave of an important chieftain whose knowledge, 

mystical powers and wise counsel the community was anxious to preserve.  Ritual is 

born through the periodic revisiting of the shrine and shamans and priests were 

designated to maintain the purity of ritual, offering and sacrifice.  These things are too 

ancient and deep for us to understand; they come out of the right side of the brain and 

lie at the heart of the religious impulse.  We somehow sense that immortality has to do 

with connecting to, placating and appeasing the gods of our ancestors with whom we 

wish to identify.   

 

Sacrifice, a universal impulse, calls us to offer up the best that we have; ourselves, our 

possessions, our service to the gods.  If not in order to placate, then in order to 

demonstrate our obedience and trust in their supernatural powers.  If not in order to 

prove our worthiness, then because, eventually, we come to understand the 

transitoriness of all created things and that immortality, that part of our nature which 

shares in the divine, consists not in the keeping of these things for ourselves, but in 

detachment from them.  It’s only in giving up things that we can become a part of all 

things.  We worship and sacrifice not  because God requires it, but because we require 

it of ourselves.       

 

Encounter is a call to dialogue with the universe which involves an inward movement as 

well as an outward one.  We don’t simply want a program to follow, we long to know 

who we are and how we fit into the scheme of things.  Augustine said to know God is to 

know oneself and to know oneself is to know God and we are hard pressed to say which 
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comes first.  The focus of eastern religions and monastic communities of both east and 

west is on this interior aspect of spirituality which is a process of self-discovery in 

contrast to the ethically grounded spiritual activism typical of Western religions.  God as 

immanent, God with us, God not separate from our very being.  God not only as in every 

aspect of the universe, but as process itself.   

 

Prayer and meditation are the disciplines for discernment.  Through them we look 

deeply into things in order to discern their true nature, their innermost qualities, to find 

direction for our lives and commune with God.  They are emptying out processes where 

we have to let go of preconceived ideas about the nature of things or even ourselves as 

well as to come honestly to grips with who we are.  Through our experiences we 

develop viewpoints and feelings about people and things we encounter in life.  If our 

experiences are pleasant, we will have pleasant associations; if negative, negative 

associations.  In fact, our experiences are not built up of unique moments, peculiar to 

ourselves alone.  Even our experiences have histories which are made up of the past 

experiences of both ourselves and others, our wellness or health at the time, the 

environments in which those experiences took place, and many other considerations.  

We carry around a lot of the baggage of others as well as our own.  

 

Prayer is a form of dialogue with the universe, of dialogue with God in which we seek to 

understand Encounter.  In prayer we strive to put our heart and mind in sync.  There is 

nothing mysterious about prayer.  Prayer is merely active, conscious thought, something 

we do all the time, but when we are aware of addressing it to a Source other than, or 

rather, more than ourselves, in order to seek wisdom, it becomes intentional prayer with 

the possibility of self-transformation.   
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Prayer seeks to be attentive to all things and to ask questions but there are lots of things 

that can get in the way of prayer like not being totally honest with ourselves.  We can 

pray earnestly for insight into a situation or for a successful outcome without doing the 

kind of self-examination that is necessary to make clear the role we ourselves play in 

what we are seeking.  In prayer we have to learn to confront every aspect of ourselves 

which includes deconstructing those flattering facades which we erect to pump up our 

egos.  There are many forms of prayer and no one right way to do prayer.  It is the most 

personal of all experiences.  To pray with another is the most intimate of all relationships 

because prayer involves laying our souls bare; even more intimate than sex.     

 

Like Encounter, prayer is open to everyone to be done in one’s own fashion.  Prayer 

works but no one is going to be able to prove it because prayer works in very privatized 

ways to the extent of our desire and our sincerity and in ways we can’t predict.  We can 

learn a lot about other peoples’ experiences with prayer, and it certainly can help to 

have an experienced spiritual guide, but it all boils down to what works for us to give us 

the insights and help we need.   

 

It’s a waste of time, money and energy to pay money to someone to tell you how to 

pray.  True spiritual guides don’t charge for something that’s free.  You can do it on your 

own the same as you learned to walk on your own, through trial and error and it isn’t 

going to help a bit to try to mimic someone else’s method or learn the five varieties of 

prayer.  The Universe is a great teacher and the teaching is free for the asking.  All that 

is required of us is desire and openness.  That doesn’t mean we don’t need to drop our 

coins in the collection plate, but that’s for a different reason. 

 

Praying with others is especially helpful because prayer in community takes on a 

different character.  We really aren’t talking about prayer at football games or to open 
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the Rotary Club meeting.  Corporate prayer happens in faith communities where a 

common faith language is spoken.  We pray for the well being of the whole community 

and that calls us to examine our role in fostering that well being.  Prayer in groups 

enables others to reflect back to us what we say, to be a mirror through which we can 

gain a clearer understanding of ourselves.  This is why a community is so important for  

the spiritual journey and why prayer is an integral, essential component of any 

spirituality group.  

 

 Assuming you can find a group to pray with.  It’s difficult because many people who 

form prayer groups today have very personal, often political, hidden agendas.  Twenty 

or thirty years ago I would not have qualified that statement because then it still was 

possible and relatively easy to find a group serious about spiritual growth and open to a 

process of inquiry in churches.  Now it is a very different situation because liberals have 

mostly eschewed prayer and the conservatives who form most of the prayer groups 

have become highly politicized.  There are many so-called meditation groups that are 

focused primarily on stress reduction and  many people leading these groups who are 

wholly lacking in spiritual depth or mastery of a spiritual pathway.  Often their focus is 

merely on physical fitness or helping people to feel better about themselves.  Prayer 

turns us inside out.   

 

To pray is submit to a radical reversal of orientation.  It begins with being willing to 

confront and master our personal demons and relinquish ignorance, passions and 

attachments, the things which stand in the way of enlightenment.  What would we be 

without our excuses, our ego-centeredness and our self-justifications?  We are rich in 

terms of possessions, passionate seekers of rewards, benefits and cheap thrills, heavily 

endowed with spirituality’s  Seven Deadly Sins of pride, anger, lust, greed, gluttony, 

envy and sloth.  We want cheap grace, to follow our bliss instead of the narrow road and 
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guaranteed security.  Especially in the West, we suffer from a false sense of entitlement.  

Everything in our culture is counter to and opposed to the qualities of restraint and self-

denial that are essential to spiritual progress.  The gospel of contemporary life is that we 

are answerable only to ourselves, we’ve earned it and we deserve it.  We have our work 

cut out for us. 

           

We unload our baggage in order to move deeper into another form of prayer called 

meditation which some religious communities distinguish from contemplation.  There is 

no fixed opinion about terminology, but I will offer a distinction based on one tradition.  

To meditate involves looking deeply into a thing or situation in order to discern its true 

nature or to acquire knowledge about oneself.  Meditation still is active prayer in a 

sense, but we seek to leave our agenda out of it as much as possible and the focus is 

outside of the self.  It’s a form of seeking.  Scripture passages, icons and nature are 

traditional sources of inspiration for meditation but any sort of object can be a focal 

point.  In meditation, we inquire deeply into the nature of being itself.  We seek 

connections and direction.   

 

Play can be an enormously stimulating and creative activity, perhaps even a form of  

prayer or meditation.  Playing a musical instrument, walking, fishing or skiing down a 

slope where we give ourselves over entirely to the joy of the present moment are forms 

of meditation that can open an opportunity for Encounter.  Mindfulness is paying close 

attention to even the smallest most everyday things of life; eating, walking, working  with 

the hands on simple tasks, listening, breathing, a flower or seed.  The whole ocean in a 

drop of water; the universe in a grain of sand.  Working with our hands, engaging in 

physical labor such as gardening or chopping wood or scrubbing a floor.  Minding 

children can provide a rich source for meditation.  One of the reasons for our fascination 

with children is that we see in them honesty and pure, unbiased possibility.  Strange as 
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it may seem, playing with children when it is spontaneous and undirected by adult 

agendas is an activity sometimes engaged in by great spiritual masters.         

 

Contemplation has been called the purest form of prayer.  Paradoxically, it is no prayer 

in that there are no words and no focus so it’s therefore an advanced stage of prayer, 

not for beginners or the uninitiated.  There are deep reservoirs within us whose sources 

are unknown to us that are inaccessible through thought.  It is here in these 

subconscious realms where people have long imagined that we have the most 

unrestricted access to God, the source of all being in the innermost part of our being.  In 

contemplation there is no object or thought on which to focus and no agenda.  Body and 

mind become perfectly still and quiet.  Thought itself is abandoned and all notions about 

things so that we can be at perfect rest in the Source and allow God to speak to us from 

these deep wells.  The goal of contemplation is Union with this Source.   

 

What is experienced in contemplation is similar in some respects to Encounter except 

that instead of a sense of moving outward, the movement is ever more deeply inward.  It 

is a gift to be able to move to this level that is not given to everyone so it is no credit to 

the person who is able to go there.  The experience is described as one of an abiding 

sense of joy and tranquility that rests in an acceptance and understanding of the 

interdependence and interconnectedness of all things, of being in harmony and the 

attainment of enlightenment.  The inner harmony one experiences through 

contemplation is realized in the outward life of the whole person, not just during times of 

prayer.  Contemplation accepts that all concepts are transitory so the goal is non- 

conceptualization.  There is a Chinese proverb that illustrates this idea.  A fish net is 

used to catch fish but when the fish is caught the net no longer is needed and is thrown 

away.  A rabbit snare is used to catch a rabbit but when the rabbit is caught the snare 

no longer is needed and is thrown away.  Words are used to capture ideas but when the 
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idea is caught the words no longer are necessary.  Show me the man who has no 

words.  That is the one with whom I would speak.     

 

When we seek these interior encounters with God through prayer, meditation or 

contemplation, we don’t climb mountains;  we go into a cave.  We light candles, focus 

on an icon, play soft music or listen to the sound of running water or our own beating 

heart in order to quiet our passions and enter into a sense of timelessness.  These 

types of experiences are greatly sought after by people today who are overwhelmed by 

anxieties and agendas and thus there is a great interest in Eastern religions.  

Unfortunately the quest usually goes no further than participation in weekly exercise 

classes or an hour or two session in an unfocused meditation group in order to lower the 

blood pressure.  Because these types of practices require little in the way of visible 

activity, it is easy to practice them only superficially.  Actually, there is definitely a focus 

to interior spirituality and it is even more arduous than mountain climbing.  It is to come 

to terms with ones self, including the darker parts of oneself and to embrace them in 

order to master them.  To learn to sit patiently at the feet of the beast.  This inward 

pathway is not one that can be traveled without guidance from an experienced spiritual 

master and is not for novices.  The Zen Buddhists have a sarcastic name for the 

superficial practitioners of meditation who think they are meditating and getting 

enlightened when they actually are just falling asleep, “dead void heretics.”    

 

Many childhood experiences seep into the deep reservoirs of the unconscious to be 

retrieved later in adulthood.  Some of these experiences may be actual Encounters, but 

the immaturity and inexperience of the child make these discoveries inaccessible until 

much later.  My Uncle Bill’s lake where I spent so many hours as a child and young 

adult was the site of one of earliest kensho (enlightenment) type experiences.  I was 

thirteen or fourteen and my parents had divorced the year before so I was feeling a 
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great sense of pain and dislocation.  I never passed up a chance to be at the lake or in 

the woods nearby and this was a day like many others with a chance to be alone for 

several hours before I was called to go home.   

 

On this warm, early fall afternoon I lay motionless on my stomach in one of my favorite 

secret places in a small clearing.  Leaves from a tree above drifted down on me as I 

studied a tiny flower hidden in the grass that I wouldn’t even have noticed had I been 

standing up.  It was amazingly intricate with many delicate parts and colors and I was 

fascinated that something so small and unnoticed could be so beautiful and complex.  

How long had these tiny flowers grown here unseen and undisturbed?  How many 

hundreds of years, thousands (I wasn’t prepared to think in terms of millions yet) had 

these woods, these rocks lain here just so, waiting for me to discover them?  But I 

surely wasn’t the first person to be in this beautiful little clearing in the woods.  Others 

had been here before me, seen these flowers, lain on this very spot of ground, felt the 

warm sun on their back, long before my people even came to this part of the world.  

Another child, not different from myself in her needs, hopes and fears, another people 

with joys and sorrows the same as my own.   

 

I had a timeless sensation of being indistinct from those people, even from the woods 

and the ground I lay on and I felt a communion with them.  I felt that if I lay still enough 

even the grass would grow up through my back and my arms and legs would merge 

with the roots of the tree over my head and that these long forgotten people were also 

here in all these things.  I wasn’t alone.  I was a part of every living and nonliving thing 

that ever had been here or ever would be here.  It was an experience that one day I 

would come to understand as the awareness of the essential unity of all things.   
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Many years later that I learned that the spot on which I lay had been near the edge of 

my own native continent 350 million years ago and had I looked up and out across the 

lake I might have been looking into Africa because the ancient Ouachita range lay 

buried beneath me. “We establish old things, we do not initiate new things.”  The creek 

and the lake lie alongside a major escarpment or fault of the western Gulf Coastal Plain 

called the White Rock-Saratoga Escarpment.  The white, rocky soil outcrops to the 

North of the lake were remnants of ancient seas, but even these were young.  Over the 

period of the four and a half billion years of the earth’s history, these hills had risen and 

fallen many times and been washed over by countless oceans every five hundred 

million years or so in perhaps as many as eight times periods.  This most recent 

landscape could well contain minute elements of all those time, all those oceans, all 

those rocks and land forms and now it contains part of me. 

 

We often are not conscious of Encounter except in retrospect.  The mind has a moment 

of special receptivity, of blooming that is spontaneous and unorchestrated.  Children are 

naturally open and receptive to truth, beauty and the creative possibilities of life which is 

probably one of the reasons Jesus said that unless we become like a child we cannot 

enter the Kingdom of Heaven.  Not like a child insofar as being a childish again, but 

child like in openness and receptivity.  The spiritual masters teach that the entire world 

is an opportunity for Encounter for those who ask, seek and knock.  What most gets in 

the way of Encounter is intellect.  The older we get, the more we overlay our natural 

spontaneity, curiosity and joy with the anxieties, agendas, prejudices and fears of our 

culture.  We think nothing can be true unless it can be measured, understood and 

labeled so we dismiss story and myth.  Perhaps this is why we feel impelled to seek out 

dramatic and challenging landscapes when we are in turmoil, unable to figure things out 

or unwilling to accept the changes in our lives which Encounter may initiate.  Encounter 

is mystery;  we are overwhelmed.  We experience far more than we can understand.     



  

69 

 

 

8.  UNCONFORMITIES 

 

The road from Austin to San Angelo and through Llano County covers 320 miles and 

crosses half a billion years of geologic time that has left a visible record, but not a 

continuous one.  West of Brady, there’s a road cut that exposes dark red Cambrian 

sandstone 550 million years old that contains  tiny worm-like creatures, the beginning of 

the fossil record.  North of San Angelo, parallel beds of brilliant red Permian shales and 

sandstones 245 million years old are directly overlaid by much younger Cretaceous 

limestones, only 66 million years old, a situation known in geology as a unconformity.   

 

Unconformities are numerous in land forms, usually resulting from a disturbance in 

existing layers of rock from uplift or erosion but in this case limestones were laid down 

under a shallow sea over a previously drought-stricken landscape.  A continuous 

process of weathering and movements of the earth’s crust mean that nowhere on earth 

is there a continuous series of rocks.  Rocks of one age and chemical composition may 

rest on rock of a very different age composed of different minerals.  Stratified rock layers 

may lie atop non stratified igneous or metamorphic rock.  The brilliant colors of the 

canyons of the American west are perfect examples of unconformities.  Ocean beds rise 

and become mountains.  The uplifted rock layers are worn down by erosion and 

weathering which exposes the older rock layers which lie beneath.  The land sinks once 

again and a new ocean allows new sediments to be deposited directly on old sediments, 

millions of years apart in age. 

 

There are unconformities in culture, large gaps in education and perception between 

different groups of people, even in a small town.  When people migrate, they carry their 
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histories and cultures with them.  As a child, I was unaware that our family was different 

in some significant respects from others in our farming community.  We always had 

books and classical music in our home of a kind which were not to be found in the 

homes of most of my friends.  My grandmother had been to college, another rarity in the 

early part of the century in North Texas and we were taught that racial prejudice was 

wrong and that people of all races and economic status should be treated equally with 

respect, even more rare.   

 

As years went by, the visits back home to the little town in North Texas became less 

frequent. Going back to visit my grandparents’ home was always a great joy for me, but 

my mother felt differently.  The family had moved there from Sherman when she was a 

teenager and she never did fit in.  She was quiet and scholarly, the valedic-torian of her 

class at Austin College and one of only four women to graduate in her class from The 

Baylor School of Medicine.  Small conservative farming communities do not have many 

entry points for newcomers or nonconformists.   

 

My parents’ marriage was another unconformity.  Although they both were doctors, my 

father’s family was from Mexico and there were some huge cultural differences that 

never did get resolved, like the concept of time.  Northern Europeans move on a 

schedule of kronos time, measured time.  Latins move in kairos time, unmeasured time.  

The industrial revolution introduced kronos time, moving according to clock time.  If you 

run a factory, or a cotton gin, things have to move in precise synchronization.  Widget A 

reaches point X precisely at the moment a cog or pulley executes a maneuver or the 

whole thing goes out of whack.  The industrial revolution put us all on schedule and the 

schedule has become a dictator governing our lives from birth to death.   
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This technology which is governed by kronos time has given us many good things, but it 

also has become a dictator in our lives.  I’ve caused a bit of irritation to some of my 

acquaintances because I don’t own a cell phone and refuse to get one.  At some point, 

we have to decide how far we’ll allow ourselves to be dictated to in the interests of 

modernity.  I’m reasonably available by way of secretaries and answering machines, but 

I value my privacy and refuse to submit to surprise intrusions.  I call it responsible 

noncompliance or creative noninvolvement. 

 

Spirituality exists in kairos time, God’s time.  When the coconut is ripe, the coconut falls.  

Concepts of time are artificial.  A day is not precisely 24 hours nor a year 365 days.  

Adjustments have to be made to keep our watches and calendars in sync.  Kairos time 

moves in synchronicity with events which are fluid.  When does the party start?  When 

the party makers arrive.  Sabbath time is kairos time.  One day is set apart from the 

anxiety, edginess and acquisitiveness that defines the other six days.  One day 

reserved for pure joy, peace and freedom.  Keeping Sabbath teaches trust and patience 

that our needs will be provided for and that many problems solve themselves in time 

with a minimum of interference by letting events take their natural course.     

   

The unconformities in life challenge our perceptions and threaten our sense of security 

so they are opportunities for spiritual growth.  Race and class, religious and cultural 

differences, wealth and poverty, illness and wellness, life and death are issues of 

unconformity.  The story of Buddha is that he was reared as a prince in a privileged but 

protected environment.  Once he managed to escape his protectors and go alone 

outside the walls of his palace and encountered poverty, disease and death for the first 

time.  The shock of this encounter caused him to leave his home and family to seek 

spiritual enlightenment.  He came to understand the impermanent nature of all things 

and that suffering due to attachment to transitory things was the underlying reality of life.  
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The cultural isolation of Buddha’s youth is a fact of modern life.  In suburban America 

where we live in subdivisions governed by deed restrictions and property owner 

associations and drive past other  identical subdivisions on freeways to work in glass 

and metal boxes and cubicles, it is possible to go for years without seeing death, illness 

and poverty or knowing anyone out of our own social class.  Death has been consigned 

out of sight to hospitals and funeral parlors and we expect our miracle medicine to heal 

all our ills with a minimum of trouble and effort, even if at major expense.  We have few 

resources to deal with catastrophic events and tragedies.  Even our poor are not poor 

by the standards of Bangladesh and Afghanistan. 

 

Visible unconformities are arising in our neighborhoods.  Mosques and temples are 

being built across the street from Christian churches and  synagogues.  A growing 

number of people, including a few  Christians, have accepted that other religions have a 

legitimate place in our society but many are uneasy.  Since the events of September 11, 

2001 there have been a few sincere efforts by religious groups to reach out to members 

of the Islamic community and the media has responded with timely articles and 

documentaries on the Islamic religion and culture.  Dialogue is growing and people are 

beginning to discover how much we have in common.  There is a great gulf between 

people educated to accept scientific knowledge and the majority who have little scientific 

training and little interest and the gulf is apparent in how we respond to social and 

environmental issues and religion.    

 

9.  THREE PATHWAYS 

 

My grandmother was my first spiritual guide, a devout Southern Baptist whose life 

revolved around the church.  My spiritual journey began in her  small white frame church 
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in our town that was only a few minutes walk from our home.  It was one of several 

similar churches along the highway which ran through the center of our town and I 

passed them all on the way to and from school.  Most important community events took 

place in our churches which were the only places large enough for public assemblies 

beside the school’s gymnasium.  The churches were different Protestant denominations 

but the main difference between them was that the Church of Christ didn’t allow the use 

of musical instruments but they sang better than all the rest of us in four part harmony.   

 

Our church held a mysterious awe for me with its high ceiling, textured colored glass 

windows and dark polished wooden pews curving in a semicircle on a sloping floor like 

the floor of the movie theater in Sherman.  There was a steeple and a bell with a rope 

that hung down into the corner of the entry just off the street that one of the deacons 

would ring just before church each Sunday and I wanted with all my heart to be able to 

tug on that rope and ring that bell, but it wasn’t allowed.  The pulpit, piano and 

Hammond organ were on either side of a raised platform down front and the blond oak 

communion table with a carving of Jesus and the twelve disciples at the Last Supper sat 

on the floor in front of the first row of pews, but the focal point of the worship area was 

the baptismal tank recessed into the front wall and draped with a dark red velvet curtain 

which was drawn on Sundays when a baptism was to take place revealing a painting of 

the Jordan river.   

 

When my grandmother joined the other ladies on Saturdays to clean the church, I would 

climb down the short wooden steps into its cool empty darkness of the tank and sit in 

the corner with my arms around my drawn up knees and dream of being beside that 

river and seeing all the places where Jesus walked that were pictured in my Sunday 

School lesson books.  Once a month my grandmother would bake thin cracker like 

wafers for the monthly Lord’s Supper service and I’d be allowed to break them into small 
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pieces and help fill the tiny glasses with grape juice.  Afterwards, we’d polish the 

communion vessels with silver cloths and store them in flannel bags in a cupboard 

behind the baptismal tank.  We were nearly always the last to leave on Sundays.  The 

handling of these holy things, the lingering smell of candles after worship as we 

replaced the hymnals in the pews, the reflection of colored light from the windows on the 

dark floors after we had turned off the lights increased my sense of awe and mystery.    

 

Worship spaces are furnished and designed to reflect the theology that governs the 

worship that takes place there.  We were somewhat envious of the Methodist church 

down the street which had a few real stained glass windows depicting events in the life 

of Jesus, but there was no baptismal tank.  Instead, the pulpit was at the center of the 

worship area with the table for The Lord’s Supper down lower in front and a small 

wooden baptismal font off to one side that held a small basin of water for christenings.   

 

The Church of Christ had a baptismal tank similar to ours, but the worship area of the 

Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) right across the street from the Methodists was 

arranged like the Methodists except that the table had an even more prominent place 

and the pulpit was set off to one side and it was rumored that they celebrated The 

Lord’s Supper every Sunday instead of once a month like we did, which was 

suspiciously Catholic.  The Catholic Church in Sherman with its large altar, profusion of 

spectacular stained glass windows and statues of saints with their rows of votive 

candles was awesomely mystical and the baptismal font was in a small chapel off to 

one side.  The statues of Jesus, Mary and Joseph were highly suspect to a little 

Southern Baptist girl. 

 

My personal theology has since moved far away from that of that small town church 

which years ago was replaced by a more modern building and I’ve since seen many 
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magnificent cathedrals in Europe but no place on earth holds the same place in my 

heart as that simple place of my childhood because it was there that my heart was 

captured by the wonder of God.  Religion provides the heart with a sacred space for 

worship and a dependable pathway when we set out on our spiritual journeys of 

discovery.  Regardless of the form it takes, religion is a way of reaching up, a longing to 

be united with something that is not transitory, a framework of rituals, spaces, images, 

movements and concepts that are culturally and historically specific.    

 

The Hindu Bhagavad-Gita teaches that there are three major pathways to God; the 

Pathway of Devotion, the Pathway of Action and the Pathway of Knowledge.  This was 

a wonderful discovery for me when I first read the Gita because it was my pastor, Jack 

McGee at Plymouth Park Methodist Church in Irving, Texas many years before who first 

taught me this concept.  As I’ve studied other religions, it has been a wonder and delight 

to discover concepts and elements which I previously had thought peculiar to my own 

religion in the sacred writings and practices of other religions.     

 

The Pathway of Devotion begins in the heart.  Most of us follow this pathway  long 

before we have any understanding or commitment to service.  If a child learns this 

Pathway, he’ll not stray far from it.  My own spiritual journey eventually took me far 

afield from the church, but it was the pathway of the heart that brought me back again.  

Children follow the pathway that is laid out for them by their parents or the people who 

raise them.  The great tragedy of our times is that many parents don’t lay out a pathway 

of any sort for their children to follow, much less a religious pathway.  They say things 

like, I want him to be able to make up his own mind about these things when he’s old 

enough.  That is like turning our children loose in the woods with a sack of bread 

crumbs to help them find their way home.  Helping a child in her first steps in her 

spiritual journey is no different from teaching her her ABC’s and multiplication tables.  If 
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we don’t fund our children’s spiritual accounts, they’ll have nothing to draw upon or 

invest when they are out on their own.  The early years are crucial.  The Jesuits have 

been quoted as saying, give us a child for six years, then do with him what you will.   

 

I lived with my grandmother the first six years of my life and she gave me to the church 

like Hannah gave Samuel to Eli.  In time I took a different pathway and struggled 

intellectually with many of the things I had been taught as a child.  Finally it seemed 

dishonest to remain in a church whose theology I no longer would identify with so I 

joined a very liberal group that had no theology at all.  But this came to be even less 

satisfactory.  This group had a fine set of principles, but they had no story and it takes a 

story to mark a pathway.  It is the story that captures our hearts and I struggled with how 

to communi-cate to my children my feelings of love and gratitude to God for life.  They 

were missing out on the richness of the tradition I had been brought up with, the things 

my grandmother had given me.  Eventually, I went back.  I had  discovered that there is 

no such thing as a monolithic Christian theology and there were different ways of 

interpreting the points that had given me so much trouble that were rich with 

possibilities.  I learned to demythologize my religion and discovered its treasures. 

 

One of the things I missed most was communion.  Then I took a trip to England and one 

gray, drizzly Sunday morning joined a small group of tourists at worship in Exeter 

Cathedral.  Since the group was so small we were allowed to sit in the choir in the 

chancel.  The beauty and majesty of this unique experience was overwhelming.  The 

dark wood of the richly carved pews, the smell of candles and the music of the choir 

nearly pulled my heart to the bursting point.  When the time came for the communion, 

the priest issued a special invitation to visitors.  I communed for the first time in seven 

years and I knew immediately that although my intellect had taken me away from the 

church, my heart was bringing me back home again.   
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As we received the sacrament, I had a sudden insight into the meaning of Jesus on the 

cross.  Whatever really happened back then, this man of God who was being executed 

under circumstances too horrific for us to imagine and his last words were to forgive the 

very people who were killing him and begging God to do the same.  Whatever Jesus 

was about, however we may interpret him, he broke down the barriers that separate us 

by declaring that unconformities don’t exist in the kingdom.  As Paul later was to say, in 

Christ there is no east nor west, no slave nor free, no male nor female, no religious nor 

pagan,  no saint nor sinner, for his dying on the cross and his forgiveness shows us that 

we all are one, we are all the same.  I art Thou.  This is because that is.  Unconformities 

are only in our minds.   

 

What we see as differences in religions, in cultures are, in reality, materials that all have 

emerged out of the same cauldron of human experience.  The Ancient Stream of human 

wisdom, like the undifferentiated molten magma beneath the earth’s crust, emerges, at 

different times and places to take on different forms, but in the end it is all the same.  

There was a time when none of us could walk or breathe air.  We probably evolved time 

out of mind from archaeo-bacteria on the edge of deep sea steam vents ingesting iron 

and hydrogen-sulfide and methane unable to breathe oxygen which was poisonous to 

these early creatures.  We eventually emerged out of salt seas into tidal basins and 

swamps, then onto land. Some of us never made it, got eaten before we had a chance 

to walk.  Some of us quickly found a safe shelter while others of us struggled to stay 

alive.  Overpopulation drove some of us into distant lands in search of food while others 

inherited resources that enabled their progeny to live in prosperity and peace.  Some of 

us found a land of milk and honey and prospered for a few generations;  some of us 

remained in Egypt. 
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 “I gave you a land on which you had not labored, and towns that you had not  

built, and you live in them; you eat the fruit of vineyards and olive yards that you did not 

plant.”  (Joshua 24:13)   

 

Much of the church has never really heard this extremely radical word.  Jesus himself 

was rather antagonistic to religion because of its hypocrisy and institutional rigidity.  The 

cross is a koan.  No one who would save his life can keep it.  Only those willing to give it 

all up will have life.  We all live and have our being in and through each other.         

 

 

There is a story about two tourists visiting one of the great cathedrals and one asked the 

other, “Why can’t we build places like this anymore?”  To which the other replied, 

“Because they had convictions and we only have opinions.”  The heart is the province of 

conviction where we suspend  analysis in favor of synthesis.  Devotion is an outward 

movement born out of love.  We devote ourselves to the care of our family, to mastering 

a skill, to building cathedrals because to do anything less is unimaginable.  Our devotion 

becomes our life’s work, the thing that gives purpose and meaning to our life.   

 

Traditionally the pathway of devotion has been seen in the context of worship and ritual.  

But I think that a musician or artist, a skilled craftsman devoting himself to refining a 

technique, or anyone striving to achieve excellence in their field can be following this 

pathway if the pathway leads into higher considerations, as often it does.  My mother 

would have nothing to do with the church as an adult but she was devoted to truth and 

integrity and demonstrated in her practice of medicine all the virtues of charity and  

excellence that are hallmarks of the highest state of spirituality.  It was her respect for all 

people that was my greatest teacher. 
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The Pathway of Action is a pathway of active discipleship, engaging in works of 

compassion and service to humanity.  The bible teaches that devotion to   God and 

devotion to ones neighbor are indistinguishable.  According to the New Catholic 

Catechism, the test of whether or not one is a Christian is the parable of the sheep and 

goats in Matthew 25:31-46.  The test is serving and showing compassion for those in 

need without which it makes no difference what one professes to believe or how 

devoutly one practices his religion.   

 

By this standard, it is possible that some non-religious people are better Christians than 

many who claim the title.  Eastern religions similarly teach that love and compassion for 

humankind are hallmarks of enlightenment which is the goal of the spiritual journey.  

According to Thich Nhat Hanh2, consciousness becomes an instrument of engagement 

in the world, increasingly awareness of the nature of reality.  The concepts of interbeing, 

interpenetration and interdependent co-arising are foundational to all Buddhist 

teachings.  We all exist in mutual dependence and when we fully grasp the unity of all 

things, we realize that what we do for our neighbor is indeed what we do for ourselves.  

We become aware of the law of causation; that nothing happens in isolation from 

anything else.  Everything has a history.   

 

The practice of stewardship is to follow the Pathway of Action in trust and gratitude.  

According to the creation story in Genesis, nothing belongs to us.  Humans are given 

the responsibility of caring for the world which is given to us as trustees or stewards, 

those who cares for the possessions of another.  The earth and all its people and 

possessions belong to God.  Our stewardship not only includes how we use our material 

possessions, but how we treat other people and the environment.   

                                                             
2  Hanh, Thich Nhat  The Heart of the Buddha’s Teaching, p. 223 
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Pride and ignorance prevent us from understanding our mutual dependence and are the 

reasons we set up barriers between ourselves and others and abuse our environments.  

We have a tendency to see only those who are like ourselves or those with whom we 

have a personal relationship as deserving of our attention and compassion.  

Confucianism teaches that all people should be treated in terms of family relationships. 

(For a New Testament parallel, see I Timothy 5:1-2)  Treat each person as if they were 

your parent, sibling, child or spouse.  We would never let any of these go without the 

basic necessities of life or without justice.  We do everything in our power to take care of 

our own.  We see the whole earth as a trust.  It is not ours to waste or exploit.   

 

Our responsibility is not limited to people but extends to all living things which are also 

created by God and have a right to live well according to their needs.  Everything and 

everyone is sacred, especially those in greatest need.  The whole earth is vulnerable to 

our intrusions and cries out to us for relief.     These two teachings of interdependent co-

arising and the companion teaching of stewardship shed light on every aspect of both 

Buddhism and Christianity.  It illuminates the meaning of Christ in you, Christ in me .  

“Unless you have done it for the least of these, my brothers, you have not done it for 

me.”  

 

The God of Jewish scripture is a humanist who has a preferential option for the poor 

and oppressed and whose goal is to rescue people from the error of their ways by 

shepherding them in the way of righteousness.  Righteousness, to walk in The Way of 

mercy, justice and integrity, is the only thing that  saves the community.  The Jewish 

understanding that it’s difficult if not impossible to walk in The Way if a person has to 

struggle for the basic necessities of life means that caring for the needy is a holy 

obligation.  Salvation is not just for individuals but is couched in terms of social justice 
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for the community.  When society fails to serve its weakest members it has turned its 

back on God.  Similarly in Buddhism, to follow the Eight-fold path not only results in 

benefits for the individual, but for all of society.  The true leaders of a society, the good 

shepherds, are the ones who follow this pathway and thereby lay out a pathway for 

others to follow in imitation.  Integrity in the leaders of society is essential for society’s 

wellbeing. 

 

In the gospels we read how Jesus practiced and taught the theme of active compassion 

with two significant additions.  One was already present in rudimentary form in Jewish 

scripture.  God is One who has a personal relationship with people that best can be 

described as parent to child and can be trusted.  God is not capricious and cares greatly 

for everything God created, and furthermore, God has the power and capacity actively 

to care for us.   

 

This doesn’t mean that God sets aside the laws of nature on our behalf.  But it does 

mean that we live in the best of all possible worlds.  The same powerful biological and 

geological forces that shape our planet create life as well as death and are open to 

seemingly endless possibility.  It means we are free to live fully, without fear or anxiety, 

and enjoy the benefits of a world created for our wellbeing, precisely because we can 

trust that the laws of nature won’t be set aside.  The trustworthiness of God means that 

God does not live in obscurity, does not hide from us, but has made himself known to us 

both in history and in the person of saints and prophets such as Jesus and Buddha, in 

Krishna, in Mohammed, Gandhi or Martin Luther King.   

 

And yes, God is made known to us in science, in art and music, in culture and in all 

forms of knowledge.  It is a useless exercise in semantics to argue about which 

revelation is superior to others.  God is revealed to those who search and in those who 
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lay out a pathway of righteousness for us to follow.  The trustworthiness of God also 

means that the world God created is trustworthy and can be known.  We can explore 

and study the world through science and mathematics which reveal glimpses of the 

miraculous mechanisms through which God creates and sustains all things. 

  

The other theme that Jesus taught is a principal theme of eastern religion; the Kingdom 

of Heaven, or the Kingdom of God already is within, already present “in your midst,” the 

Pure Land of Buddhism.  Heaven is not a distant future unattainable in this life.  We 

don’t have a clue about what happens to us after we die.  If we fail to understand that 

we already live in the best of all possible worlds, it is because of attachment to transitory 

things, ignorance and passion.   

 

The things we want rarely bring us any lasting peace,  satisfaction or joy.  At the same 

time, we know that many people who live good, honest lives are treated very badly or 

have very bad luck.  We can’t rationalize away misery.  There are great disparities in 

human life.  Deep compassion is the only possible response.  We have a deep seated 

human desire for justice and it is for this that religions have imagined solutions involving 

some sort of continuation or afterlife.  Still, when attaining our desires or even justice 

become our principal focus in life, we forget that the Kingdom is in our midst.   

 

Without minimizing the tragic reality of undeserved suffering that many people endure 

and to which we must respond in compassion, we can say with assurance that in 

ordinary situations, it is amazing how much our lives can change when we change the 

way we think.  It is ignorance, passion and unrealistic attachment to transitory things 

that are responsible for the vast majority of our self-inflicted suffering.  It also is a fact 

that there are some  who have undergone the greatest possible hardships who, 

nevertheless, find ways to endure and live in peace and joy. 
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When I was working as a hospital chaplain, one of the patients I visited regularly over a 

period of time was a woman in her mid fifties who was dying of cancer and in a great 

deal of constant pain.  I don’t know whether or not she was being given sufficient pain 

medication, but there were times when she was in so much pain conversation was not 

possible.  I could only sit quietly beside her and read to her from the Psalms which she 

enjoyed very much.  She was Muslim and there was no Koran available, but the Psalms 

are sacred writings for Muslims as well as Christians.  Once when she perceived that 

her pain was causing me to grieve for her she reached out and touched my hand.  “It’s 

okay,” she said, “as long as I’m feeling the pain, I know I’m still alive.  When the pain is 

gone, I’ll be gone also and I’m not ready yet.”  Life is a gift and those who follow the 

Pathway of Action love life.  We are stewards of that gift when we accept life with all it 

has to offer, including suffering.    

 

To walk the Pathway of Knowledge is dedication to the discovery of truth, to penetrating 

and understanding the nature or essence of being.  A scientist who seeks to expand the 

world’s understanding of how things work, the scholar who seeks a deeper 

understanding of the nature of God, a disciple who through self-examination and self-

discipline seeks mastery of self, all follow this pathway.  The spiritual masters teach that 

the highest form of knowledge is knowledge of God.  In a sense this is a contradictory 

statement because we can know less about God than anything else.   

 

The Apostle Paul said that the foolishness of God is wiser than the wisdom of man.  

What is meant by this is that, in the end, all  human knowledge is transitory, provisional; 

ends in a cul-de-sac.  No matter how hard we look for an opening to the outside, it 

seems we keep going around in circles.  There always is something else on the other 

side we are unable to get to.  There are some who would argue that eventually we will 
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know everything, but this seems unlikely given our progress so far.  It seems that the 

more we learn, the more we learn that we do not know.   

 

That doesn’t mean we cease trying. The universe is a complex and mysterious place.  

But humility advances with true knowledge.   We go from chaos to complexity to 

confusion but so far convergence has eluded us.  We will keep looking for that Passage 

to the Knowledge of All Things because that is hard-wired into us a humans.  If you will,  

it’s a Godlike potential.  But we most likely will never figure it all out simply because of 

our human limitations.  Even if we solve the problem of traveling to distant galaxies, our 

observational abilities are limited to three dimensions.  In all things, we have to rely on 

models and theories.  We probably will never will be able to go where a quark or an  

electron goes or to be in two places at once but who knows.  Regardless, our human 

condition will remain the same short of some incredibly complex evolutionary 

advancement.   We most likely will never be able to see behind the Big Bang.  

 

So it would seem that to claim Knowledge of God not only is a contradiction, but an 

absurdity if God is always beyond the limits of human knowledge.  Whatever God is 

must encompass all things beyond human reckoning.  We can know many small things, 

like the fox, but never the one big thing, like the hedgehog.   

 

 

Wisdom is a form of knowing that encompasses much more than a bunch of facts; nor 

is wisdom understanding how those facts can be arranged into systems.  Technology 

has placed many more “facts” in our possession but it is knowledge that comes with 

experience and maturity that enables us to interpret data, formulate hypotheses and 

construct models and paradigms.  Wisdom is altogether different even from knowledge.  

Wisdom penetrates to meaning and understands the transitoriness and provisional 
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nature of all our facts, hypotheses and systems, puts things into universal contexts.  

Wisdom is integration;  an unlearning in a global sense what has been  learned in a 

particular sense in order to make room for what we can never know.  Wisdom is 

intuitive, understands underlying forms, can see what can’t be seen and has an 

enormous humility regarding its own perceptions.  Wisdom is, in a sense, to become a 

child again, open and receptive to incoming data from the universe that is not 

immediately put through a filter of personal experience, but which is capable of being 

understood on its own terms, within its own context of meaning.  The graduate is 

educated, the teacher is knowledgeable, but the sage is enlightened.  

 

How do we know what we know?  There are hotly debated schools of thought on the 

limitations of human knowledge.  One school claims that humans are capable of 

learning everything eventually.  We are limited only by the tools at our disposal.  The 

other school claims that there are limits to human knowledge and that is why we need 

religion, to fill in the gaps.  God of the Gaps, so to speak.  Either position may be true, 

but Wisdom maintains an agnostic position to both ideas.  To describe a thing is to 

describe it in terms of something else already described.  We know on the basis of 

previous knowing but this may not really describe the “thing in itself. “  It really doesn’t 

matter which is true because Wisdom is not dependent on human knowledge or lack of 

it and one can arrive at Wisdom from either direction.  The end-result is the same.  

Wisdom does not need either religion or science.   It is the closest we can come to 

describing the thing in itself because it is open to multiple interpretations, even in the 

final analysis.  Wisdom is to suspend the desire to reach conclusions, to accept what is 

presented and understand that the presentation is provisional. 

 

The Ancient Stream of Wisdom which is the goal of the Pathway of Knowledge is that 

collective consciousness that is the great legacy of all religions.  It is No Knowledge in 
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terms of the knowledge of the world.  It is to see and appreciate the interdependent 

nature of all things, to love all things, to aspire to all things and to aspire to nothing 

because, ultimately, there is no separation of being and action in the universe.  To set 

ones desire upon nothing, yet live in anticipation of everything, or as Paul said, as 

having nothing, yet possessing all things.  To have no particular regard for one’s own 

personal being or situation.  To live for others and love them as one loves oneself.  To 

have respect and compassion for all people equally.  To live in peace, joy and hope, 

regardless of one’s personal situation.  The spiritual masters say that the Pathway of 

Knowledge is the greatest pathway of all.  All the great religions teach these principles 

and present a program and a context for following these pathways, but once the summit 

is reached, the pathways no longer are needed:  we all see the same moon.   
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Part III  Community 
Dialogue, confession, morals and ethics 

Initiation, baptism 
history and religion 

 
“There’s the . . . .attitude out there that believes science can do whatever it wants 
unless it comforts religion . . . because religion is considered a mere superstition.  But if 
you look at it, most things that they’re calling religious are not really religious.  They’re 
oral traditions; they’re ancient memory.” 
 Vine Deloria, Native American activist 

 
“Our task is not to penetrate into the essence of things, the meaning of which we don’t 
know anyway, but rather to develop concepts which allow us to talk in a productive way 

about phenomena in nature.”  Niels Bohr 

 

10.  A PLACE FOR THE HEART 

 

My Christmas card list kept getting longer and longer because we moved so often.  I 

finally reduced the list to people I seldom saw and wanted to keep in touch with.  After a 

move, we’d be fairly successful staying in contact for the first few years, then gradually 

the calls, letters and cards would diminish. Still, it would be a long time before I finally 

took someone off the Christmas list.  There are a few people with whom I still exchange 

cards that I haven’t seen in twenty years; closest friends and some relatives who live in 

California.  My younger friends and family have dropped the custom  altogether.   

 

Christmas card lists are a a type of community.  Once we move it’s hard to keep 

connected to an old community and harder still to establish a new one, especially since 

many people today don’t stay long in any one place so it’s no wonder lots of people 
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don’t try to make the effort.  It’s easiest just to hunker down in front of the television or 

fire off an e-mail.  Text-messaging separates us even more radically since it’s even 

more devoid of emotional content.  We are  a nation of strangers.  No sooner than we 

feel we are beginning to put down some roots, make a few good friends, get a garden 

going we find ourselves moving  on to a new location.  We leave fragments of ourselves 

strewn all over cyberspace and all over the country until there comes a point when we 

don’t even know who we are anymore.  Become less connected, less outgoing and 

more inclined to nest alone with our anxieties when we get home from work.   

 

On Christmas I set up a little ceramic snow village on top of my piano.  It’s a scene that 

represents a world I never knew, but somehow is a world I dream about.  There are 

several Victorian houses and a church and a city hall with soft glowing lights inside.  A 

glass pond is surrounded by snow capped evergreens and tufts of cotton snow and little 

motionless figures stand and gaze or build a snowman, ride in a sleigh or carry wood 

while skaters glide silently over the glass pond.  Everyone has lived here for generations 

and knows everyone else’s children and grandparents.   

 

The historian, Henry Chadwick has called this “the quiet evangelical purity of domestic 

life”, a legacy of the Protestant Reformation.  This scene of uninterrupted domestic 

tranquility is the primary subject of American folk art, house and garden magazines and 

pastoral landscapes on living room walls.  A world where Sunday dinners are at 

grandma’s, gardens always bloom in pastel colors and children can walk home safely 

from school.  It’s a picture of community that I once thought really existed and perhaps 

at one time did exist, at least in part in the small towns of Middle America, at least when 

looking through the unclouded lens of childhood.  It’s the idealized community of the 

Taoist where everyone tends to his own business, the rulers live far away and do not 

interfere and everything is run according to “line of sight management.”   
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Years ago community was something we took for granted like the hills, woods and fields 

and in the “undeveloped” parts of the world, it is still true.  Our communities, like our 

families of origin, defined who we were and our place in society.  My Uncle Bill was one 

of several unofficial town historians and preservers of genealogical data.  Their day 

would begin at the downtown cafe where the conversation might go something like this. 

 

“Say, I saw Pete Odum at the bank yesterday.”  “Haven’t seen him for awhile.   Been 

away visiting his sister in Omaha?”  “Yeh.  Isn’t she the one who married Tom Howell 

and moved to Dallas?”  “Well, I heard that didn’t last long.  That’s why she went back to 

Omaha where her kids are.”  “Old Tom. Wasn’t he going to go into business with Lum 

Ketchum, buy that vacant building next to the post office?”  “Yeh, that fell through.  

Couldn’t get their loan, I hear.  That boy of Lum’s, married Shirley Mayo’s sister-in-law 

from Sherman.  They’ve got five kids.”  “That’s the same Lorney whose dad went 

partners with Sam’s brothers over in Louisiana, has an oil well supply business.”  “Now 

let’s see, wasn’t she the one that was Homecoming Queen in ‘66?  I think has a twin 

sister”  

 

 “and Hezekiah the father of Manasseh, and Manasseh the father of Amos,  and   Amos the father of Josiah, and Josiah the father of Jechoniah and his brothers,  at the time of the deportation to Babylon.” (Matthew 1) 

 

I was Bill’s niece, Ona Mae’s daughter, (she married that dentist fellow from the Valley), 

Sam Ricketts’ granddaughter (he was the manager of the cotton gin and they were in 

the oil business for a time over in Louisiana along with Ruby’s father Dero Austin but 

Dero’s brothers bailed out and they say Sam never did get over that he wasn’t going to 

get rich and that’s why he had a heart attack and died before he got their house 

finished.  In a community, history and family define who you are and there is a blessing 

and a curse in that.  No one went around in Howe, Texas in a Woodstock-type haze 
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wondering who they were.  If they didn’t know, they could always ask someone but 

more than likely before the day was out, someone would remind them.  If you wanted to 

be anyone different, you usually had to leave town.  A lot of us did.  A lot of us don’t 

know who we are anymore, or if we do, no one else does. 

 

Geographical space isn’t necessary for community.  For thousands of years some 

communities have been nomadic and others have survived diasporas and holocausts 

that forced them to move.  They not only endured but became even stronger.  A shared 

history, shared values and shared interests are what make a community.  Many years 

ago my sister left Texas and moved with her family to California.  None of us could 

afford air travel very often, so we try to make it up with the telephone.  However, when 

we do get together, we pick right up where we left off.  It’s like we never were separated.  

We maintain community with people in spite of distance and infrequent contact because 

we share a history, values, interests and a bond of blood or friendship.  Community 

becomes intentional, not something we can take for granted.  When we move, churches 

and civic organizations provide de facto communities.  There’s no shortage of places to 

get involved! 

 

We have community in America, of sorts, in bits and pieces.  Like minded people find 

ways to get together for the short term for school or community projects or for activities 

with the children.  These little communities are just as likely to dissolve when the activity 

is finished or the project completed.  I’m writing about a concept of community that has 

been slowly dissolving during the whole of the modern era, a larger concept of 

community that has both continuity.  Without a concept of community in the larger 

sense, we are like Thomas Friedman described the current state of Middle Eastern 

countries; tribes with flags.  We defend a small piece of turf and don’t feel any kinship 

with others outside our small circle.   
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Real community is something to which we make a permanent commitment.  In the past, 

religion has functioned to give us a such a concept of community.  Religion is a 

culturally specific framework or paradigm that articulates the hopes and aspirations of a 

people and enshrines and preserves the values and ethics of their community based on 

history and remembrance.  Religion can’t live without community and it may well be that 

community can’t exist without religion.  There exists a virtual American Religion, actually 

a secular religion with a mythology, sacred texts, history and dogma that has in large 

part substituted for the traditional religion that the European settlers brought with them 

to our continent.   

 

Part of the myth concerns a pious group of pilgrims called to a new Promised Land 

where they sought freedom to worship God as they chose and freedom to govern 

themselves as they saw fit, a new Israel.  The scriptures are the Constitution and 

Declaration of Independence and the dogmas are democracy, free enterprise, 

individualism, minimum interference by civil authorities, life, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness.  It’s sometimes described as a recapitulation of the history of the Hebrew 

people; a repressed and downtrodden group of exiles led by God make a difficult and 

arduous journey to a Promised Land flowing with milk and honey, a beautiful and 

inspiring story, no less so because idealizes a situation that really didn’t exist and that 

the promise is honored more in the breach than in the practice.   

 

There was very little religion in the colonies, some historians estimate no more than 6% 

of the immigrants had any religious affiliation at all, and there certainly was little religious 

tolerance.  Civil liberties were hard won amongst our own people and limited to the 

landed gentry.  Indentured servants initially and slaves for over 100 years certainly 

didn’t enjoy any of the benefits of the new democracy nor did the original inhabitants 
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who we drove from their homes and slaughtered without compunction or compensation.  

Ours is nevertheless a compelling story that has provided invaluable inspiration to a 

world struggling to free itself from the tyranny of dictators and poverty because of what it 

promises; peace and prosperity to everyone who adheres to democratic values and 

works hard.  And in fact, the democratically governed small communities of early 

America were a model for the world.  A few of these communities still exist in small town 

America.    

 

A community doesn’t have to be very big, only big enough to remember, share and 

preserve a history but that is saying a whole lot.  Most of all, a community needs 

continuity.  Community and religion are the repositories and preservers of the histories, 

treasures and values of civilization.  I learned a lot about community while serving 

churches on the South Dakota prairies, especially because I’d been deprived of my own  

community of family and friends in Texas and was feeling out of place.  I  wanted very 

much to fit in and was trying to figure out how it was done.  One 

of my parishioners invited me to his farm to witness the birth of a new calf.  Since I had 

always lived in a city, this was an experience I had never had before and it was a 

wonderful experience.  When the calf was born, the mother kept bumping it and snorting 

at it and nudging at it.  She was encouraging it to get up and stand on its own so it could 

nurse and live.  She was passing on the knowledge of how to live and get along in life.  

In a short time the little calf, through her encouragement,  was able to struggle to its feet 

and live.   

 

Communities pass on the values and knowledge of how to live and get along in life.  

People we know and with whom we have history bump us and nudge us to get up and 

learn how to make it on our own.  Native American people have a deep understanding 

that the wisdom about how to live and get along in life comes to us through the 
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community. Among the Lakotas, there is a game they play, which is really a ritual as 

much as a game, called “Throwing the Ball”.  An altar is prepared and a special ball is 

made out of a buffalo hide.  A girl is chosen to throw the ball and after special 

preparations, she faces each of the four directions in turn and throws the ball to the 

people.  The holy man explains that the ball represents the wisdom of how to get along 

and live well.  Whoever struggles and catches the ball receives a great blessing.  The 

blessing, which comes through the community, is from the Great Spirit who watches 

over all the people and is the source of the wisdom that comes to the community which 

then passes it on to each of its members. 

 

Games and ritual have much in common.  They both are serious business and many 

games evolved into religious ritual.  They are one way we form community and we make 

up the rules as we go along.  Two children meet for the first time and one says, “Would 

you like to play with me?”  Their play sets a formal stage for a form of dialogue and 

eventually mutually agreed upon rules are devised in order to allow the play to develop 

without conflict.  Play is how we develop social skills and learn to be a community.  Part 

of the rules of play take into account different aptitudes and ages of the players and 

allowances are made to keep everyone in the game.  We invent the notion of handicap, 

don’t throw as hard to a young child or hide where we can be more easily found by them 

so they enjoy the chance of occasional victory.  Very early, we learned that it took group 

effort in order to hunt and defend ourselves or raise children, which is a long and 

arduous process, to build barns or get the crops in before an early frost took them out.  

We had to learn how to communicate in order to exchange information and how to 

compromise because no two of us see things exactly alike.  We can’t play or live or 

work together successfully unless we agree on and play by the ground rules, a social 

contract.   
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Adult inhibitions being what they are, I wonder if communities began when children from 

two families began playing with each other.  Since the nature of our living spaces and 

workplaces have changed from neighborhoods and agriculture to suburbs and offices, 

children’s activities are often what bring adults together in cities.  With the decline of 

service clubs and religion, children’s sports have become the primary organizational 

activities of a community.  We live in a very child-centered society even though in many 

ways we neglect our children’s welfare more than any other developed nation in areas 

of health care, education and day care.     

 

The Thompson kids across the street were our first friends.  We kids played endless 

rounds of hide-and-seek and devised theatrical productions in the Thompson’s 

washroom which had an elevated floor at one end we used for a stage.  We’d climbed 

Chinaberry trees and had Chinaberry fights or put them in jars like peas.  When my 

uncle’s cattle trailer wasn’t in use, we’d shovel it out and use the bars across the top for 

trapeze acts in improvised circus routines.  No one arranged play dates for us or took us 

to Tai Kwan Do lessons.  We were shooed out of the house after breakfast and 

expected to entertain ourselves until lunch.  We made up our own rules for play and 

enforced them rigorously and since Sue Thompson was the oldest one of our bunch, it 

was she who usually arbitrated disputes and was our leader in organizing our theatrical 

productions.  Some bigger kids from Tulsa would join us on occasion when they came 

to visit their grandmother who lived down the street.  They didn’t like our rules and had 

lethal rubber guns constructed out of wood and strips of inner tubes that stung like hell 

but we envied them anyway and they always made trouble.  We learned to dodge them 

and play in the washroom until they went away. 

 

The rules of play we devise, from Ten Commandments to constitutions, are social 

contracts.  Rules that govern fair play make community work and in time the rules 
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became morals, standards, religious prescriptions and ethics.  We first learn about 

playing by the rules in our families, how to play fair, what’s tolerated and what isn’t, 

what’s rewarded and what isn’t.  Traditional families have more than one adult present 

which is important because a child gets a second opinion.  Later we transfer the lessons 

we learn into the world in increasingly complex relationships with those who are not kin.   

 

Arguments about whether or not the Ten Commandments belong in public places 

somewhat miss the point.  Regardless of foundational myths in sacred texts, our rules 

were derived from experience in living in community.  There’s no holy hot line we can 

dial up to give us instructions.  We get it through the grapevine or the barb wire network, 

through trial and error, times of catastrophe and common necessity.  Everything we 

know comes to us through the communities of which we are a part.  Our very existence 

is a coexistence. We put ourselves into the care of others and we care for others in 

order mutually to coexist.  It’s the community that tells us who we are, tells us our story.  

We can get along without almost anything better than we can get along without an 

inspiring story to teach us how we fit into the big picture.  We don’t know who we are 

without a story as a starting point.  Without community we’re just a cipher blowing in the 

wind.  Plato said that it’s the community that gives us our soul and Aristotle said that 

only God and beasts are able to exist outside of the city.    

 

 

Community works a lot easier in a small town where people know each other.  There is 

a tradeoff;  a lot less individual freedom in a small town, but a lot more security.  Small 

towns have what it takes for community; history, family and a sense of place that instills 

pride of ownership and a bonding experience, hands on, line of sight management, to 

care for and defend our neighbors and kin.  It’s how we survived ice ages and wild 

animals in the forest and the minimal comforts of stone age cultures but altruism 
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depends on feelings of empathy and emotional attachment.  We don’t handle wild 

animals in the impersonal jungles of modern life and corporate America when we all go 

home and lock the doors at night and ignore messages on the answering machine.   

 

In the small farming community of Tulare, South Dakota some years ago a tornado 

demolished all the buildings on a farm, house, barn, everything.  It happened around the 

lunch hour and the word spread through the community (over the barbed wire network, 

they say) before it even made the radio news.  Within the first hour, literally hundreds of 

neighbors were at work with tractors, front-end loaders, shovels, chain-saws and 

brooms and by four in the afternoon practically the whole site was cleared and the 

debris hauled away so rebuilding could start.  Crises create bonding experiences in 

communities.   

 

The rapid response of many small town emergency personnel in July, 1989 when 

United Flight 232 crashed in a cornfield at Sioux City, Iowa became a model for the 

nation in disaster response.  The response following the 9-11, 2001 destruction of the 

World Trade Center towers in New York was more complex.  After incredible feats of 

heroism and sacrifice on the part of emergency workers and ordinary people in the first 

days and weeks, there was a painful aftermath of blaming and quarreling over 

procedures and distribution of relief funds to families of victims.  In both the Sioux City 

and the 9-11 disasters there was initial controversy over the proper way to construct a 

memorial.  The monuments we construct to commemorate important episodes in the life 

of a community often generate controversy.  They tell a story that’s new and the 

individuals who lived through the time of the story hear, remember and construct the 

story differently.  Eventually a consensus is reached on the basis of what makes sense 

to the majority of the people, what best tells the story and the community is satisfied.  

Once a monument is constructed and time passes, attempts to make changes are met 
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with the strongest resistance.  The story evolves into a saga, the monument becomes a 

shrine, a religious icon, dogma expands its meaning, as if it always existed like the 

rocks and the hills.  This is how religion evolves. 

 

 

11.  Community and Confession 

 

Many Europeans regard America as immature in social conscience.  We’ve thus far 

been spared the destruction and aftermath of war by an outside enemy on our own soil 

and this may be the reason we’ve not evolved the consciousness of our European allies 

or their determination to avoid armed conflict in favor of diplomatic solutions.  On the 

other hand, we’ve lived through a horrendous Civil War, largely forgotten except on the 

PBS network.  We suffered greater casualties in this war we fought against ourselves 

than in all the other wars combined that we have been involved in and the aftermath of 

that Civil War left painful divisions and scars that have not yet healed.   

 

Civil war is the most destructive of all kinds of disasters because a community wars 

against itself.  It takes generations to heal the destructiveness of a civil war which like a 

family feud takes on a life of its own and continues long past the time that it makes any 

sense, long past the memories of the people affected.  Europe united against a common 

enemy and emerged with a more mature understanding of community and a spirit of 

mutual help and cooperation.  They also lost their innocence and had to demythologize 

(understand) their situation in order to rebuild.  We Americans, true believers in our 

manifest destiny, still view the world in black and white terms of adolescence and 

believe that we have both the right and duty to reshape the world in our image.       

 



  

98 

People often find deep spiritual resources to survive disaster and can endure 

astonishing ordeals or trials, a testament to the strength, adaptiveness and endurance 

of the human spirit.  Folk wisdom is full of proverbs and maxims for coping with 

problems.  People in the American Frontier were under fewer illusions about the 

difficulties of life and had more spiritual resources for dealing with them.  There were no 

psychologists or drugs for relief and no insurance to provide a cushion.   

 

My grandfather used to say that when there was no way around a problem there was 

always a way through it.  People relied heavily on religion and prayer for 

encouragement and relationships with family, friends and church for support and they 

had a story.  They took for granted the need for sacrifice, the necessity of giving up a 

part of themselves for the larger good, that we don’t always get what we want and 

sometimes we have to do things we don’t like and get along without things we need.  

Patience and trust were values that were common currency and nations’ leaders 

subscribed to these principles which is why you can see them carved into their 

monuments.  In time to come, what monuments will our civilization leave behind to be 

discovered by subsequent generations?  The Enron icon comes to mind.  What epitaphs 

will be carved into our monuments?  “I did it my way?” 

 

Most of us have good intentions about doing the right thing.  We don’t get up in the 

morning, look in the mirror and think about what rules we’re going to break or the people 

we’re going to hurt that day.  We lose our innocence when we behave in some self-

serving way that flaunts the rules of fair play and get caught.  Nations lose their 

innocence the same as individuals and we all pay the price for it.  Some key event may 

bring our transgressions into focus and force us to face up to who we are, like the 

revelation that “The Sixty-Four Thousand Dollar Question” game show was rigged back 

in the 60’s followed by Vietnam, Watergate, and the Savings & Loan scandal,  Bill 
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Clinton’s shenanigans, reality t.v. and Enron.  The sex scandals in the Catholic Church 

were the cherry on top until Iraq and that’s leaving out a whole lot of lesser stuff and a 

whole lot of bigger stuff, not touching on the political scene at all.  We get very self-

righteous about blame and it sells newspapers and keeps the news media busy.  It 

wasn’t us, it was always someone else.  We have yet to confess that it really was us 

after all.  Everybody cheats.  We’re a nation in a swamp. 

 

I have a picture in my photo album of my Uncle Mac taken as he stood behind a teller’s 

window in the First National Bank of Tom Bean, Texas some time back in the 1920’s 

posing gravely in a three piece suit with a watch chain.  R.L. McMillan was oldest man in 

our family after my grandfather died and the one to whom we went to with all important 

financial questions and whose advice we trusted implicitly.  No important financial 

decisions were made without consulting him first.  He typified his generation of men of 

public affairs, a lifetime active member of his church, Mason and loyal public servant.  

We kids were in awe of him, a solemn man and somewhat unapproachable and I’m 

grateful that he lived long enough for me to grow up and see his warmer, human side 

hidden beneath that reserved, imposing exterior.   

 

Once at a Sunday family dinner I was sitting next to Uncle Mac when a platter of fried 

chicken was passed to me.  I started to sort through the pieces to find my favorite one 

when Uncle Mac said firmly, “Take the first piece you touch.”  No one granted special 

dispensations to children in those days.  Coming from Uncle Mac, that was like the 

eleventh commandment and it communicated to me that family and community ethics 

demand that we seek no unfair advantage and consider the rights of others before our 

own whims, even in small matters.   
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My great grandfather, Dero Austin, was another icon of honesty.  He was a neighbor of 

Sam Rayburn in Bonham, Texas and I’m told they often played checkers together.  The 

family story is that once Dero and Sam conspired together to stuff a ballot box at a local 

election in order to get a soil conservation measure passed that was opposed by some 

of the local farmers.  Another Dero story is that he was playing checkers with a young 

man and caught him cheating and refused ever to play checkers with him again.   

 

These stories were told to me in a manner like the story of George Washington and the 

cherry tree to illustrate the value of honesty and it never occurred to me to ask why it 

was okay to be honest on one occasion but not on another.  Texas politics, being what 

they are, I suppose that if the dishonesty is on behalf of the public good it takes on a 

different hue.  But it illustrates the ambivalence most of us live with when it comes to 

deciding matters of morals.   

 

One of the things that has been missing from many liberal churches and from our 

schools is to teach the concept of sin.  Liberal educators at the beginning of our century 

decided that children were little blank slates and if we raised them right they wouldn’t fall 

into bad habits and would retain their innocence.  Liberal churches eagerly took up the 

message, anxious to prove that we actually could permanently reform society and 

create the Kingdom on earth without waiting for God to bring it about.  It fit in well with 

our national myth.   

 

Wrong!  Individualism and materialism can be enemies of community as much as they 

are natural to the human condition.  We have to be socialized in order to be civilized.  In 

a society where we pin medals on children for the smallest efforts and pander to their 

every whim, it’s no wonder they grow up thinking it’s okay to do whatever you need to 

do to get it so long as you don’t get caught.  They never have a chance to develop a 
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necessary sense of shame or guilt.  The qualities of sacrifice, self-denial and sharing 

are not valued in a society whose mantras are “You deserve it, you’ve earned it, you’re 

worth it.”  

 

When we start thinking in those terms, the corollary is that there are those who don’t 

deserve it, haven’t earned it and aren’t worth it and as long as I’ve got mine I’m not 

concerned.  Compassion for the poor and distressed just leaches out of our mainframe.  

The mantra of the American educational system is that in a free society, anyone can 

become anything their heart desires.  All it takes is following the rules and hard work.  

But this also is fiction.  Just ask all the people out of work as a result of the financial 

manipulations of corporations that have thrown the future of so many workers and 

retirees to the wind.  But we will forget very soon.  A fundamental premise of Jewish and 

Christian scripture is that unless the community is saved, no one is saved.   

 

The playing field is not level, even in a democratic society.  Good luck, good genes, 

good connections, good health, family background and financial resources play a huge 

role in the success of an individual.  A few talented people can successfully overcome 

poor odds in achieving their goals, but these are the exceptions rather than the rule.  

Ordinary workers who punch time clocks find it takes two incomes these days to earn 

enough for life’s basic necessities and that leaves no one at home to care for the kids.  

Yet civilized life would grind to a halt without people who punch time clocks and draw 

hourly wages, service sector workers and people who keep our streets in repair and the 

garbage hauled away.  In a democratic, free enterprise society with a vastly uneven 

distribution of goods and low social commitment, the law of the jungle rules in both 

business and public affairs.   

 

 “The meek inherit the earth, but not the mineral rights.” 
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 “Eighty percent of the people don’t care if you have problems and ten percent are 

glad you have them.” 

 “Winning isn’t the best thing, it’s the only thing.” 

 “The Golden Rule is, those who have the gold make the rules.”     

 

Americans place a high value on winning at any cost but anytime someone wins, 

someone else loses.  For community to work, most of the people have to feel like 

they’re on the winning team most of the time.  Democratic values only work on a level 

playing field.  When there is great inequality, resentment builds and people no longer 

feel they have a stake in the system.  We all stand on the backs of people who have 

pioneered a pathway before us.  We  enjoy “the bounty of land on which we had not 

labored, towns that we have not built, and vineyards that we did not plant.” Our cities 

have become increasingly uncivilized.  When the law of the jungle rules, we all move 

into defensive positions.    

 

The current worldwide economic crisis has been brought on largely due to the fact that 

we’re in a new world at a crossroads with an outdated road map.  We’ve always been a 

people on the move faced with the necessity of building new communities on our 

frontiers and we’ve been highly successful at doing so.  Credit American energy and 

initiative.  America was born out of restlessness. Odysseus is our grandfather and 

Huckleberry Finn is our brother.  That’s how we’re made and it all was inevitable and if 

God has a plan for humans, leaving home and starting all over again is part of it.  We’ve 

explored all the rivers and crossed all the mountain ranges, reached for the heavens 

with the world’s tallest buildings and the space program.   

 

But we can’t successfully live with our old concept of community.  Our community has 

expanded into the world which is interdependent and connected in ways we never 
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dreamed of.  We’ve lost the World Trade Center towers and two space shuttles but we’ll 

be back.  We can trust our brains and our divine sense of curiosity and initiative.   It’s 

what we live for.  The old religions have died along with the old communities no matter 

how many Christmas Villages we construct or how often we sing about “The Church in 

the Wild Wood.”  The spiritual journey is into the future, not into the past and we’ll carry 

the useful parts of religion and community along with us while we go forth to reinvent 

ourselves.  Many people want to build, but haven’t figured out how to do it yet.  

 

 

 

12.  Community and Dialogue 

 

There is an abandoned motel that sits on Lakota Sioux reservation land on a high bluff 

with a spectacular view overlooking the Missouri River just outside Mobridge, South 

Dakota that is a metaphor for our failure to understand the inclusive nature of 

community.  I’m told that the government built it to provide an economic benefit for the 

people who live on the reservation but that a controversy developed shortly after it 

opened over some trifling matter during which all the employees walked off en mass 

and the structure was left to ruin.   

 

The building has been nearly destroyed by vandals who’ve ripped out copper wiring, 

broken out windows and carried off fixtures and everything that could be moved. Grass 

and weeds have broken through the pavement and walkways and birds have built nests 

under the eaves of the lobby.  Many of the local “whites” point out how it just goes to 

prove that it’s not possible to help “those people” who have no appreciation for anything 

done for them but I couldn’t help but wonder who asked for the government’s help in the 

first place.  Maybe the reservation people who carried off the fixtures figured they’d get 
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more economic benefit from a bathtub and a few feet of copper wiring than from a motel 

they had no interest in operating.  I never got a chance to hear the whole story, but the 

whole situation is a visual parable about the failure of community when cultural 

differences are ignored and when one group of people tries to decide what’s in the best 

interests of another group without consulting them.  

 

Many years ago I taught in a rural school system in South Texas that had a large 

number of Hispanic students.  In traditional Hispanic communities, group solidarity is a 

higher value than individual achievement.  It wasn’t unusual for a gifted Hispanic student 

deliberately to hold themselves back in order not to outpace his friends, either in the 

classroom or in athletics.  One young Hispanic woman I knew in South Texas was 

ostracized by family and friends because she accepted a scholarship to a nearby 

community college which would require her to move away from her community.  My 

daughter once dated a young man who turned down an engineering  scholarship to A & 

M because his family wanted him to stay at home to work in the family grocery business 

and my own father found himself at odds with aunts and uncles when he refused a 

position in a family owned business in order to attend dental school.   

 

In any community there are bound to be differences of opinion over the interpretation of 

values, especially between people from different cultural backgrounds.  Northern 

European values place a high premium on innovation and individualism, economic 

success but other societies value the importance of the community over the individual 

and living in harmony with nature.   

 

People often appeal to religion in order to support their value system, even if the 

teachings of that religion are opposed to the value in question.  Jewish and Christian 

scripture are opposed to the kind of economic exploitation inherent in unrestrained 
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capitalism and Christian scripture without exception supports a communal life style and 

pacifism.  Jesus and Paul allowed for divorce under certain circumstances and are 

largely neutral on issues about human sexuality except when Paul expresses concern 

about the prostitution which was socially acceptable in Roman society.  Conservative 

Christian groups have had a lot to say in recent years about “family values” that they 

suppose are biblically based and which they have made into a political agenda.  In fact, 

there is no such thing as “family values” as these groups define them in either Jewish or 

Christian scripture.  In the nomadic and oriental societies of the biblical patriarchs, it 

was perfectly permissible for a man to have more than one wife or to have children by 

servants who stood in as surrogates when as wife was barren.  Early Christians might 

abandon their families in order to pursue spiritual quests and everyone was advised not 

to marry.   

 

One set of values is not necessarily superior to another and some values important to 

one group can be less important to another.  Values themselves are often oppositional; 

security and freedom, order and creativity, justice and mercy.  Individual needs against 

the needs of family and community.   

 

A small church I served in a rural community had a decision to make about moving a 

Certificate of Deposit that had matured to a bank in a larger town that paid a higher 

interest rate.  They made the decision to leave the C.D. in the home town bank because 

it was more important to them to support their small local economy than make more 

profit.  In this same town there was a small cafe that could only stay in business if town 

people volunteered to serve behind the counter.    
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Building community intentionally involves an ultimate question for every person.  TO 

WHAT WOULD YOU BE WILLING TO GIVE YOUR LIFE, TO MAKE A LIFELONG, 

CONSCIOUS COMMITMENT?   

 

I once attended a seminar at a Methodist church college in the Midwest where the guest 

speaker was the religious editor of Newsweek magazine.  The topic under consideration 

was prayer and after a lengthy presentation on spirituality and different forms of prayer 

in the church, someone asked the presenter to describe his personal prayer life.  He 

admitted that he didn’t have one.  He was able to discuss prayer within an analytical, 

historical framework and hold forth on all the classical interpretations of prayer but 

prayer was not something he did personally.   

 

It was an amazing admission, like someone giving a seminar on a surgical procedure 

who had never performed the surgery.  The session became even more interesting 

when the presenter tried to involve the students in a dialogue by asking them if there 

was anything that would be willing to die for.  I’ve forgotten just how he tied that 

question into the topic of prayer, but presumably it was to demonstrate a connection 

between prayer and spiritual commitment.  He was obviously annoyed when he was 

unable to get a single response out of the group and concluded that their lack of 

response demonstrated the ambivalence in society to important religious, political and 

social concerns.   

 

It is possible that this eastern pundit, who was accustomed to in-your-face  dialogues 

with East Coast ivy-league student bodies, didn’t know how to handle a group of polite 

corn-fed, Midwestern kids mostly from small communities where conformity and loyalty 

were valued but public disagreements were not.  It is also true that this Methodist 

church college had no chapel on campus so it’s quite possible no one had ever asked 
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these kids what was important to them or to make a commitment to anything.  It was just 

all assumed.  The promotional literature for this college made a big point of stressing the 

importance of education in a church supported institution.  It just serves to point up the 

discrepancy between what many people and institutions profess in public and what 

actually do.  In all fairness to the pundit, the same question about prayer life would draw 

the same response from many pastors.  Most people lead largely unexamined lives, 

including religious.  It’s a painful process and we don’t usually get into it as long as 

things are going our way and we can live comfortably with our assumptions.   

 

You might ask, what does that have to do with prayer, commitment and community.  It is 

no accident that membership in this denomination, like so many other of the mainline 

Protestant denominations, is shrinking each year.  It has abandoned its story.  It doesn’t 

take its own theology seriously, require the study of its own sacred texts in its 

seminaries and  produces few scholars who struggle to interpret its ancient wisdom in 

light of emerging paradigms.  It builds “church” colleges with no churches.  One of its 

most well-known preachers and teachers has said of his own denomination, “We have 

no theology except that God is nice and we should be also.”  Don’t ask us to commit to 

anything more serious than running food pantries. 

 

When we pray, we don’t argue, we dialogue; we don’t issue press releases, we confess.  

Prayer has three basic functions; to connect us to God, to connect us to ourselves and 

to connect us to people.  Prayer defines a field where we engage in an ongoing 

dialogue about relationships and connections with God and with ourselves.  This 

dialogue is essentially practical in nature and evolves sets of morals, ethics, codes of 

behavior and cultural norms arrived at over eons of time through trial and error.   
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Morality and ethics are not dictated by a god who wants to keep us from having any fun 

or picking out our favorite piece of chicken.  Concepts of right and wrong are grounded 

in what works and what doesn’t work and what is expected of us.  It stands to reason 

that occasionally the rules need to undergo some modification.  Most of us no longer 

believe in slavery and do believe in equality of rights for individuals, although we still try 

to exclude a few groups, but the codes of behavior that have evolved as part of the 

stream of Ancient Wisdom of traditional religious communities, like our American 

Constitution, need little altering.  They’ve been pretty well hammered out and generally 

serve well as they have come down to us but they do need to be interpreted in light of 

existing historical and cultural contexts.  This is one of the functions of dialogue.  

Consider for a moment a reading of the Ten Commandments which have caused so 

much public controversy. 

 

 There is one God.   

 Make no substitute for God. 

 Don’t exploit God’s name. 

 Set aside a day for joy alone.  

 Honor your parents. 

 Don’t murder. 

 Don’t dishonor your marriage.  

 Don’t steal. 

 Don’t lie. 

 Don’t covet other people’s stuff.     (Exodus 20, Deuteronomy 5) 

  

I don’t know any religious or ethical systems would find a quarrel with any one of these 

precepts even though there would be a lot of discussion about what constitutes God.  

The list doesn’t define what is meant by God nor the sacred.  It doesn’t discuss whether 
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or not God can have more than one manifestation, as in Hinduism or in the Christian 

Trinity .  For the sake of agreement we might say that God is a universal term we use to 

define that to which you would give your highest allegiance, that for which you would 

give your life.  Keep that sacred and make or accept no substitutes.   

 

The biblical understanding of the nature of community is that we exist in a covenant 

relationship with the highest thing we can think (God) that is reflected in community 

relations which include a commitment to justice, mercy, faithfulness, caring for the poor 

and the stranger and maintaining a mutually agreed upon code of ethics.  Other 

religions would be in basic agreement and non-theist ethical societies would find little 

quarrel with the precepts other than mentioning God, but they could substitute for that.  

Our willingness to enter into and abide by our covenantal agreements with a higher 

cause than ourselves and with others is regarded as a mark of faith. 

 

Because it’s through the community that ethics and morals evolve, consideration of 

them constitutes an ongoing dialogue.  It’s okay to believe that God had a hand, so to 

speak, in shaping the dialogue, and it’s okay not to believe it, but if you believe it, you 

also have to believe that the nature of the dialogue is two sided and involves an 

exchange of opinion and that opinion is based on actual life experience.  All situations 

and claims are not equal.  Freedom must be balanced against security, justice against 

mercy, individual needs against community needs.   

 

The rabbis have said that the hardest of any of the Ten Commandments to keep is the 

one to honor your father and mother.  Does this mean children must always acquiesce 

to parental demands that are incorrect or unjust?  Do our parents have a claim on us for 

honor when they break the law or commit unethical or immoral acts?  Or do parents 

have a certain claim on us that transcends actions or words?  To what degree do grown 
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children sacrifice their own rights and needs to care for aging parents who refuse to 

cooperate in their own care?  What does it mean to practice tough love?   

 

Are there instances where killing is ethically justified, say in time of war or when 

someone is breaking into your home to inflict injury on your family?  Is it ever  ethical to 

steal when it’s the only way to provide food for your children?  For yourself?  Does 

everyone deserve to know the truth?  What if the truth would inflict more harm than a lie, 

for example, when Nazi storm troopers demand to know if you are hiding Jews in the 

back room?  These are slippery slopes but to assert that truth applies equally in all 

situations is unacceptable to people who also believe in justice, the dignity of every 

person and love.  What is truth?  Truth has the duty to reveal all sides of complex 

questions and situations which simple moral judgments may obfuscate. 

 

13.  Community and Human Sexuality 

 

Few issues create more divisiveness these days than those dealing with human 

sexuality.  The sexual revolution of the 1970’s redefined how we think about divorce, 

abortion, homosexuality and sex outside of marriage but didn’t really settle any of the 

issues.  Debates over women’s ordination have changed the functioning climate of the 

church and a whole new range of issues in the fields of reproduction and biotechnology 

were added to the public agenda.  Controversies over these issues have deeply divided 

churches and the general public and are slowly making their way into the debates over 

modernization and social policies of Third World countries.  Churches have lagged far 

behind social reality in rethinking traditional positions especially regarding 

homosexuality and abortion and we all are just beginning to fumble our way into the 

arena of bioethics.  
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Sex, money and power are the issues that most disrupt community.  What happens, 

ontologically, when a woman in a collar stands behind an altar?  Theological concerns 

are not at the top of the agendas of disruptive issues for the church but issues dealing 

with human sexuality that defy simplistic moral judgments.  We’ve not yet come to terms 

with what it means to be human.  Can there actually be biological, gender, intelligence 

or aptitude differences in people that can justify our making discriminations based on 

sex or race?  There have not been shown to be any.  Could it be that gender inequality 

is a root cause of the most of our problems because it is so pervasive, subtle and 

confusing.  Gender issues begin at birth and our attitudes and behaviors about gender 

color every other area of our life.  If we learn discriminatory attitudes and behaviors 

based on gender at home, it is a logical transfer to believe it is okay to discriminate on 

the basis of other differences; color, religion, culture, language, social class and so on.  

Gender discrimination ignores the whole range of individual human differences, 

aptitudes and abilities.   

 

The issues are subtle because we often are not even aware of them.  Are we 

unquestionably accepting cultural norms or acting on the basis of genuine differences 

when we make decisions about how we treat and empower our male and female 

children.  There is a wide range of human behaviors that we honestly cannot identify as 

either masculine or feminine, but then again there are certain  behaviors that do appear 

to fit in these categories.  Compounding the problem is that there are some individuals 

that do not truly seem to fit easily into either gender category.  The vast majority of the 

medical community now regards homosexuality as a genetic or biological given and no 

longer regards it as a dysfunctional psychological state.  In spite of this, many people 

still believe homosexuality is a matter of personal choice.  We haven’t yet begun to deal 

in an open and humane way with transsexuals who defy all our categories.  Do we 
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honestly want to claim that genitalia define human sexuality or that sex determines 

suitability for a task or vocation or that one sex is superior to another? 

 

The Navajo Creation Myth describes how gender conflict first came into the world.  First 

Man and First Woman have just finished a meal in their lodge when First Woman leans 

back in satisfaction and says, “Thank you, my vagina, for bringing home that excellent 

deer.”  To which First Man angrily retorts, “What do you mean thanking your vagina.  I 

was the one who brought home the deer.”  “Yes,” she said, but if it hadn’t been for my 

vagina, you wouldn’t have brought it home.”  The argument escalates until First Man 

grabs his bow and quiver of arrows and storms out of the lodge.  He summons all the 

men of the village and orders them to take the canoes and join him on the other side of 

the river to teach the women a lesson, leaving them to fend for themselves.  For awhile, 

things were okay.  The women grew corn and the men hunt while each group 

periodically shouts insulting remarks across the river to the other side.   

 

As time passes, the young men and women began to spend an increasing amount of 

time sorrowfully gazing across the river at each other.  Then the day comes when the 

women began to get very hungry because their corn provides an insufficient diet.  

Eventually there was great deprivation and starvation but First Man and Woman 

continued to be bitterly opposed to a reconciliation.  Finally the young men and women 

began mutilating themselves and throwing themselves into the river in vain attempts to 

swim to the other side and with the situation in high crisis,  Coyote steps in to help solve 

the problem.  The solution, of course, was for each side humbly to lay aside their 

differences and be thankful for the contribution of the other. 

 

All tangled up with questions regarding human sexuality issues are issues of power and 

control.  What is at stake?  Why do issues about human sexuality   bother us so much?  
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Jung has said that when we ask questions about God, we really are asking questions 

about sexuality and when we are asking questions about sexuality, we really are asking 

questions about God.  Sexual intimacy puts us at our most vulnerable and the reason 

sex is so potent is that we don’t know who we are and we depend in large degree on 

others to tell us, especially someone we’re having sex with.  We get a lot of mixed 

messages from family, church and society.  A primary task for children is to sort through 

these messages and reconcile them with their own perceptions and natural inclinations 

which may run counter to what others want for them.    Because human emotions are so 

intertwined with sexuality, we run a risk in trying to separate the two.  Promiscuous sex 

is hazardous at any age, but especially for the immature. 

   

It’s because of the powerful messages we internalize about ourselves that young people 

are at such great risk in sexual matters.  It is for this reason, even more than the many 

other excellent reasons, that young people should avoid having sex until they are 

mature enough to have developed a sense of self and to be able to handle the many 

possible consequences.  During the critical phases of adolescence we are controlled far 

more by our chemistry than rational thought processes.  Adolescents naturally incline 

toward risk- taking behaviors.  Of course adolescents want to be sexually active.   

 

We are sexual beings.  Only strong social inhibitions can keep these impulses in check 

because we’re not just happy hominoids swinging around in the trees eating bananas 

anymore.  The consequences of reckless behavior can be long term.  But it’s also true 

that toddlers want to explore the household chemicals stored under the sink and wise 

parents will put these dangerous things out of reach.  When I was a preteen, my mother 

was asked to serve on the board of directors of a new youth center that was being built 

in our town.  After an organizational meeting she reported that there was a discussion 

about the make up of the board.  One young adult present said that they needed to 
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have people on the board that were young enough to know what the teens would want.  

To which another older adult responded, “Yes, and old enough to keep them from 

having it.” 

 

Our fragile sense of self and our sense of right and wrong are all bound up with 

questions of sexuality.  In the Genesis Creation Story, as soon as Adam and Eve 

realized they’d offended God, they grabbed fig leaves to cover their genitals.  (It really 

was animal skins, but that’s not important).  We still try to “cover up” our mistakes, 

which is all “attitude” amounts to.  Whether we’re grabbing something to cover up with 

or shedding it is all about the same thing.  We depend on someone else to tell us who 

we are.  Sexuality is all tied up with our sense of mortality.  We have a genetic 

inclination to sex to insure survival of the species which explains why a crisis like losing 

a job or divorce can throw us into an uncharacteristic round of sexual activity to 

compensate.  The point of civilization is not to deny natural human inclinations, but to 

moderate them in order to enhance life and so that we can live together peacefully.   

 

Religion has played an essential role in codifying the sexual values of civilized society 

but we now are faced with a revolution in what we consider to be valuable for 

community.  Women for the first time have control of their bodies and childbearing and 

are an essential part of the work force.  People are living longer and staying healthier.  A 

man’s physical strength no longer plays a crucial role in work or warfare.  Social and 

economic inequality exist when there is gender discrimination.  Christianity historically 

has regarded the human body with distrust because of the power of sexuality and has 

often insisted that sexual abstinence is necessary for the highest states of spirituality or 

that sex for any other reason than propagation within marriage is evil.   
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In fact, the problem we have with sexuality is just huge!  Forget quantum mechanics and 

string theory, the last frontier of knowledge in our complex societies may be figuring out 

our sexuality.  We either don’t get enough, or we get too much, or none at all or with the 

wrong person, or with not enough persons or we want to experiment and our partner 

doesn’t.  Our eyes wander and we dally with our fantasies.  Little wonder that serious 

seekers of spiritual enlightenment in all religions often have decided the situation is 

impossible and the only recourse is to renounce sexuality altogether.  Since we haven’t 

made any real progress figuring out sex, we haven’t made a lot of progress with gender 

either. 

 

Attitudes have improved somewhat, but religious leaders in general remain in a state of 

denial regarding the complex issues of human sexuality.  It’s a don’t ask, don’t tell 

situation that has resulted in the church not being able to deal realistically or 

compassionately with sexual issues which means a great loss of credibility in 

contemporary society.  It’s time to reframe the whole question of human sexuality which 

is highly fluid and exists along a continuum rather than at opposite poles.  The reframing 

of the sexuality debate should be done within the context of an understanding of what 

constitutes moral behavior.   

 

Simply put, moral behavior is prescriptive behavior; don’t kill, don’t steal, don’t lie, help 

people in need, be responsible.  Moral precepts are derived from the more broadly 

defined ethical values of a community such as the valuing of human life, the right to the 

peaceful enjoyment of one’s property and possessions, the necessity of protecting one’s 

family.  Truth is an ethical value and the moral prescription derived from this value is not 

to tell lies or bear false witness because dishonesty is a violation of the social contract.  

Justice is an ethical value which derives from the belief that all people are entitled to 

certain basic necessities; life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, for example and that 
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injustices should be corrected and society be protected against antisocial behavior and 

demands its just due when laws are violated.  

 

The problem with prescriptive moral judgments about sexual behaviors is that outside of 

certain circumstances, it is difficult to say what ethical values would be violated by 

sexual activity between competent, consenting adults that do not violate another 

person’s rights or trust.  It goes without saying that sexual activity between adults and 

children is wrong at any time for any reason because it is a violation of an unspoken 

covenant that commits all adults to protecting all children, of the child’s vulnerability, 

exploitation and inequality and violation of trust.  Teenagers may appear to be physically 

mature but they are psychologically immature, vulnerable and not capable of making 

reasoned, rational decisions about critical aspects of their life that can have long term 

consequences.  Relationships are unequal.  Even adults are not created equal in 

regards to experience, vulnerability and competency.  Taking unfair sexual advantage of 

another person’s weaknesses is wrong on all counts, but it’s not always easy to make 

this determination, especially in a culture that is as sexually explicit and exploitative as 

our own with no agreed upon public sexual boundaries.  

 

14.  COMMUNITY AND THE SOCIAL CONTRACT 

 

One way to begin to reframe the human sexuality debate is to put it within the context of 

what we all need from each other in general.  Constructive human relationships hinge 

on the existence of a mutual agreement about needs.  Communities exist as a network 

of relationships, some temporary, some long term, but all of them with sets of 

expectations and obligations.  There are degrees and levels of relationships and 

degrees and levels of expectations but there are no relationships that are exempt from 

expectations.  The family unit is the highest level of relationship with the greatest level of 
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needs, expectations and obligations.  All relationships that work are based on trust.  The 

higher the degree of relationship the higher the degree of trust necessary to maintain it.  

We trust that the lady behind the checkout counter will give us the correct change, that 

the gasoline station owner will have correctly calibrated gas pumps, that the person 

driving behind us will not follow too closely so as to run into us.  We need to be able to 

trust that the person we have sex with won’t transmit a disease to us or leave us with a 

baby to care for alone.   

 

Disparities in wealth or justice create distrust.  Successful community life depends on 

there not being a great economic gap between the affluent and the unaffluent and when 

laws are evenly enforced between classes and groups of people.  In countries where 

there are great economic or social inequalities there are great social problems.  The 

affluent separate themselves into protected enclaves and become indifferent to social 

problems and the unaffluent become angry and resentful.  The size and complexity of 

urban life makes trust difficult.   

 

The larger and more complex our communities, the greater the opportunities for people 

to take unfair advantage without being caught.  It’s been said that there is one bad guy 

for every one hundred good guys.  In cities this ratio makes the ninety-nine good guys 

uneasy, but in small towns, it’s the one bad guy that is uneasy.  Our high mobility means 

we don’t know our neighbors or the people who provide our goods and services.  Trust 

is based on history.  In small, stable communities where people who know each other 

people tend to stay in line.  There is less income disparity.  Everyone works pretty much 

within the same economic boundaries and small communities value community spirit 

over entrepreneurship and individualism.  
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The element of trust is one reason why the model Taoist community was a small one 

and the reason the small, rural community looms so large in the American myth.  When 

people don’t trust each other, don’t trust the government, don’t trust their doctor, lawyer, 

police chief or school superintendent, they themselves become untrustworthy.  Life 

becomes a vicious circle of push, shove and grasp.  The affluence of contemporary life 

has made us more isolated from each other than ever because we don’t really need 

each other and can entertain and take care of ourselves.  When we are faced with a 

crisis we may take the trouble to form groups and committees to protest.  But the hard 

communal work of keeping things working in the first place is neglected. 

 

Community is strengthened when people commit themselves to situations that make 

trust and bonding possible and projects that fulfill basic needs.  In the past, 

geographical proximity and family history that made community possible.  There wasn’t 

a whole lot of choice about community because on the frontier neighbors were 

necessary for survival and community came together out of need.  Now that we have a 

super abundance of choice about every aspect of our lives, community has to be an 

intentional choice. Community-building is one of the chief functions of religion but school 

and charitable activities, sports and hobbies all can function as community- building.  

Regardless of what kinds of communities we choose to belong to, certain basic values 

rule relationships within communities and their presence or absence determine the 

viability of the community. 

 

  RESPONSIBILITY  LOYALTY 

  RESPECT   TRUSTWORTHINESS 

 

The possible consequences of a situation determine our level of expectation and the 

degree of our vulnerability.  Children are at the highest level of need and vulnerability 
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closely followed by spouses, parents, family and friends.  But we also owe something to 

the neighbor who just moved in next door that we’ve not met, the teacher our child is not 

fond of or the new hire at our office.  We even owe these things to the politician we did 

not elect and the guy at the shoe store who has a right to expect that we will not run off 

with our new shoes without paying for them.  We really owe the administrators we 

choose to run our schools and local government because they are there to protect the 

interests of all of us in tough jobs that usually are low in pay. At the very least, we owe 

them our obligation to stay informed and to investigate carefully before we sign petitions 

to throw the bastards out.   

 

Children are quite capable of understanding these values and putting them into practice.  

When I was serving a mission church in Sioux City, Iowa, we developed a ministry to a 

group of about 15-20 children between the ages of ten and sixteen or so living in the 

vicinity of our barrio neighborhood who were  unsupervised and at loose ends during the 

day while their parents worked in a nearby meatpacking industry.  They were of 

Southeast Asian, Hispanic and Native American origin and the Asian children were 

Thai, Humong, Vietnamese and Cambodian so we had quite a disparate group.   We 

met together once a week for games, snacks and some sort of organized activity and 

they wandered in and out of our mission at other times.  They called our once a week 

meeting The Monday Club because that was the day we met.  Things generally went 

pretty well but they were prone to occasional bouts of mischief and there was not a 

small amount of ethnic bickering in the group. 

 

One week we had a planned activity to visit to the public library which was an easy walk 

a few blocks away down the main thoroughfare.  I delivered my best parental type 

lecture about good behavior before we left but the visit turned into something of a rout 

anyway.  I was so annoyed by their rude and disruptive behavior that when we returned 
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to the mission I announced that that would be the last field trip until they had agreed on 

a code of conduct and demonstrated in the group that they could follow it.  We had 

talked about   religious things before so one of the boys suggested we post a list of the 

Ten Commandments on the wall.  I said, fine, if that would help and could anyone tell 

me what they were.  No one really knew much apart from not lying, stealing and killing 

which life in a tough neighborhood made them all pretty familiar with so I said that I 

thought it would be a good idea for them to think through their situation and come up 

with their own list.  We had a group discussion about why I was so upset and they easily 

conceded that their disruptive behavior had caused me to be mad, sad, scared and 

embarrassed.  So the list started out that way.   

 

 Don’t make anyone 

 Mad 

 Sad 

 Scared 

 Embarrassed 

 

So much for the negatives, I said, but I thought it might be even more productive if they 

could say what they though good behavior might look like.  This one took a bit longer 

because most of us tend to think about rules in terms of what not to do.  The first thing 

they came up with was their concession to me because they knew I was a pastor 

although they weren’t exactly sure what that meant since few of them had any exposure 

to religious experience with their families.  But it had something to do with God, 

whatever that was, so the first rule was “Love God”.  The rest they really did come up 

with on their own.  It was quite naturally in their hearts even if it wasn’t always in their 

behavior because it was what they all wanted for themselves.      
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This is the list they came up with next. 

 

 Love God 

 Be a friend 

 Cooperate 

 Show respect 

 

 “I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I  will be their 

God, and they shall be my people.  34 No longer shall they each one another, or say to 

each other, “Know the LORD,” for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the 

greatest. . .” (Jeremiah 31:33-34)  

 

Is there anything else really that we can say that is necessary for community?  We hope 

to build these principles of responsibility, respect, trustworthiness, and commitment into 

a child’s character from the very beginning and the process of refinement of these 

principles continues for adults over their entire lifetime.  When children feel safe and can 

trust that their needs will be met and when they receive respect as individuals and when 

they perceive that their parents and other adults treat others in the same manner, in 

time they internalize these principles for themselves.   Can we possibly do anything that 

causes pain or suffering to another single person in the world or even harm to ourselves 

if we live by this simple code that transcends gender, race, economic class or religion?  

Because the root of showing respect begins in respect for oneself.   

 

Knowing that oneself is worthy of respect encourages us to give that same respect to 

others.  Wars are fought over ideology, theology, partisanship, greed, lust for power.  

We do not make war on those we respect, with whom we wish to cooperate, with those 

we call friend, even if we don’t always agree.  It is only when we have no respect and 
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build walls of separation between ourselves and others that all the misery in the world is 

created, all the unjust and unnecessary suffering.  It is lack of respect that sets us 

against one another and makes community impossible. 

 

15.  COMMUNITY AND INTEGRATION 

 

Our small town was a close, tight-knit community that to a child seemed  ideal in all 

respects except that we had no people of color living in our town.  A black lady named 

Melissa from a neighboring town helped my grandmother clean our house and at the 

end of the day we’d drive Melissa back home.  Melissa’s neighborhood had a lot of 

large, shady trees and my grandmother told me that one day I asked her why the black 

people all lived in the shady part of town.  At four years of age I was aware of a 

discrepancy in the world, even though I had no idea what it meant.   

 

Later my grandmother explained to me that the town we lived in had never allowed 

black people to live there which is why they all lived in the next town.  She and Melissa 

both taught Sunday School and they studied their lessons together at our kitchen table 

each week.  Grandmother said they discussed the segregation that still existed in the 

1940’s and Melissa asked her why Christians treated each other the way they did when 

the Bible said clearly that they should love one another and treat each other as brothers 

and sisters.   

 

We all take take our world for granted because we’ve never known anything different 

and it comes as a shock when we discover that there are other worlds and other 

viewpoints.  I gradually came to know about segregation in the South but only in a very 

abstract way and not until I was grown did I have the opportunity to be exposed to the 

reality of it.  My bicultural parents were very aware of the inequalities and tried hard to 
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teach us that it was wrong to treat people differently because of the color of their skin.  

Nevertheless, I took it for granted that our house maids and yard men were black and 

that blacks were poor and lived in different parts of town.  Our laws kept things that way 

and it took maturity to realize that the laws were unjust and needed to be challenged.  

 

The schools were segregated in the 1940-50’s as well as movie theaters, restaurants 

and any other place we might go.  I took it for granted that my parents were doctors and 

we lived in a nice home and could eat at nice restaurants and go to the opera while 

there were people who struggled to exist.  I had never even had a conversation with a 

black person other than our house keepers and yard man.   

 

My awakening came when I worked for a small music company in Lubbock in the late 

1950’s and discovered that O.J. Fullylove, one of the black porters was a graduate of 

Prairie View A&M College with a degree in English.  I was only eighteen years old and I 

asked him why he was working as a porter and he explained the facts of life to me.  I 

was shocked and horrified at what I heard.  Talk about naive!  My father had made a 

few vague references to life in the Rio Grande Valley when he was a boy, but they made 

no impact.  In those days, people just didn’t talk about inequality which was a given and 

legal.  Everyone just looked the other way or tried to get along.  

 

Our world is filled with injustice and we scarcely know about any of it, in spite of 

revelations on the evening news which is only a drop of water in an ocean of suffering.  

We live in and participate in networks of evil that are complex and tangled and we are 

oblivious to most of it due to ignorance or inattention.  The spiritual journey of self-

discovery must, eventually, include discovery about the reality of the world and what we 

discover is suffering and that, unwittingly or not, we all are responsible for it.  We’re 

responsible because we accept it and do nothing.  
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A Taoist sage wrote, “If when you do a thing there remains in your heart some 

misgiving, then your deed is against Heaven and contrary to Reason.”  Unfortunately, 

too many things that we do that hurt others feel good to us.  Getting revenge is sweet;  

scoring a conquest bolsters our egos;  beating someone at their own game pumps us 

up.  The tiny little misgiving we may feel is so minuscule in comparison with the huge 

immediate psychological benefit that we hardly notice it.  In the short term, we win, but 

in the long term these kinds of things may leave others diminished and sow the seeds of 

future conflict.  War is an exciting and stimulating activity, otherwise people would not 

be so anxious to wage it; but war has tragic consequences for many innocent people.   

 

In any community, conflicts are bound to occur.  To live in covenant involves confessing 

our failures and seeking forgiveness and restoration.  Buddhists  teach that we harm 

others because we do not understand the nature of our interconnectedness, our 

interdependent co-arising as they call it.  Everything is part of everything else; nothing 

exists alone.  Everything is both cause and effect.  We live in and through each other 

and in and through everything in the universe.  The chicken, the egg and the shell are 

one in the same with the grain the chicken eats.  We don’t realize that when we do harm 

to another person or harm our environment, we harm ourselves.  If we are willing to 

tolerate injustice for another person, someone will be willing to tolerate injustice for us.  

If we try to live to do good for others, others will learn from our example and also try to 

do good for others.  To understand the true nature of reality we must learn to embrace 

all reality and everyone as our brother.  Friendliness, compassion and generosity and 

goodwill are signs of enlightenment.   

 

Community begins when we are able to see people as individuals like ourselves with the 

same needs, fears, hopes and dreams we have.  To love our neighbors as we love 
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ourselves is to treat all people with the same regard we would want them to show us 

and these days, the whole world is our neighbor.  To realize the principle of 

interconnectedness means to be trustworthy with the lives of others.  All people become 

a sacred trust to us, something we communicate with our actions as well as our words.  

 

You are safe with me and you can trust me  

   to respect your person and your needs. 

If your needs and expectations are uncertain 

and I don’t know you well enough  

to understand and respect who you are,  

I’ll proceed cautiously in our relationship  

until I have enough information 

to insure that you will be safe with me  

and that I will respect your person and your needs. 

 

To whom do these principles apply? 

 

My child, teenager, adult child 

My spouse 

My parents, grandparents 

My brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles 

My friends, their friends and families 

People in my neighborhood 

People in my town 

The store clerk 

The auto repairman 

My customers 
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My employees, my employer 

The cleaning lady, the yard man 

The garbage man and the mayor 

The knockout dude/chick I met at the bar last night 

   

Hey, isn’t there anyone I can exploit?  No, not one.  We even need to add to the list. 

The new immigrant 

The illegal immigrant 

The rival football team 

Their coach who has a foul mouth 

My mother-in-law 

Aggies, Yankees, Southerners or (__) fill in the blank 

My enemy 

 

16.  COMMUNITY AND RELIGION 

 

Religion and community are bound up together, like love and marriage as the song 

goes.  You can’t have one without the other.  When people lose their  religion they still 

go on being defined by the story it tells until, eventually,  everyone has forgotten the 

story which can happen in a generation or two.  The former Soviet Union is a case in 

point.  The story goes that Nikita Khruschev once visited the Archbishop of Canterbury 

and asked him how he (the Archbishop) could account for England’s success in 

stamping out religion since fewer people in England went to church than in the Soviet 

Union.   

 

As soon as the Iron Curtain fell, the churches in the Soviet Union begin to fill up once 

again in spite of the governments attempts to abolish religion and Russia currently is 
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undergoing quite a religious renaissance.  It’s been  discovered that when dying parish 

churches in England are closed for lack of attendance, the local suicide rate goes up 

significantly.  People care, even if it’s no more than a romantic nostalgia for something 

they feel they’ve missed.  A Frenchman proudly showed off the local cathedral to a 

visiting tourist who asked, “But aren’t you an atheist?”  “Of course,” said his guide, “but 

I’m still a Catholic.”  

 

In spite of our national myth, America was never that religious.  We’ve always been 

suspicious of institutionalized religion and too independent to bend the knee to religious 

authority.  Which is why we’ve spawned so many denominations, sects and cults.  The 

decline of religion in America also saw a corresponding rise in numerous service clubs, 

fraternities and organizations which, in large part, took over religious functions and 

provided an alternative to religion in the form of useful community activities.  These 

organizations provided a conscious commitment to a positive set of core values that 

resulted in activities involving accepting responsibility for one’s actions, cooperation and 

commitment to covenantal relationships, honesty and fidelity, sacrifice, stewardship and 

charity.  Service clubs functioned well for a time but now these types of organizations 

also are mostly in decline.  It takes community to sustain organizations such as these.  

What they lacked was history; a story and continuity.  Nothing yet has arisen to take 

their place, except insurance and a lot of people can’t afford that anymore.   

 

The story that religion tells is a story of community and covenant.  Covenant is a 

contract that spells out what people and the gods can expect from each other.  The 

story is that the gods will withhold their wrath and judgment and provide their 

beneficence if the people fulfill certain obligations and sacrifices which are spelled out 

as part of the story.  The origins of the story are ancient and lost in the mists of time, but 
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the principles are practical codes of behavior that have enabled communities to live and 

grow.    

 

Covenant is what binds human relationships and makes community life possible.  There 

is an implied covenant, even if temporary, in the most minute of human relationships.  

We trust that the schools will educate our children and the schools trust that we will pay 

the taxes that make this possible.  We trust that the clerk at the checkout stand will give 

us the correct change and that the meter on the gasoline pump will register the correct 

price and number of gallons of gas.  In societies where graft and corruption are 

rampant, the covenants and social contracts that govern civilized life are so broken that 

the simplest activities become burdened with obstacles.  Once covenant is broken, its 

repair takes a long, long time and great effort.   

    

Marriage is the deepest form of covenant, second to the covenant with God, a spiritual 

commitment to a relationship which is a community in its smallest form.  There is no 

covenant or spiritual commitment when people regard marriage as a temporary state 

that can be abandoned when no longer convenient. Covenants don’t exist as convenient 

arrangements that exist to provide personal and consumer satisfactions.  It’s a spiritual 

commitment to an ideal that is greater than individual need.   

 

It’s a safe bet that the state of affairs of the world is no better nor worse now than it ever 

has been.  Family life and life in community have never been easy and both are a 

spiritual test of maturity and commitment.  Some years ago I attended a lecture by the 

well known psychologist and author, Scott Peck who has written extensively about 

community.  Peck spoke of how a significant part of his counseling practice is with 

members of religious orders, monks and nuns.  His point was that life in religious 

communities is no different than family life.  People in religious communities have 
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exactly the same kinds of problems and frustrations with each other as husbands and 

wives.  So why is it that people don’t leave religious orders with the careless ease they 

leave marriages?  The difference, he said, is that when people make a commitment to 

life in a religious community they are not making the commitment to another individual, 

they are making a commitment to God, they are making a spiritual commitment.  No 

matter what the problem, they have no choice but to stick it out, work it out and if they 

can’t find a solution, they have to just learn to live with it.  Couples who have been 

married for a long time will give exactly the same answer.  Marriage and communities 

will begin to work again when people regard them as spiritual commitments. 

 

Scientists often make a discovery only to find that someone else on the other side of the 

world has come up with the same idea at almost the same time.  We all build on data 

and the past work of others.  Religions arise from a need to search for meaning that is 

universal but is articulated in specific forms compatible with the collective lives, histories 

and cultures of a people in a particular set of circumstances.  It then undergoes a 

continuous process of modification, assimilation and transformation through the contact 

with the ideas, practices and habits of other cultures.  There’s no isolated, continuous 

and unbroken history of development in any religion.  We use the materials that already 

are at hand with a few innovations.  There is a lot of borrowing and recycling with 

perhaps a novel twist or two.  

 

We may think that a story is original only to discover it’s just an old idea in a new form.  

For example, many widely scattered world cultures have a catastrophic flood story that 

figures large in their epic myth.  The Biblical flood story in Genesis derives from an 

ancient Babylonian epic myth but the Klamath Indians in California also have a flood 

story.  Does this mean the Noah story isn’t true?  Not necessarily, although if not true in 

particular, there may well be some historical basis for the story.  We have geological 
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evidence that suggests that a catastrophic flood resulted when the Mediterranean broke 

through the Bosporus Peninsula thousands of years ago connecting it up with the Black 

Sea.  The resulting flood or tidal wave would have swept away countless settlements for 

miles and miles on the shoreline that must have seemed like the end of the earth to 

people with no television to show them differently.   

 

Ancient peoples have many fearful stories about water and floods and falling off the 

edges of the world and fearful sea monsters.  The sea is a dangerous and frightening 

place where disaster can strike suddenly and unexpectedly as a result of earthquakes, 

volcanoes, tsunamis and hurricanes, a symbol of chaos that figures large in ancient 

myths.  It’s easy to see how stories can emerge as a result of natural disasters through 

which people find symbolic meaning for their lives.  When such disasters strike, it’s a 

natural human response to seek some kind of religious meaning in the event.   

 

All religions contain elements brought from a home left behind by immigrants or 

refugees who resettle in a new land and mingle their old stories, songs and culture with 

the ones they find in the new location.  Some of the Psalms were originally Egyptian and 

Canaanite hymns.  Buddhism retains many of the ideas of India’s Hinduism and was 

itself influenced by Taoism and Confucianism.  Both the prophet, Isaiah and the 

Upanishads of the Hindu religion present an idea of a single unified concept of God .  

Christianity emerged from roots of Judaism, Greek philosophy, Zoroastrianism and the 

mystery religions of the Roman Empire and forged these components into a new 

concept about a charismatic historical leader, Jesus of Nazareth.  Ideas about heaven 

and hell, angels and demons derive from Zoroastrianism rather than Judaism.  

 

Baptism was practiced both by the Essene community in Judea and the Eleusinian cult 

in Greece.  The teachings of Jesus may have more in common with the teachings of 



  

131 

Buddha than with Pauline theology which in turn is derived as much from Greek 

philosophy as Judaism.  Christian scriptures can’t be properly understood apart from 

Jewish scriptures and Islam emerged as a reform of both in response to a different set 

of cultural conditions.  Nearly all of the main ideas of the Protestant Reformation were 

eventually adopted by Roman Catholicism and in recent years many mainstream 

Protestant denominations have made serious efforts to reclaim the Catholic roots that 

they abandoned.  The practice of Mexican people of visiting cemeteries on the Day of 

the Dead to picnic beside tombs of relatives derives from a ritual lost in the mists of 

antiquity.  A Rabbi once said, “I practice kosher precisely because I do not understand 

it.”  A table becomes a grave stone becomes an altar becomes a table becomes an altar 

once again.     

 

Institutional religion tries to defend against syncretism and doctrinal changes but they 

are as inevitable as the fact that in another few million years or so the continents will 

drift together again.  As a Protestant pastor, I served churches in three different states in 

three very different cultural settings.  Churches often take on the local dominant 

religious flavor.  Lutherans in central South Dakota bear more resemblance to the 

Methodists who outnumber them than to Lutherans in Minnesota and you can hardly tell 

Methodists in East Texas from Baptists.  Baptists in the Midwest whose beliefs only 

permit adult baptism find themselves acquiescing for practical purposes  to parents 

demanding “dedication ceremonies” for their infants in areas where Lutheran churches 

predominate.   

 

A Muslim immigrant to a small town in southern Oklahoma writes back home that the 

Baptists “seem much like us.  They tithe, are regular in church attendance and don’t 

drink, smoke, dance or use profane language.” Unitarians in northeastern states 

celebrate the Christian sacrament of communion and resemble Presbyterians more than 
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they resemble Unitarians in southern states.  Southern Unitarianism is far more liberal 

than that in the Northeast and devotes a great deal of energy to backlash against Bible-

Belt conservatism, but then wind up adopting many worship features of Christian 

churches anyway.  Schools, sects, orders, denominations and movements proliferate in 

all religions and their leaders spend not an inconsiderable amount of time arguing 

among themselves about fine points of doctrine that usually are of little interest to the 

average worshiper.   

 

 

17.  THE NATURE OF REVELATION 

 

All religions contain a multiplicity of viewpoints regarding theology, practices, values and 

politics but there is usually a central core belief system, however broadly interpreted, 

revolving around a special revelation from some person.  On rare occasions a unique 

spiritual leader will arise at a cultural crossroad who is able to articulate new insights or 

give precise definitions to concepts of an already emerging new paradigm; Confucius, 

Buddha, Krishna, Moses, Jesus, Mohammed, the Taoist.   

 

A Muslim friend recently asked me what I believed about Jesus.  We live in a very 

conservative East Texas city and I knew she had often been proselytized by 

conservative Christians wanting to convert her.  I answered that I believe that God is 

One and Jesus and Mohammed were God’s prophets.  She was amazed because she 

had never heard anyone say such a thing before.  I wanted to answer her question 

truthfully and also to respect the integrity of her belief system.  Besides, what I 

answered is true for me and it was an answer she could understand and accept.  Jesus 

certainly is different from Mohammed as all people are different from one another and 

Christians themselves do not agree on the meaning of who was Jesus which is a 
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question that has challenged the Christian Church for 2000 years.  It’s not possible to 

reduce any religious faith to the recitation of simplistic formulas because there is no one 

consensus or tradition in any religion regarding theological statements.   

 

I found myself in my first theological hot water when I was thirteen by asking my Sunday 

School teacher what it meant to say “Believe in Jesus Christ and you will be saved.”  I 

couldn’t figure out why believing in a particular person had any special advantage.  I 

wanted to know what it meant to “believe,” because it obviously had to mean something 

more than believing that Mr. West lived across the street from us.  It made no sense.  

Later on I wanted to know what we were being saved from if the heaven-hell proposition 

made little sense in light of what we knew about the universe and all.  Saved from what 

to what?  There are many viewpoints regarding these questions among Christians but at 

the time I was accused of lacking faith.  It wasn’t the last time my questions led to such 

a charge.   

 

Jesus has been given many names by his followers and these names have many levels 

of meaning, none of which fully describe what Christians think about Jesus.  I could 

have answered my friend that I believe Jesus was the Son of God and this would have 

been true, but it would not be true that I thought Son of God meant the same thing as 

my Southern Baptist friends.  Many Christians sincerely believe that Jesus was some 

supernatural figure that stood outside the laws of the universe that govern all the rest of 

us and could practice magic but this belief is hard to reconcile to the orthodox Christian 

teaching that insists that Jesus was as fully human as any other person.   

 

The Nicene Creed was developed in the fourth century to defend Jesus’ complete 

humanity.  What scholars in any religion may teach is far different from what ordinary 

people in the pew usually believe about their own faith or even their own pastor.  Devout 
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people in all religions habitually mix elements of superstition and magical thinking into 

their faith and poorly trained teachers or clergy often have as little idea about subtle 

theological ideas as they have.  Some of my Unitarian friends who reject the biblical 

miracles nevertheless are more than ready to subscribe to New Age ideas about 

astrology, channeling and the therapeutic value of pyramids which are just as 

unscientific.  It’s much easier to believe in mystical or magical explanations than to 

struggle with difficult questions with multiple levels of meaning.  The more anxious 

people become about their lives, the more power fundamentalists have with their stock 

of simple ideas and answers that often dominate the religious debate.   

 

As a matter of fact, my personal belief about Son of God includes the idea that the 

woman I was speaking with was a Daughter of God and that Jesus himself made no 

special claims about himself to be anything other than a human being like myself.  The 

question boils down to, do I believe God was present in Jesus in any special way to 

which I certainly would answer, “Yes,” but to be able to describe the nature of that 

“special way” would be not only complicated but beyond the scope of both our 

conversation and my personal understanding.   

 

I frankly don’t know the mechanism of that special way but I am able to accept for the 

most part the orthodox teachings of my church about the meaning of Jesus, with some 

modifications, not because I have had any special revelation but because I have thought 

about these things a long time, studied what others had to say and have discovered 

what makes sense to me.  To give a simple answer based on a formula that even 

Christian scholars do not fully understand would be both misleading and dishonest.  We 

express our faith by our lives, not by our answers, and by the degree to which we 

respect the integrity of others and their beliefs.  St. Francis said, “Preach the gospel.  

Use words if necessary.”  Words alone seldom help. 
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What she was asking me was, do I believe that believing in Jesus will save me.  Yes, I 

do, but I can’t reduce what “believing in Jesus” means to a simple formula any more 

than my Sunday School teacher could.  I will honestly say that I believe Buddha and 

Mohammed also laid out paths of salvation.  But people deserve an honest answer, to 

the degree they have the patience to listen, and we must have the honesty to admit, “I 

don’t know” when we don’t know.  So much of my belief system is based on conditioning 

and the comfort of habit.  I both kneel and genuflect when entering a pew and if it 

wouldn’t create a spectacle and be socially inappropriate in my church setting I would 

prostrate myself full on the floor before the altar because the idea of God overwhelms 

me with power, beauty and meaning.  I can no more explain this than I can explain how 

it both fascinates me and fills me with love to watch my grandchildren play so that I can 

hardly take my eyes off them.  Only another grandparent would understand and then 

explanations wouldn’t be necessary.  There are lay people in all religions who will 

understand what I mean and there are scholars in my own religion who won’t have a 

clue.   

 

For me to believe that Jesus saves me means in part that I can accept and forgive my 

own faults because I believe God has forgiven me.  In my trying to live in imitation of 

Jesus as my teacher in a manner of “seeking, asking and knocking” I am helped to 

come closer to God but it also means that in some way through Jesus’ death and 

resurrection (whatever that means) God has taken my own death into God’s life and that 

what happens to me physically is not important in the long run.  I absolutely have to 

reject the “ransom or substitution” theories of my church when I consider Jesus’ death 

because they are patently ridiculous even though they could have made sense to 

people at the time Christian theology began to develop in a culture dominated by a 

Roman legal system.   
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I regard resurrection as something experienced existentially in the here and now; a gift 

of a state of enlightenment or a gift of faith.  I have no clue about what I’ll experience 

when I’m dead.  I also believe that everything I have is a gift from God, including 

whatever faith I have which I seem to have been born with.  I don’t take credit for any of 

it any more than I can take credit for being born in Texas and having red hair.  I’ve 

always been healthy with a strong sense of joy and gratitude, a strong sense of God, 

had good parents and enormous curiosity about everything and lots of good luck, which 

is fortunate because I’ve also been through a ton of trouble and God knows where I 

would be if I hadn’t had such a good start!  I also confess that I never have “loved 

Jesus” and have no clue what that means but somehow I seem to “love God”.  I have 

enormous respect for Jesus, more than for any human I’ve ever heard about and I’ve 

always had the feeling that many Christians who “love Jesus” on their tee-shirts have no 

respect for him at all.  I’ve always been more of a God person than a Jesus person.   

 

I resonate with the Jewish teaching from the Talmud that all people can be saved 

through their different religious faiths.  God speaks to everyone in a way he or she can 

listen and understand, in their own language and through their own culture.  My 

physicist husband is one of the most profound spiritual people I know and his faith is a 

mountain, but there is hardly a shred of orthodox Christian belief in his belief system.  

But we both love to sing the powerful old southern gospel hymns.  He once told me that 

he suspended analysis in favor of synthesis.  I have no idea what happens to us after 

death, but I am confident of the forgiving and sustaining nature of God’s love and that 

my physical existence is not the sum total of my existence.   

 

Beyond that, I cannot go.  But at the same time, if pressed to say that only believing in 

Jesus will save me, knowing where that question is coming from . . from a Muslim . . . I 
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would have to answer “No.”  This is because interpreting Jesus for me is not a matter of 

having a particular opinion about one historical person only.  For me, Jesus lives, as 

Peter said, in all nations where people try to do what is right and trust in God.  Belief in 

Jesus means, for many Christians, belief that God is present everywhere in the world 

and especially with people who are in need and are willing to trust and say “Yes” to the 

future.  Part of the meaning of the Christian concept of incarnation is that the best we 

humans can know or understand about God is to be found in the deepest of human 

relationships with the poorest of our brothers and sisters who become the Christ for us.  

That is also a very Buddhist concept.  We try to imitate Jesus in love and obedience to 

God and thus experience God the Spirit in all things.  (Mary T. Clark)  Jesus was a 

special revelation for me, but he may not be for you. 

 

18.  THE NATURE OF GOD 

   

Religions meditate on similar themes of the meaning of God, the nature and meaning of 

special revelations, what it means to be saved and how God interacts with the world. 

Most agree that God is beyond description, the Ineffable One before whom we can only 

maintain silence and that all the ways we try to imagine God or to  describe the world or 

attribute meaning must be regarded as partial and symbolic.  For example, Hinduism 

and Christianity both are incarnational religions that describe how God reveals God self 

in the world and interacts with us.  Hindus believe that God takes on many 

manifestations whereas Christians limit themselves to three; Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit.  “One is he whom the sages call by many names.”   

 

Raimondo Panikkar explains that the Trinitarian formula actually allows for infinite 

diversity.  Father, Son and Holy Spirit are metaphors for the creative aspect of God, the 

actual presence of God in human history and the enlightening, sustaining presence of 
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God in all times and places.  The Hindu would say, “the paradigm for this Mystery is the 

Adviatic intuition which refers to something which cannot be called either “one” or “two.”  

One difference in Eastern and Western religions is that western religion teaches that 

God is present in historical processes but not in objects and God became particularly 

incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth.  Eastern religions teach that God is equally present in all 

things, animate and inanimate.  Hindus also teach that God directs the believer and can 

be appealed to to intervene in human lives to solve problems.   

 

Eastern religions teach that God already is present in the essence of every single living 

thing and everything that happens and that if we don’t see it it is because we are caught 

up in illusions of our own making.  In Jewish thought, to give God a name was viewed 

as an attempt to define God and thus circumscribe the attributes of God so God was 

only referred to by the letters, YHWH, which is unpronounceable, which we 

nevertheless pronounce as Yahweh.  Jews and Christians talk about the attributes of 

God such as love, mercy and forgiveness.   

 

The Buddhists say that attempts to describe God are so imperfect and incomplete we 

shouldn’t even try.  Buddha rejected even talking about God and refused to indulge in 

theological speculation and this is why Buddhism has often been accused of being an 

atheist religion, which some Buddhist scholars will claim is not true at all.  I regard 

Buddhist silence in the same light as Jesus’ standing silent before Pilate in the Gospel 

of Matthew.  There’s no point in saying anything if it’s going to be misinter-preted 

anyway.  It was a very Zen thing of Jesus to do.  There never is any sense in trying to 

provide Pilate with an answer because you are not on the same page.   

 

Just because one refuses to speak incorrectly or misleadingly about the nature of God 

does not mean that one does not subscribe to the idea of God.  My sister, who like 
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many members of my family, was turned off of religion because of unfortunate 

experiences with fundamentalist zealots, was talking with me recently about some 

spiritual direction she had been seeking.  She mentioned that she found talking about a 

“higher power” to be unsatisfactory and I said, “Okay, why don’t you just say, God,” and 

she said, with some discomfort, “Okay, God, then.”   

 

Many people are uncomfortable talking about God not because they don’t accept the 

possibility of an ineffable presence in the universe or in their lives, but because they are 

unable, honestly and ethically, to accept what others mean when they say “God.”  

Concepts about “God” change and old notions die, but not completely.  During the “God 

is dead” episode, some wag suggested that “God is not dead but is just hiding out in 

Argentina.”  Even Robert Schuller of the Crystal Cathedral is said to have seriously 

considered not calling himself a Christian anymore because he didn’t like to be identified 

with what many people called Christian.   

 

I think Eastern religions have a lot of constructive things to teach us about our ideas and 

metaphors.  Everything we say about God or religion is a metaphor; must be taken 

provisionally, must be taken as subject to revision and modification.  What we call 

history is a creation as much of our imagination as what may be thought to be factual 

evidence at hand, but then we seldom have all the facts.  Eastern religion would have 

us know that nothing exists independently in and of itself, even ideas about God.  

Everything truly is one and when we come to understand that “this is that” and “thou art 

I”, we will learn to cherish everything in the universe and quit asking God to intervene as 

if God were somehow apart from anything that happens, or some premeditated cause.  

Instead of asking for intervention, we look deeply to discover the truth, or true nature of 

a thing, which always is impermanence and the reality of life which is hope realized in 

creative process.   
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We never can understand the nature of God but we can give up our clinging to desires 

and false notions and “rest” in God.  I used to think that this eastern  teaching meant we 

were required to suspend our ethical judgments about things and become passive in the 

face of evil, but I since have come to understand this is not the teaching.  When we 

develop deep understanding, we have compassion and our choices and actions will be 

based on compassion and love, not in trying to manipulate things to fit our notions of 

right and wrong.  This is basically what Christians mean when they say “to hate the evil 

act, but not the person who commits the act.”  It’s not exactly the same thing, however.   

 

Eastern thought is more in line with St. Francis’s teaching to make friends with our 

enemy, the dark parts of our soul.  To sit at the feet of the monster, in the manner of a 

disciple rather than trying to subdue the monster with clubs.  Classic Christian theology 

teaches that evil is parasitic, cannot exist in and of itself but only as a distortion of the 

good.  Evil only can feed on itself, on other evil so if you take away its food supply by 

loving your enemies and returning good for evil, it will cease to exist, in that particular 

situation anyway.  That doesn’t mean your enemy will necessarily go away, but his 

power over you will cease.  My grandmother made me memorize a Bible verse because 

I was impetuous and hotheaded and did a lot of returning of the wrong sort.  “A soft 

answer turns away wrath, but grievous words stir up anger.”  This is a hard concept 

because of our instinctual desire for revenge.  “All things work together for good for 

those who love the Lord” is another. 

 

Even these excellent teachings require qualification.  No one is going to tell a  child who 

is being sexually abused that it’s for his own good or that God has some really great 

Master Plan in mind which is why 150,000 people died in a tsunami.  Life and death 

both are mysteries we can only accept.  The more sure spiritual pathway is to meditate 
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on the prayer for the strength to change what we can change, to accept what we can’t 

change and the wisdom to know the difference.   

 

To act in ignorance and disregard about the nature of the world and its people is much 

less excusable now that we have so many ways of being informed and ways to 

investigate the nature of reality and the ways in which our decisions can have long 

lasting effects.  The ecology movements of the latter part of the 20th Century resonate 

with the idea of God being present in every created thing but this is not the same thing 

as saying that this tree is God or this bird, therefore let us worship the tree or the bird.  

The concept of panentheism means that everything is included in God, not that God is 

identified in everything.  This has important implications for stewardship of resources 

and protecting the environment.   

 

 

19. GRACE AND FREE WILL 

 

One of my best friends is a retired Unitarian minister. Some years ago we were both 

serving churches in Sioux City, Iowa and she invited me to participate with her in a 

dialog sermon on Reformation Sunday based on the debate between Martin Luther and 

Erasmus.  The central issue of the debate between Luther and Erasmus was grace vs. 

freedom of will.  Determinism vs. freedom of will is one of the central issues on which 

religions have very differing points of view and different schools of thought will be found 

within the same religion on this point.   

 

Lutherans believe that man is in bondage to sin and has no free will whatsoever to 

choose to follow God and do good and will of his own accord always choose to do evil 

which is a very deterministic position.  It is only by the grace of God that man is able to 
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have faith, be saved and to do good.  Because of this, we should take no credit for 

doing good and even doing good will not win our salvation.  Only God’s mercy, freely 

bestowed, saves us.  Our response is one of gratitude and it is out of gratitude that we 

do good, but the credit all goes to God.  Because humanity is “fallen” due to the sin of 

Adam and Eve, the human situation will never improve until God brings about the end of 

times and judges the world and sets everything right under the reign of Christ.     

 

Unitarians believe in complete free will which is the polar opposite of determinism, so no 

grace is needed or should be expected.  Methodists hold a sort of intermediate position 

called Arminianism which believes that God’s divine providence nevertheless made 

room for human free will to choose accept God or not and to do good or not.  

Arminianism was a liberal reaction against the doctrine of predestination of Calvin which 

held that God had foreknowledge of everything that was going to happen in advance 

and this included knowledge of those who would be “saved” so any effort on our part 

was useless.  Accordingly, when humans act in faith it is possible for the world to be 

improved and individuals saved “through human effort.”  Some groups such as 

Christians Scientists, the Unity Church and the Course on Miracles people, and actually, 

not a few Methodists insist that everything that happens to us is a result of our choice, 

including illness which is akin to the early Jewish belief that illness was a result of sin.  

The same arguments about grace and free will will be found in the theological debates 

of all religions.     

 

From this very simple outline, it is easy to see that any position pushed to extreme is 

ethically unacceptable but this is what happens with doctrinal positions.  If humans have 

no free will then they can’t be held accountable for poor choices.  Obviously, we do 

have the ability to make choices and often we do make good choices, but we don’t 

always, even with the best of intentions.  On the other hand, it’s obvious that not all 
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people have the same degree of freedom of will to make choices and even an 

individual’s freedom of will can be compromised by any number of circumstances such 

as fear, illness, old age, poverty, ignorance or crisis.  The Christian Ireneus said that we 

all are children of ignorance and necessity and would agree with the Buddhist position 

that we are imprisoned in false perceptions due to passion, ignorance and attachments.   

 

We couldn’t live without forgiveness because not only do we all make mistakes, often 

we aren’t even aware of them.  Learning from our mistakes is a natural part of life.  

Grace is being forgiven when we haven’t earned it something we give our children all 

the time just as we make allowances for those who are ill, aged or disabled.  The 

hardest people to forgive are ourselves and a lot of our unhappiness is based on our 

denial that we’re in need of forgiveness.  Maturity is a lifelong process so we all stand in 

need of forgiveness from time to time, some of us more often than others.  The nature of 

our indiscretions just become more subtle and elaborate as we grow older and have 

more opportunity for error.   

 

We never outgrow our need for forgiveness or our need to forgive.  The central teaching 

of Christianity is God’s unconditional love and forgiveness.  The free will vs. grace 

debate is just one example of how all human wisdom eventually ends up with us going 

round and round in a cul-de-sac.  The same positions can’t logically always hold true in 

different situations.  The Buddhists solve the problem by driving through town until it 

begins to dissolve and, eventually, even the cul-de-sac begins to dissolve.   Christians 

find a solution to the problem by asserting that Christ provides an opening in the cul-de-

sac; a breakthrough to a new dimension.  

 

20.  LIFE AFTER DEATH 
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I once attended a seminar on death and dying where the psychologist speaker referred 

to a major difference in concerns expressed by women and men in counseling.  The 

issue for men was the extension of their career after death.  For women, the issue was 

the continuation of relationships with family and loved ones.  Religions offer one of two 

outcomes;  reincarnation or reward or punishment in some future afterlife.  A third 

position offered by non-theists is that nothing happens; we simply cease to be.  Humans 

find it difficult to imagine that there is not some kind of continuation of our existence 

after death.  Besides wishing to have our career extended and the wish to see loved 

ones again, another compelling desire is the desire for justice, a value that also is 

central to religion so that one might say that the question about afterlife is also a justice 

issue.   

 

Many people do not experience justice in the world.  Evildoers go unpunished and often 

seem to be thrive while the innocent suffer.  Most people do not seem to deserve either 

heaven or hell.  The Catholic teaching about Purgatory fills in a gap by making an 

opportunity for us to get in shape, so to speak, before finally being admitted to heaven.  

Heaven actually makes no more practical sense than reincarnation which was an idea 

to which even some early Christians, like Origin, subscribed.  In Purgatory a person is 

sent to the bench for his errors and forced to stay out of the game until he’s  paid 

sufficient penalty for his misdeeds and then allowed to join the team.  It’s a fair enough 

solution.   

 

Reincarnation supposes that one goes through an endless cycle of retraining exercises 

until one figures out the plays before finally entering Nirvana, a stage of endless bliss 

where one is totally unattached from everything.  But the Psalmist says, “who can 

discern his own errors?” and if there is no transmigration of souls after death, as 

Buddhism claims, it is difficult to see how a person can be improved if the same person 
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doesn’t even come back again.  Looking at the increasing dysfunction in society and the 

escalation of our ability to inflict pain and suffering on each other not many people seem 

to succeed in figuring it out.   

 

In recent years, a very complicated new way of regarding God and reality has been 

offered by the philosopher-mathematician, Alfred North Whitehead and taken up by the 

school which refers to itself as Process Theology.  God is not separate and distinct from 

the world and is to be found in “the process of becoming.”  God is “embedded” in 

creation and evolving along with it.  At any time (although time is only relative) an infinite 

number of pathways, events  or openings present themselves from which we are free to 

choose, to the degree that we are able, but no matter what our choice, God remains 

embedded in our choice and travels along with us.   

 

We can choose pathways that lead us backward or forward but there always are 

choices.  To choose well is to choose pathways that go forward into greater freedom, 

that create openings in life and enhance well being.  Poor choices limit our options, but 

there always is an option for a turnaround, what Christians call “grace.”  Since our 

human bodies are only temporary states and since nothing in the universe is lost, 

neither is our relationship with God ever lost.  We continue with God in a way we are 

unable to imagine since as creatures our perceptions are limited to space-time.   

 

Process Theology is difficult to understand and too elite for most of us who have simple, 

concrete concerns.  However, it introduces some interesting new ideas about God that 

resonate with the new quantum physics and eliminates the static universe created by 

Greek philosophy that was adopted by the Christian Church.  In the final analysis, there 

can be no guarantees about anything.  Death is the natural end of life.  We hope for a 

natural and peaceful end in the fullness of time, but sin happens, accidents happen, 
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disease happens and some children are born, despite our best medical efforts, with a 

very small chance of survival.   

 

Part of faith is the acceptance of death which is an inevitable part of life.  We die and 

accept death in much the same way we live; in hope and trust, or flailing away at the 

universe because we want the rules to be written to make us happy, and they aren’t.  

Having worked for years as a hospital chaplain, I can tell you that the most telling 

diagnosis of a family’s dynamics happens at the death bed of a loved one, regardless of 

the family’s religious affiliation.  Faith is a matter  of trust, not religion; saying “yes” to the 

unknown future.  The faithful simply do the best they can and put their trust in a merciful 

God to take care of things in whatever manner God chooses.   

 

In the sum total of the universe, death, after all, is no big deal.  We all go through it but if 

we accept that the transcendent doesn’t play tricks on us or have some awful ulterior 

motive and if we trust that God is a God of goodness, mercy and justice because those 

are the highest things we can imagine and that the God who created us loves us just 

like we love our own children, we can relax and accept our mortality and even develop a 

playful attitude toward it.  We don’t have to accept the Darkness in suffering and silence.  

We can speak into the void and even believe that the word that goes out will bear fruit 

and not return empty-handed.   

 

“Well, hello, Death, my old friend, sitting here beside me.  What a beautiful and 

interesting world this has been and is it possible that whatever is to come is even more 

interesting?  If we hang around too long, we’ll lose our cutting edge and people will start 

to yawn and youth is anxiously waiting in the wings.”  ‘And who calls it living when no 

gal will give in to no man what’s nine hundred years?’ So we’ll strut our hour together 

here on the stage, enjoy the applause, take our final bow, collect our bouquets of 
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flowers and exit gracefully, if possible.  And if not very gracefully, we can remember 

what John Kennedy said, “Three things defy human logic; God, human folly and 

laughter.  The first two are incomprehensible, so we do what we can with the third.’” 

 

I believe that all people have ways to figure out what makes sense to them and gives 

them comfort unless they’ve been brainwashed with a lot of scary messages.  That the 

Holy Spirit speaks to everyone in a way they can understand and that God wants to be 

found by us.  Many years before I became a pastor I began setting down in a journal 

quotations that summarized my personal theology.  Here are some of them.  “The secret 

of life is to set our desires upon nothing, yet live in anticipation of everything.” (Honore 

de Balzac)  Martin Luther said, “Sin lustfully,” not meaning to give license to sin, but to 

try to do good and live in confidence that no matter what we do 

God understand us even if we don’t understand ourselves and is ready to forgive us 

when we act in ignorance.  Augustine said, “Love, and do what you will.”  “Nothing that 

is truly human disgusts me.  The only thing that disgusts me is when people are unkind.” 

(Tennessee Williams paraphrasing the Latin poet, Terence)  Sir Thomas More wrote, 

“All places on earth are equidistant from heaven.”  And Dick Cavett, in response to a jab 

from an interviewee said, “Don’t think that because I’m frivolous that I’m not serious, 

anymore than because you’re serious I should think you profound.”   

 

My family has had to struggle with a mental illness gene that has affected quite a few of 

my close relatives.  One of the lessons I learned from this is that success in 

relationships occurs to the degree that we learn to  renegotiate our relationships with 

people we love.  We all have unrealistic expectations about our relationships, whether 

they are with parents, children, friends or bosses because our expectations are based 

on what we feel we need from these people rather than on what these people actually 

have to offer.  Renegotiation doesn’t have to mean to abandon either people or our 
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positions.  It means to train ourselves to live in peace with what is a given because it’s 

not within our power to change many things.  I believe that God endlessly is ready to 

renegotiate our relationship with her.  Where we are at any given time is either heaven 

or hell and those aren’t places, they’re relationships. 

 

We also have to renegotiate our relationship with people we find it hard to love, or with 

situations that don’t offer us what we need.  Many husbands and wives rush into the 

divorce court as precipitously as they rushed into marriage thinking that they will solve 

their problems by being rid of each other when what really is needed is for each of them 

to develop mature expectations.  Peace does not happen as a result of what others do, 

but peace happens when we are at peace with ourselves.  We don’t always get what we 

want from either people or situations and as long as we have unrealistic expectations, 

we are bound to be unhappy.  We can’t change others, but we can change ourselves 

and how we react to others.  If we work hard at “following Jesus” or the Eightfold Path, 

we soon learn to look at people and life and the world very differently.  

 

Once when I was very worried about my job and the future and whether or not I’d be 

able to pay the bills on time, I took a drive through the beautiful East Texas woods in the 

spring.  Everything was a delight to the senses, the beautiful flowering bushes, the 

budding trees, the clear, clean air.  I thought to myself, it takes no money to enjoy all of 

this.  The richest person in the world who has billions to spend has no more than two 

eyes and a nose and ears, just as I have, and can have no more pleasure out of all of 

this than I can.  Joy doesn’t consist of anything more than opening our eyes to the world 

and its beauty with thankfulness in our hearts.  The world is an amazingly beautiful 

place.  My joy is no less if I’ve spent five minutes looking at a beautiful sunset, or five 

days of vacation in the mountains.  The up- welling of either joy or sorrow is 

instantaneous and is over just as quickly.  In the long term, it really doesn’t matter if I 
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live a year, ten years or seventy years.  I can only experience the present, and the past 

is gone forever. 

 

The spiritual journey is in large part a process of demythologizing what we know in order 

to make room for new awareness, new insights.  It’s the nature of childhood to build up 

protective images of people and ideas to see us through and get us through the night.  

We build up images of our parents, our world, other people, God and religion.  All of 

these images that are visualized through the lens of our situations, needs and desires 

are not the real thing.  When we demythologize our parents, we learn to see them as 

real people, with hopes and dreams, disappoints and flaws, not the gods we knew from 

childhood.   

 

When we begin to see the world as it really is, not as we wish it to be, we find it’s a 

place where pain and suffering often seem to outweigh the good and that, at least in the 

short term, where evil often triumphs and many people live and die and never receive 

justice and that the goods of the world are distributed very unequally.  But we also see 

that it’s possible to live well in many different ways and with a whole lot less than we 

think we need.  We can be poor and still be very happy.  When we learn to see people 

as they really are, shaped as we are ourselves, by their environment as much as by 

their free will, we learn to have compassion and to be forgiving.  This brings peace.  We 

must learn to renegotiate many things.   

 

Part of this renegotiation for many of us  is learning to demythologize our religion as an 

essential step in understanding. God “speaks” in many and various ways through many 

and various prophets (Hebrews 1:1) and that when we open our hearts and minds up to 

dialog with the “sheep in other folds,” (other people in other houses) who were also 

created “in God’s image,” we will discover a storehouse of riches and a way to build 
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community in diversity.  Promotion of dialog is an essential task of religion in a pluralistic 

society.   

 

In the parable of the Good Samaritan, the neighbor Jesus asked his followers to learn to 

love was an unbelieving outsider caught in a bad situation.  It’s easy to love your family 

and friends and that is no credit to you, he said.  The true test of love is to learn to love 

your enemies, to make them small enough to fit into your heart.  Regardless of our 

strength as a super power, even if we are the only super power left, we’ll have no peace 

until we find a way to return to the ancient spiritual practices which have been the 

mainstay of civilization and community from the beginning of the human project.   

 

To seek harmony, balance and wisdom.  To express gratitude, awe and wonder in 

recognition of a transcendent presence in the universe that is nevertheless embedded 

within us, closer to us than our own skin, that “wants” to be known to us, that can be 

sought after and appealed to and found.  Until we learn compassion and sacrifice and 

institutionalize hospitality.  God doesn’t need our religion; we need religion because we 

are disconnected and mortal.  Perhaps the reason we’ve lost faith in God is because we 

have lost in ourselves.   And we’ve lost faith in ourselves because we have lost faith in 

our stories and our traditions.  Religion serves to clothe God with concepts, to present a 

cohesive, enduring, integrated story within a context that makes sense to us.  That’s 

why the essential task of religion today is dialog because our stories aren’t going to 

make sense until we integrate them and hear them together and discover that we tell 

essentially the same story, but in different languages, at different tables, but the bread 

and wine are the same.     

         

21.  A NEW PARADIGM FOR COMMUNITY 
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“Only a beast or a god can live outside the polis.”  Aristotle 

 

Everyone has their own idea of community, but it’s a dream many of us never 

seem to quite realize.  In the Midwest I served churches where some of my adult 

parishioners were still living in the house their grandparents were born in.  Like 

many Americans, I’ve been a displaced person almost my whole life and I’ve 

never really felt like I fit in anywhere because my family moved around so much.  

My adult life hasn’t been much better.  It’s one of the pathologies I have had to 

learn to live with and is perhaps why community is so important to me.  Finding a 

place where I can put down roots has been a major issue.  I empathize with 

stories about refugees and immigrants.  Many Bible stories revolve around the 

plight of wanderers and displaced persons.   Finding a home is a major spiritual 

task.  The lesson to be learned is that home is not so much a location on a map 

as a spiritual place in the heart. 

 

I think one of the reasons the television series, “Murder She Wrote” was so 

popular is that Cabot Cove represents the type of community many of us wish we 

had.  Even the name enshrines what is dearest to American values.  Cabot, a 

name that evokes early American history,  and Cove, a harbor or place of refuge.  

It’s a place where everything is always green and pretty and within walking 

distance.  A village of small cafes, fresh fish at the wharf, flowers and bicycles 

and no traffic and everyone is on a first name basis.  Jessica Fletcher lives a 

picture perfect life in a lovely old-fashioned home filled with antiques that 

resembles the one we wish our grandmother had.  She is a gentle lady who has 

plenty of money to dress well, plenty of leisure to take exotic trips and stay in 

swank big city hotels and gets invited to a lot of posh parties.  Yet, Cabot Cove is 



  

152 

a place with murder, scandal and disillusionment, like all our dream 

communities, no matter how peaceful it seems on the surface. 

 

Ceremony is important in Cabot Cove; ceremonies to mark the important 

milestones in people’s lives such as birthdays, graduations, marriages, funerals, 

initiations into religious communities such as confirmation, and bar mitzvahs.  

These rites of passage serve as important occasions of bonding for individuals 

and communities.  In traditional societies, the church, temple or synagogue have 

been the mediating presence at the center of community life to preside over, 

bless and expedite these occasions.   

 

When I was a baby my parents took me to be christened which is another name 

for baptism.  The baptism took place at the First Methodist Church in Sherman 

which was the larger town just north of Howe where my grandparents lived.  My 

parents weren’t members of that church but my father was the son of two 

Methodist ministers.  There was a Methodist church in Howe my parents didn’t 

attend either so I am unclear why they chose to go to Sherman except perhaps 

they thought it would be less complicated.  My grandmother also was present at 

my baptism along with other relatives.  The theology was a bit complicated.  She 

was a devout Southern Baptist and their understanding of baptism was very 

different from that of the Methodists.  Even though my parents didn’t attend 

church, having me baptized was something everyone expected them to do and 

for them it was mainly a pleasant family occasion with some faintly religious 

overtones.  That the baptism took place in a Methodist church was because of 

my father’s family’s affiliation so there were unspoken cultural expectations 

attendant also. 
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Baptism is a rite of initiation into a religious community.  For most of the two 

thousand years of existence of the Christian Church infant baptism has been the 

norm.  After the Protestant Reformation a more radical group of breakaways, the 

Anabaptists, adopted the practice of baptizing adults only.  I doubt if either of my 

parents gave much thought to the theological significance of the vows they were 

taking on my behalf at that time.  The Methodist expectation was that in time I 

would take responsibility for my own church membership but that I was born into 

the faith of my parents just as I was born into my family structure and that the 

process of becoming a Christian was one of growth and maturation.   

 

Now my grandmother’s church believed that only adult baptism was effective and 

that one became a Christian only after a conscious, informed decision by the 

individual so only older youths or adults could correctly be baptized.   Her 

presence at my baptism was mainly to support a  pleasant family occasion that 

would stand in need of future correction.  Since my parents didn’t follow through 

to see to it that I was raised a Methodist, it was she who nurtured me in her faith 

and sure enough, when I was an older child,  I wanted to be baptized in her way 

and become a responsible disciple on my own behalf so her church “rebaptized” 

me.  Regardless.  The point was that baptism is something Christians expected 

to do, one way or another because it made us part of a community with a very 

long history and a very big outreach. 

 

Many organizations have rites of initiation through which an individual is 

accepted into membership in the community.  Differences in understanding how 

community is formed is evident in the two theological positions.  Is community 

formed by birth or accident of location or by conscious choice?  Perhaps both.   

We are born into the community of our family, our religion, our town or 
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neighborhood and we inculcate the values, ideas and habits of those 

communities in a natural process.  Then comes a time when we are out on our 

own and one of the first decisions we have to make is whether or not to remain in 

our community of origin or strike out on our own to make a new life.  We either 

settle for the story we’ve been given, or we need to find a new one that fits.   

 

The nursery story about the Three Little Pigs may illustrate a reality in this 

regard.  Some youth go forth better prepared to meet the wolf than others.  The 

successful ones are clever enough to build homes made of bricks that are able to 

withstand the onslaughts of the world while others who are less successful are 

only able to build houses of straw that are easily demolished.   Even if we stay in 

one place, the communities of our childhood into which we were born eventually 

are gone; inhabited by strangers, paved over for parking lots, homes replaced 

with apartment complexes, sometimes even the streets have been rerouted.   

 

In their retirement years many seniors opt for retirement communities thousands 

of miles away and siblings are scattered from coast to coast and may meet only 

for funerals if then.  When I was in my twenties the average stay in our 

community for a family was two and a half years before being transferred 

because of jobs.  The mostly rural Midwest where I served churches for many 

years increasingly is inhabited by a graying population as young people leave to 

find work on the coasts or in the Southwest.  Strong family ties draw them back 

on special occasions but their own children find it too inconvenient to travel a 

thousand miles “home” for holidays or grandma’s birthday and once the old 

folks die and the home place is auctioned off there is no incentive to return.  We 

are nation of nomads and strangers.   
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One of the results of transient communities is that the important rites of passage 

ceremonies that celebrated and bonded community have gone by the wayside 

for many people.  Divorce, far more than relocation to another city because of 

jobs, has been discovered to be one of the major reasons families stop attending 

church.  Dislocation also plays a major role because in both instances the 

community ties are severed or badly damaged.  Families and singles both 

struggle to make new friends and find suitable mates and the absence of support 

groups and networks leaves people isolated and vulnerable.    

 

How do we find community in a post modern age when many of us don’t stay 

around long enough to remember what zip code we’re in.  How do we find a 

group to share our life’s journey to give us support and comfort when times get 

rough?  What are the stories that we tell our children that give meaning and 

shape to their own life journeys?  The family of my childhood lived in close 

proximity and several distant family members were committed to keeping in 

touch.  That isn’t true for my own children and I have little opportunity for contact 

with my siblings.  I’ve had to consciously seek out community in my church, my 

work and through community organizations but it hasn’t been easy and frequent 

moves have meant that my community has continually been in the process of 

dissolving.    

 

Finding community is a conscious choice.    Community life is as necessary for 

emotional health as good nutrition for physical health.  Religious institutions, 

work, schools and community service groups provide the best entry points for 

newcomers but it may take quite a bit of shopping around to find the right mix.  

It’s necessary to be persistent and when you locate a place that has promise, the 
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next step is to volunteer and make yourself as useful as possible.  As Brigadier 

General Vincent Brooks said, “Operations create opportunities.”   

 

Sometimes we find ourselves in places or a situations where finding community 

is very difficult.  Many things can deprive us of community; death of a spouse, 

loss of a job,  moving, divorce, health problems.  When we first started serving 

churches in the Midwest, my husband and I felt very displaced.  The culture was 

so different, our Texas accents set us apart and we simply weren’t accepted as 

part of the family no matter how we tried.  Our experiences weren’t unusual for 

pastors.  Our own families were literally thousands of miles away and having to 

spend holidays alone was torture and I came to dread them.  People were nice 

enough to us, but no one invited us over to eat chicken legs and even though we 

extended invitations frequently ourselves, they weren’t returned.  We actually 

began to think that there was something terribly wrong with us until we gradually 

began learning that most newcomers experienced the same  thing.   

 

I learned that if I was going to stay sane I was going to have to find or create 

some sort of virtual community.  That was before computers and chat rooms 

which these days have filled a void for a lot of people, but that’s not such a good 

thing either if it keeps people from real interaction with real people.  My friends 

were strung out all over the map; friends from back home, friends from seminary, 

and of course, my distant family.  Our long distant phone bill was a major budget 

item.  I took off as much time as I could to visit a friend who was five hours away 

and marked spots on my calendar in advance so I could remind myself of the 

upcoming visits.  On holidays I volunteered to cover at the hospitals as “on-call” 

chaplain and another time helped serve at the Salvation Army.  Leaving the 

parish on Christmas and Easter was, of course, out of the question since these 
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were major religious holidays and, thankfully, the many extra services and long 

hours kept me busy.  I made a point to try to leave the day after for a visit to my 

friend. 

 

None of that filled the void.  I read, I wrote music, I grew a garden, we took long 

walks and I read some more.  The Great Plains are beautiful but the wind blows 

almost constantly and the isolation is greater than anything I ever could have 

imagined.  I had to drive miles at night between churches across desolate 

prairies in the dead of winter in an old car with bad shocks on snow and ice 

covered country lanes with no side stripes where you couldn’t always tell where 

the road ended and the ditch began and I sometimes felt like I could hear wolves 

howling in the distance over the wind.  (I had read too much Willa Cather)  There 

are few places in Texas where there are no lights, even in the country, but here 

there were few farms and no lights and never have I experienced such darkness 

and felt so alone and vulnerable in my life.  It was terrifying.  The road would 

finally crest a small hill and over in the distance I could see the lights of our small 

town and I would thank God again and again that I was going in the right 

direction and home was close at hand. 

 

The Desert Fathers became part of my virtual community during those years;  

Willa Cather, Thomas Merton, Teresa of Avila,  the Rule of St. Benedict and most 

of all, the daily lectionary which is a series of scripture readings from Jewish and 

Christian scriptures along with a selection of Psalms for every day of the year.  

This virtual community was not enough, but it saved my life.  I gradually came to 

understand that exile is a necessary stage of life’s journey.  I think we all find 

ourselves in the desert at some time or another and when we stop fighting it or 

grieving over it, it can become a very productive period.  That doesn’t mean we 
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have to like it but exile is part of the “call” process to Encounter.  Saints, 

mystics, prophets, poets and many others find their call in exile.  We can 

straighten up our shoulders and take our thumbs out of our mouths or stop 

beating ourselves over the head and learn to sit down calmly and say, “Okay, 

God, you’ve got me here now so what is it you want of me?”   

 

Desert places have few distractions so you have time to think and let the 

possibilities of the universe wash over you.  I discovered that we don’t really find 

out who we are until we find ourselves in a situation that denies everything we 

are, until we’ve been deprived of everything we thought we needed to survive.  I 

was sociable and outgoing, loved company and intellectual stimulation but we 

weren’t going to have any of that where we were.  So my husband and I looked 

for what we could find and found company in a community of spirit and place.  

We found constellations in a star-filled sky that wasn’t visible to us in the cities 

where we had spent most of our lives and one night we witnessed a display of 

the Northern Lights that was so incredible it was almost worth the 10 years we 

spent in exile.  We talked about physics and philosophy and things not another 

soul for hundreds of miles cared a flip about.   

 

The Great Plains reawakened a passion for geology for me that had begun as a 

child.  We discovered a small isolated lake with a pelican rookery and learned 

that the thousands of sloughs or “prairie potholes” in South Dakota are the 

breeding grounds for the largest and most varied population of ducks in the 

contiguous United States.  We learned how to identify native grasses and bought 

books on birds and discovered we were living smack in the middle of one of the 

principal migratory routes in the country.  The whole state is like a fantastic 

wildlife preserve.  The South Dakota State Library in Pierre would send us books 
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in the mail for only return postage since we were so far from a public library and 

if they didn’t have what we wanted they would get it for us in short time on 

interlibrary loan from Minneapolis or some place.  My seminary library would do 

the same so all of a sudden we had every book we wanted as close as the one 

block walk to the post office.   

 

We eventually unearthed a few outcasts in town that didn’t fit in either and 

discovered they were happy to be invited over for holiday meals.  There always 

are people who don’t “fit in,” even in small towns, and some of them can be very 

interesting.  It may be that because they are so interesting is the reason they 

don’t “fit in.” I finally quit trying to blend in and accepted the fact that people 

were going to consider us outsiders no matter what we did.  I bought some 

colorful Mexican-style decorations and cooked Southwestern style and we 

extended an open invitation to our churches for people to drop by on special 

occasions.  A few actually did.      

 

Staying in touch keeps us healthy.  After years of frequent moves, I treasure the 

relationships I’ve made and have learned how important it is to stay in touch with 

people I care about.  My father’s family is scattered all over the map but two 

members of the family, an aunt and an uncle, were persistent in keeping us tied 

together by visits and letters.  All families need these goodwill ambassadors.  

Even though I saw them only a few times a year, their visits and occasional 

letters were extremely important to me as a child.  After I became an adult, their 

contacts became even more important and I’ve found myself playing a similar 

role in my own family.   More than once, I’ve consoled myself in difficult times 

with recalling a list of people who genuinely care about me who will provide a 
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“pickup” at a moments notice over the phone.  There’s nothing more important 

than staying in touch.  

 

Friends and family often drop out of sight when there’s trouble.  My youngest 

daughter experienced a severe mental health crisis and was hospitalized briefly 

and  I was on the phone to everyone in the family for support.  The stories began 

pouring out.  I was astonished to learn that many members of my immediate 

family had experienced mental health problems.  It seemed that everyone was 

just keeping quiet about it because of the stigma mental illness has in the mind 

of most people and their lack of understanding and embarrassment.   

 

Mental illness is a brain disease with a constellation of symptoms that occurs as 

a result of a genetic disorder and the people who suffer from it are no more 

responsible for their condition than people with diabetes, heart disease or any 

other number of physical conditions, but we still are in the dark ages in 

understanding it or being able successfully to treat it.  It robs people of their 

ability to think logically and  make rational choices there is no cure.  Mental 

illness is somewhat like AIDS or the leprosy of ancient times because the pain, 

anxiety and isolation that families and individuals with the disease suffer is 

greater than any I can name because of the fear and ignorance surrounding it 

and our unwillingness and inability to make effective treatment available.  The 

disease strikes most often people in their late teens or early adulthood right at 

the time that society is expecting them to become independent and self-

supporting.  Since most of the people who suffer from mental illness are unable 

to work they have no insurance and what mental health services are available are 

woefully inadequate to say the least and often simply nonexistent. 
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It became my mission to try to help my family by offering support and 

information, but the chief effect of mental illness is to create a major culture of 

denial that is extremely difficult to overcome.  Denial can’t always be overcome 

and sometimes we have to just allow it to exist.  Nor is it possible to help people 

or protect them from the results of their own behaviors when they reject our 

offers to help.  The dynamics of families with mental illness are very similar to 

those of families who struggle with drug abuse problems except that there is no 

drug to avoid and drugs offer some relief for some individuals for some periods 

of time.   

 

But no cure, and the medications are not available at any price for many people.  

Sometimes the medications themselves cause so many adverse side effects the 

patients avoid them, that is, considering that their families are successful at 

intervention and getting them to take medication in the first place which is often 

not the case.  Often the best we can do is simply stay in touch.  But we still have 

to set boundaries and renegotiate our expectations, not only with the mentally ill 

person them self but with other family members as well who are in denial or 

malfunctioning because of the illness. 

 

It may be that the model of mental illness in a family is a good model for trying to 

understand community and living successfully with each other.  There is no such 

thing as an isolated case of pain.  Pain has a long and complicated history and if 

we can understand something about it it has the potential to be helpful to us 

when we’re trying to understand our individual problems.  Staying in touch and 

talking about our problem is one of the best sources of healing.  Usually we’re 

surprised to learn that others have needed someone to talk to also.  Having a 
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friend gives us the strength and courage to either find a solution or learn to live 

with our problem.  

 

Sharing our stories makes us kin.  Recently, at a memorial service for a person I 

knew only slightly, I found myself growing impatient when a series of eulogies by 

family and friends went way overtime and made the service extremely long and 

tedious.  Nevertheless, the stories were important for the family.  The stories we 

tell our children are one way we stay in touch with the people and communities 

of our past which is just one of the many reasons we should treasure our older 

friends and family members.  Stories tell us where we’ve come from and who we 

are and I come from a line of storytellers on both sides of the family.  I’ve been 

fortunate to be able to have access to a virtual community from the past that has 

been source of strength and inspiration for me.  There have been many times I’ve 

carried on imaginary conversations with my grandmother or a spiritual advisor as 

I’ve tried to imagine how they might act in a particular situation or what they 

might say.  The veneration of ancestors in eastern religions and the saints of the 

Christian church function in similar roles and the biographies of heroes and 

famous people inspire us to a greater and more fruitful effort than we might be 

able to imagine on our own. 

 

No stories have meant more to me than the stories that are part of my religious 

heritage, especially the stories from the Jewish scriptures.  One of the most 

powerful stories is about Abraham who had a call to leave his home at the age of 

seventy and set out for a foreign land with no more guarantees than that he 

believed God intended for him to do it and would take care of him.   
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When my husband and I set out from Texas for my first church in Iowa years ago 

with all our possessions in a yellow Ryder truck I thought about that story as we 

crossed the Red River from Texas into Oklahoma.   We were filled with joy and 

hope but the future turned out to be far from what we had planned and after many 

trials and tribulations, which I won’t bore you with because they are not 

important, we limped back years later wondering if we’d taken a wrong turn 

somewhere but darned if we could figure out where it was.   

 

By then, we were much closer to the age of Abraham and Sarah and the story 

that consoled me the most was not Abraham’s story, but one I uncovered about 

my own great-grandfather.  He and my great-grandmother had been forced to flee 

Mexico like so many others during the Revolution of 1910 leaving their home and 

most of their possessions behind except what they could carry on a couple of 

burros and a wagon.  I had always pictured them with their twelve children 

crossing the Rio Grande at Los Ebanos and camping on the other side until he 

and their many strong sons built the adobe house where they lived for several 

years before moving to Mission.  I’d never bothered to check the dates.   

 

He was seventy years old when they were uprooted and his wife sat for two days 

in the sun waiting for someone to ferry her across the river while he was hiding 

out in the hills until he could safely sneak across at night.  When someone finally 

came along to ferry her across, the piano he had given her and their four-poster 

bed both fell in the river.  He lived until ninety and they recreated a life in Mission 

and he was a prominent citizen of the community.  His angel frequently is the one 

that kicks me in the ass when I’m sitting beside my own river in the sun and 

fuming about why it’s taking so long to get across. 
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As important as our family stories are, no stories are as important as they stories 

of our religion for creating and binding community.  There is a story about a rabbi 

who used to go to a secret place in the woods, light a fire and say a special 

prayer for his community whenever danger or need was present.  The danger 

would pass and the community would be saved.  That rabbi died and the new 

rabbi didn’t know where the secret place was in the woods, but he’d go into the 

woods anyway, find a spot, light a fire and say the prayer.  The community would 

be saved just the same.  As time went by, even the prayer was forgotten.  

Eventually a new rabbi explained, “I don’t know the place in the woods, I can’t 

build a fire and I don’t know the prayer to say.  But I remember the story.  He’d 

tell the story and the community was saved just the same.    

 

Dare to be vulnerable.  We live in a culture that has shallow values, unreasonable 

expectations and an attitude of entitlement.  Many people go to great lengths and 

much expense to appear young and successful when spiritually they are 

crumbling inside and creditors are waiting outside their doors.  It takes a great 

deal of courage to be human and vulnerable, to live within your means and not to 

make the pursuit of success your life’s aim.   Humility and simplicity are the 

qualities that make for happiness but we don’t admire these qualities in our 

leaders.  Instead, we admire ruthlessness and hubris.  We reward athletes and 

entertainers who engage in blatant immoral and criminal behaviors but take great 

delight in pulling down our leaders who find themselves in compromising 

situations.       

 

The saints in all religions lead simple lives and teach that humility, simplicity and 

gentleness are the pathways to enlightenment.  Communities are made up of frail 

systems and fragile people that sometimes function well but more  often not.  We 



  

165 

have to be willing to give a lot, take a lot and forgive a lot in order to make them 

work.  Making a spiritual commitment to a community or a spouse has to be for 

better or worse, richer or poorer, in sickness and in health till death do us part.  

Neither marriages, communities nor churches are going to work until we put 

those words back into our vows and hearts.  The prophet Jeremiah no doubt had 

something like this in mind when he admonished the Israelites of the importance 

of being good citizens in the land of their exile, and in remaining faithful and 

productive, not only in religious matters, but in matters of marriage and industry 

as well. 

 

“4 Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I 

have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon:  5 Build houses and live in 

them; plant gardens and eat what they produce.  6 Take wives and have 

sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in 

marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and do 

not decrease.  7 But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into 

exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find 

your welfare.”   (Jeremiah 39:4-7) 

   

In other words, bloom where you’re planted.  What it boils down to is, it’s up to 

us whether or not our marriages, our churches or our communities work.  No one 

can do the job for us.  If God is everywhere, if the Kingdom really is present “in 

our midst” as Jesus said, we should start paying attention.  If we think religion 

has let us down maybe we should stop being concerned about finding God in a 

church building for awhile and imagining that the church is wherever we’re living 

and working in a spirit of total commitment.   Persistence is the key.  God will 
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save the church, if it needs saving, but maybe those old stones are in the 

process of being thrown down. 
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Part IV  Hospitality 
Generosity, spontaneity, inclusiveness 

Grace and forgiveness  
Welcoming, sharing, communion  

 
 “Mastering their senses, with equanimity toward everything, 
they reach me, rejoicing in the welfare of all creatures.” (Gita 12:4) 
 "You shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of 
Egypt."  (Deuteronomy 10:19) 

 

22.  ALL MY RELATIONS 

 

My mother didn’t smoke.  In the days before we had all the warnings about the 

danger of cigarette smoke to our health, she’d light up a cigarette before guests 

arrived and put one ash in every ash tray in the house so people would feel 

comfortable to use them.  My grandmother used to teach us that a lady or 

gentleman was one who always would put other people at their ease and that 

truly seemed to be a guiding rule for my parents.  We used to call it having 

respect.  Another name for respect is hospitality.   

 

Everything in life points to the mystery of being which is both shared and 

particular.  In the Genesis story, God created every existing thing.  Every rock, 

plant, creature has its own unique face.  We aren’t clones.  Even identical twins 

have their own unique characteristics.  On one level,  we each exist in our own 

special environment with our own unique set of senses and interpretations of the 

things around us.  Each thing is special, sacred in its own space.  At the same 

time, we exist in and through an interrelatedness with everyone and everything 
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else.  We don’t stand alone in our uniqueness.  The mystery of being is that we 

stand alone but only in the context of community.  Without community, we 

couldn’t be unique because we couldn’t even exist.  Hospitality is the respect 

and recognition of universal kinship. 

 

Religion provides us with a way to give honor and expression to this sense of 

mystery in which everything is embedded.  The traditions, myths and customs of 

our communities embody the collective wisdom of our ancestors who have made 

our life possible.  A famous rabbi once said, “The world is sustained by three 

things; temple worship, torah and deeds of loving kindness.”  Religion, law and 

charity are the things which bind us together in community, that enable us to 

harness the forces of chaos that would destroy us and our world.  When we 

enact just laws or engage in deeds of loving kindness in recognition that each 

person we encounter is in a way both a representation of ourselves and a unique, 

valued, therefore sacred, being in creation in their own right.  The practice of 

cosmic hospitality is a distinguishing feature of a mature spirituality; an inclusive 

attitude of welcoming and caring toward everything.  To be in communion with 

God who created all things is to be in communion with everything God created.   

 

False religiosity creates walls of separation that proclaim “My way is better than 

your way; my god is better than your god and you don’t belong in my space 

unless you give up your uniqueness and act like my clone.”  People who over-

identify with their own group see the world in very narrow terms.  They are 

unable to appreciate the sacredness of all life and the multitude of ways in which 

God interacts with the world or the many different ways people apprehend God.  

They fail to understand that every created thing, every idea is a manifestation of 

God. 
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The religious experience begins with awe.  The wonder of a child at the beauty of 

the natural world, the miraculous experience of birth, the amazement of first love, 

the delight of discovery, the deep esteem and regard for family and friends all 

elicit feelings of gratitude that need to find expression.  Gratitude finds 

expression in worship on the spiritual level and in the practice of hospitality in 

ordinary life.  Abraham Heschel writes that “Awe is an intuition for the dignity of 

all things; a realization that things not only are what they are but also stand, 

however remotely, for something supreme.”  The smallest events of life become 

filled with significance.  Every common bush is afire with God, as Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning observed,  every moment is sacramental.   

 

We’ve designed our churches, temples, mosques and synagogues as sacred 

spaces for special times, but during the week, the kitchen traditionally has 

fulfilled the function of sacred space.  My Grandmother Ruby taught me about 

sacred space and hospitality.  Her kitchen was the hospitality center of our home, 

the sacred space, the high sanctuary with its scuffed drop leaf table and the 

ancient gas range that she presided over like a high priestess at an altar.  I’d 

always find her there in the early stages of preparation of the evening meal when 

I got home from school and helped myself to a large cold glass of Orangeaid out 

of the Frigidaire.   

 

In rural areas and small communities, only strangers come to the front door.  

Neighbors always come around back.  In earlier times, the front doors of houses, 

which open on to seldom used parlors, generally were reserved for use on more 

formal occasions, such as weddings and funerals or entertaining the pastor.  

Neighborliness called for a more intimate setting so friends dropping by would 
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come to the porch behind the kitchen with its stoop bounded by beds of mint and 

shaded by a large fig tree where we would sit in the summer while we shelled 

peas and gossiped.  Genuine hospitality is intensely intimate which distinguishes 

it from mere entertaining such as throwing a party.   

 

The kitchen also was our news central where we learned about local happenings 

and kept up with the comings and goings of people in our community.  We took 

all of our meals in the kitchen except Sundays and holidays and if a visitor 

dropped in at meal time there always was enough for an extra plate.  I’d sit on the 

high kitchen stool and read my lessons while Grandmother  washed dishes or 

ironed and Grandfather would tap rhythms on the table for us to guess the tune 

while we were waiting for supper.  It was in that kitchen, that sacred space, far 

more than in church, where I learned about life, music, love, how to read and all 

the most important things I needed to know, things today’s deprived children 

have to go to kindergarten to learn, according to Robert Fulgram.  But 

kindergarten has no sacred range, no sacred flame and, most important, no high 

priestess to invoke the spirit of cosmic hospitality.    

 

Today people are too busy for this kind of intimate, casual “drop-in anytime” 

hospitality.  Hospitality requires a kind of leisure that’s missing from 

contemporary life.  People with over-scheduled calendars keep their distance 

from each other.  Even children are deprived of the luxury of unscheduled time 

and must have play-dates arranged.  People in cities seek walled enclaves with 

security guards in order to avoid contact with unwelcome visitors and telephone 

answering machines and caller i.d.’s screen out friends and family as well as 

telemarketers.  We live in subdivisions with deed restrictions designed to ensure 

uniformity in the people with whom we come in contact which means it’s 
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possible for a person to live their whole life with little or no contact with anyone 

from a social or economic group different than themselves.   

 

Nothing is so highly valued as Individual privacy.  No one wants to be 

inconvenienced by intimacy.  Each child is to have her own room, computer, 

telephone and television.  As families have grown smaller and homes have 

grown larger and more luxurious, all forms of hospitality have proportionately 

declined.  Formal dining rooms and large well appointed kitchens are popular in 

newer, expensive homes but these are for the most part show pieces rather than 

hospitality centers because few people cook and even fewer entertain.  The 

dining tables remain set with fancy china and crystal table settings that are 

seldom used.  Hospitality in a modern society seems to decline in direct 

proportion with affluence, especially since it generally takes two incomes to 

support the affluence which leaves little time. 

  

As a child, I can’t recall any holiday dinner that didn’t include a relative, neighbor 

or newcomer who had nowhere else to go sharing our table with us.  In the 

1940’s, at the end of the depression, men who were out of work  often came to 

our back door hoping for a meal and willing to do some yard work or other 

chores in return and my grandmother always obliged them.  Hospitality was 

extended at various times to relatives who came to live with us for extended 

periods.  My grandparents lived with his father for the first several years of their 

marriage and he came to live with them after my great-grandmother died.  At 

least three cousins of my grandmother shared our home for several years at a 

time.  Young people just out of school, or between jobs and my mother after my 

parents’ divorce lived with my grandmother and the unmarried minister of our 

church boarded with us for several years.   
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I had the rich experience of having a sizable variety of adult role models and 

relationships to learn from about life.  The most significant aspect of her 

hospitality was that she treated all people alike, with courtesy and respect, no 

matter whether they were visiting friends or people hired to do odd jobs.  She 

always said that those who were privileged had a moral responsibility to look 

after the welfare of those who were less privileged.  If anything, she treated our 

poor neighbors with even greater respect and I can’t recall a single instance 

when she was more deferential to anyone because of status.  The only exception 

was our pastor, a young single fellow who boarded with us for a time and she 

was so insistent on Sunday manners from us kids seven days a week I was glad 

when he was gone.   

 

Hospitality is far more than food and lodgings.  It’s the shepherd of being, a 

welcoming attitude toward people and the world that offers acceptance, 

forgiveness and shelter.  Neither people nor things are ever what we would have 

them be.  Learning to understand and accept the world as it presents itself to us 

is a major task of the spiritual journey.  Hospitality is difficult to describe, but 

charity is the word used in religious texts and I believe it’s the center of true 

spirituality.  Many popular  spiritual programs are inwardly focused and have the 

goal of helping people be comfortable with themselves and achieving their goals.  

They pay little attention to the networks of relationships that connect us to others 

and the world.  Getting to know oneself is only part of the spiritual journey.  

There’s no point to it unless it’s in order to come into deeper communion with 

others.  We’re social beings.  Being human is a group effort and we can’t 

genuinely know ourselves outside the mediating context of community.  

Hospitality goes far deeper than the threshold and board of mere entertaining.  
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It’s an effort that involves a significant expenditure our part that is cordial and 

ungrudging toward people we may not agree with or always be able to get along 

with.   

 

Community teaches us about hospitality just as it teaches us about love, faith, art 

or music.  We have to experience it to understand it and practice it  like any new 

skill in order to develop proficiency.  Hospitality is a lot like jazz and jazz also 

defies description.  You sit in with a group and begin to get a feel for what they’re 

doing and after awhile you pick up an instrument and join in and after a long 

while you become a part of it.  In the beginning,  when you first sit in with a 

group, you spend a lot of time lost and maybe you try to find an instruction book 

which doesn’t really help at all.  No one ever learned etiquette by reading about it 

because reading misses the essence which is hospitality which is an attitude.   

 

Jazz falls into this category.  Jazz is essentially an attitude and is the most 

hospitable music form I can think of.  There aren’t any rules but there is structure 

and strategy which evolves from within the group and everyone has an equal say 

in what evolves and accepts the contributions of the others.  Jazz is art in 

dialogue.  When everything is in sync it breaks down artificial barriers and 

sweeps everything into its embrace.  Most jazz artists practice genuine 

hospitality within their circles.  When people take what they do really seriously 

there is a camaraderie of spirit.  The things we allow to separate us become 

unimportant.  You can’t fake knowing your craft and you can’t fake hospitality.   

 

Concepts such as love, faith and hospitality can’t be  reduced to formulas.  They 

are states of being like the states described in the famous Beatitudes of the 

gospels that emerge during the course of a lifetime that is disciplined by faith, 
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trust and humility; states of being that are the foundation of hospitality and 

marks of spiritual maturity.  We recognize these traits in others but no one can 

give us instruction in how to achieve them.  “Blessed are the peacemakers,” for 

example.  There’s no instruction manual for being a peacemaker.  Peacemaking 

encompasses a whole life; attitudes, values, actions and direction, the exhibiting 

of a hospitable response to the whole universe.   Peacemakers are not made, 

they emerge.  We say God is love; we might also say God is hospitality.   

 

 

23.  INTELLIGENT DESIGN 

 

Hospitality arises out of a feeling of gratitude, a conviction that the universe 

basically is a hospitable place, as Leibniz said, the best of all possible worlds.  

We humans are the result of an amazing evolutionary process that has taken 

place in a world designed to include everything we need; the right combination 

of elements to produce our atmosphere, a complex system of biology, chemistry 

and physics that makes a seemingly infinite variety of life forms possible; 

intelligence and creativity that enable us to make the most of our environment, 

that makes our world interesting, stimulating and a subject of investigation.   

 

Through science we are able to discover that the universe is a dependable place 

governed by laws we can discover and use to our advantage.  Human 

communities evolved to give us a framework within which to live, work, create 

and play.  Above all, we humans have great intellectual freedom to discover and 

make choices about our activities and to improve our situation even as we have 

freedom to make bad choices.  We have the tools and evolved structures such as 

family and community, language, science and medicine that enable us to 
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overcome and manage our environment with increasing success.  Our lives are 

bound up in the lives of others and cooperation and hospitality make life work, in 

families, communities, laboratories and between nations. 

 

I’ve mostly lost interest in theology as I’ve realized that the most important things 

we know, we know in common with others in our world.  True knowledge is 

derived from a universal community of knowledge.  Now my interest is in reading 

geology, biology and physics, without the math I confess, but the concepts 

amaze and fascinate me.   It seems that there may be no fixed laws of nature after 

all, but that both life and the universe in general are wide open to chance and 

unlimited evolutionary possibility.   

 

The possibility of random selection in the evolution of life doesn’t disturb me.  

Even randomness seems to me to take place with a purpose; to maximize the 

possibilities for fitness and survival and, who knows, maybe just beauty and 

novelty.  We still are evolving along with sparrows and flu viruses and there’s no 

telling what we will be in another three or four million years if we haven’t blown 

ourselves up before then.  Our universe is made up of some fairly simple, basic 

ingredients:  oxygen, silicon, aluminum, iron, calcium, sodium, potassium, 

magnesium and trace amounts of a some other minerals and we have chemical 

reactions and energy.  All these seem to be thrown together in a kind of cosmic 

kaleidoscope that God turns to see what will come up next.   

 

It’s all amazing, beautiful and good.  And fascinating.  It seems that life evolves 

into increasingly more complex and efficient forms which is just opposite from 

the disintegration and weathering of inanimate objects into smaller and simpler 

forms.  And, yeah, I like to think that God is the one who invented the 
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kaleidoscope, however that may be.  I mean, beyond genius!  I’m thinking 

metaphorically here, of course, but for the life of me I can’t understand how 

anyone can fail to be amazed at what science can teach us.  And we don’t seem 

to begin to understand it; the more we know, the less we know and the more we 

know less about what we do know.  The whole of it is simply elegant and 

gorgeous, from single cell organisms to elephants; from leptons to supernovas.   

 

I have the picture of stars emerging from gas clouds in the Eagle Nebula (M16) 

taken by the Hubble Telescope in my study.  It’s the most inspiring thing I’ve ever 

seen and I never tire of looking at it.  The idea that creation all could be reduced 

to a fable involving seven days is so absurd I have to wonder why any modern, 

educated person still would believe it, nor can I understand the quarrel with 

evolution.  Those who insist on these things surely must have slept through their 

science classes.   

 

I personally think creation, evolution, what science teaches us IS “intelligent 

design”, but that’s a matter of faith, not science.  God turning the kaleidoscope.  

Science deals with necessity, probability and statistics, trying to help us 

understand the world through observation and experiment.  Science studies the 

how of things, not the why.  Why is a matter of faith.  If parents are concerned 

about their children getting faith lessons, they should take them to church.  Faith 

doesn’t belong in a science classroom because observation and experiment are 

in a different category from having faith or subjective experiences.   

 

A valid scientific experiment must be capable of replication under identical 

conditions by anyone.   It’s very precise.  Scientific truth is something we infer 

from data gathered under certain conditions that we can measure.   Conditions 
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can change and so does our ability to observe so even scientific truth is 

provisional, subject to change when new data and conditions present 

themselves.  We don’t have to be afraid of truth from any source, but we do need 

to be afraid of the bullies who would suppress it.  We don’t need to be afraid of 

the discoveries that new data reveal.  Nor do we need to be concerned about 

what anyone believes about who or what turned the kaleidoscope.  Frankly, if we 

teach good science in school, faith will take care of itself.  I haven’t met a 

scientist yet who wasn’t just blown away by it all.  Faith doesn’t deal with objects, 

but with relationships;  lasting value in relationships.  Faith in God,  the faith I 

have in you, faith in myself.  A hospitable universe is discerned through faith.  A 

person of faith is a hospitable person.  

 

Hospitality enriches life that otherwise would be limited and constrained.  It 

welcomes all newcomers, explores all avenues, opens all doors.  It is the most 

noble of all activities because it incorporates individuals into the protection of 

the community and is readily receptive to new ideas and new interests.  In 

ancient times, when the world outside the walls of the city or the camp of the 

community was a hostile place full of lawlessness and beasts of prey, hospitality 

to the stranger was a sacred obligation.  Hospitality has made our life possible.  

The human family is among the weakest and most vulnerable of all creatures.  

We have no fangs or claws, no built-in camouflage and we’re slow and 

cumbersome ground dwellers.  We succeeded only because we learned to get 

along, take care of each other and share our success in the hunt.  Today, 

immigrant communities succeed in unfamiliar often hostile new contexts 

because of deep values of hospitality that bind them together as a community 

and enable them to help each other succeed. 
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Folklore is full of stories about hospitality offered to some poor stranger who 

later turned out to bring the host unexpected good luck.  In one of the most 

famous example of hospitality, Abraham received the blessing of a son in his old 

age as the result of hospitality to strangers.  Later the strangers foretold the birth 

of their first son, Isaac, although he and his wife were in their old age and had 

long since given up hope of offspring.  Hospitality was a sacred obligation in the 

ancient world and still is in countries of the Middle East.  It’s such a sacred 

obligation that it may not be denied in some places even to enemies who show 

up asking for it.  Sacred hospitality is a reflection of the understanding that none 

of us can live alone; we all are vulnerable.   

 

Modern life has changed attitudes toward hospitality practices.  Most of our lives 

usually fit into fairly narrow confines with little variety; work, home, family, close 

friends consume most of our time.  The most novelty we experience is trying out 

a new restaurant.  Few of us have the opportunity to experience situations and 

people that promise to broaden our perspective.  When most of our physical 

needs are taken care of and safety isn’t an issue, we tend to shut ourselves off 

from anything unusual.  People in small towns tend especially to be suspicious 

of newcomers who threaten to introduce innovations or upset the stability of 

predictable order.  The myth of the friendly small town that is so attractive to 

stressed out city dwellers doesn’t usually play out in real life.  In small towns, 

you really aren’t accepted before you have at least three generations in the local 

cemetery.     

 

Hospitality is so foundational to our success as humans that rituals of hospitality 

are enshrined in all religions.  An attitude of welcoming openness to strangers 

often brings the experience of novelty into our lives and with it a possibility of 
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unexpected blessing.  "Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by 

doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it."  (Hebrews 13:2)  

Hospitality includes celebrating, protecting and preserving as well as welcoming 

and entertaining and the formal practice of hospitality inevitably centers around a 

table.  A communal meal is one of the most ancient forms of worship reflecting 

hospitality between the gods and the community.  The holiday feasts and church 

pot lucks are as ritually significant for community building as the symbolic meal.  

Most of the mystical resurrection appearances of Jesus in the Gospels all took 

place within the context of meals, symbolic of the ancient tradition of breaking 

bread together as a sign of accepting responsibility for other’s wellbeing.   

 

Charity is an old name for hospitality but its meaning has become seriously 

restricted in common usage.  It involves more than contributions to the food 

bank or Salvation Army.  Charity extends protection, especially to the most 

vulnerable of society a position we all are going to find ourselves in one at one 

time or another.  Forgiveness is the essence and supreme act of hospitality.   

 

A young monk once asked his abbot to help him find a spiritual advisor to assist 

him in seeking perfection.  Secretly, he already thought he was perfect enough, 

but in his zeal to be outstanding in his order, he felt he needed to cultivate the 

attitude of humility that he admired in some of the older monks.  The abbot 

directed him to go see the local blacksmith, a devout, simple man whose shop 

was next door to the village tavern.  Just as the monk entered the blacksmith’s 

shop, the sound of loud cursing and crashing of furniture was heard next door 

and a couple of drunks who were fighting rolled out the tavern door and landed 

in the gutter.  The monk was shocked and when he introduced himself to the 

blacksmith he said, “How can you stand having to work next door to such an 
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unholy mess?”  To which the blacksmith replied, “Oh, it makes me very happy 

because they are all on their way to the Kingdom.”   

 

We all make value judgments about both ourselves and others based on very 

superficial criteria.  The spiritual journey involves breaking down these value 

barriers we’ve set up between ourselves and others and beginning to see things 

as they really are.  We make judgments about people and form opinions about 

their character without really knowing anything about them.  We often judge the 

worthiness of people based on their race, social status, accomplishments and 

physical appearance, just to name a few.  Many idolize entertainment figures or 

sports stars even though these people may live very immoral lives.   

 

We idolize success.  People who suffer physical handicaps often find themselves 

regarded as having low intelligence and the mentally ill often find themselves 

treated with contempt instead of the compassion they deserve.  People will seek 

the opinion of celebrities and the wealthy about matters in which these people 

have no expertise.  We over identify with members of our own group to the 

detriment of others.  It may be our particular circle of friends, church, town, 

school, sports team, political party or nation.  We ascribe positive characteristics 

to our group and negative characteristics to other groups which gives us a 

justification for prejudices, rivalries, snobbery and wars.   

   

Both Buddha and Jesus practiced the hospitality of humility.  They regarded all 

people as equal and had concern and compassion for the poor and outcast 

members of the community and showed no partiality toward people because of 

wealth or status.  Cosmic hospitality is one of the hallmarks of great spiritual 

leaders, a sign of spiritual enlightenment.  It is an attitude of spontaneous 
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generosity and friendliness toward others that has its origin in a profound sense 

of understanding and a gratitude that spills over into in impulse to share one’s 

good fortune with others, a byproduct of a generous heart that has learned to 

identify the whole universe as kin.  It generates wider and more inclusive circles 

of goodwill thus insuring a greater chance for lasting peace and wellbeing for 

everyone.  Even more important, it  reflects a deep awareness of the 

interconnectedness of life and our mutual interdependence.  In caring for "the 

least of these our brothers and sisters", we care for ourselves.   

 

24.  RITUALS OF HOSPITALITY 

 

Rituals and acts of hospitality honor the sacramental nature of community and 

are incorporated into the cultures of all people.  These rituals include the  

significant stages of life’s journey, birth, marriage, confirmation, holidays, death, 

etc., but also the more mundane aspects of community life of visiting, welcoming 

and daily interactions.  Small gestures of courtesy enshrine hospitality as a 

social value; standing when an older person or the teacher enters the room, 

formal forms of greeting and introductions, opening doors, removing or tipping 

one’s hat, dressing with respect in public, speaking civilly to others, stepping 

back to make room or slowing down to make room for a car entering heavy 

traffic.   

  

Hospitality takes a special form in some traditional communities where the 

accumulation of private property is not regarded as a value.  Native American 

communities celebrate special occasions such as birthdays and the winning of a 

special honor by a “giveaway”.  The person being honored is the one who gives 

the gifts to the guests rather than the other way around.  This is to acknowledge 
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that the achievement and good fortune of one person comes about due to the 

contributions of the community and because those who are favored feel an 

obligation to share their good luck.  In some cultures, such as eastern societies, 

the “giveaway” becomes an important act of faith toward the end of life.  After 

raising their family and fulfilling their responsibilities, the person then gives away 

as much of their wealth as possible in order to help and encourage younger 

generations.  It’s considered shameful to die wealthy.   

 

It’s not only more blessed to give than to receive but it’s also a sign of the noble 

spirit that Aristotle called the chief of all virtues.   Genuine hospitality is 

spontaneous and uncalculated.  It isn’t offered to enhance the status of the giver 

but is extended out of pure joy, a welcoming attitude towards others for their own 

sake, a delight in diversity and novelty.  It is creative and ingenious in seeking 

ways to welcome and include as many as possible.   

 

Spiritual playfulness results from a maturity that is lighthearted, easy-going and 

trusting and is characteristic of hospitality.  Fundamentalists are often are 

opposed to play.  They’re afraid to relax and let their guard down because they 

might miss something in want of correction and are more concerned about 

punishing mistakes than building relationships.  Some people are anxious that 

the world won’t stay on track unless they pay diligent attention to rules.  They 

suffer from a deep insecurity that they will not be loved or accepted unless they 

have everybody’s unconditional approval.  When we’re worried about failure we 

can’t respond to the rich diversity of life that usually presents itself without a rule 

book.  We can only avoid mistakes if we’re dead.   
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Spiritually mature people are somewhat oblivious to rules or morals, not because 

they don’t care,  but because other things are so much more important, like love, 

relationships, joy.  No rule can fit all human situations and allow room for love, 

compassion and creativity.  St. Teresa said, “Lord, save me from sullen saints.”  

Unreasonably serious people create most of the misery in the world.  Love and 

hospitality transcend all rules.  In fact, we play precisely because we DO care 

about relationships and treat them with honor and respect.  The relationship that 

lacks joy is a poor relation.  We honor our relationships by making them the most 

important things in our lives and by making time for them.  Relationships take 

lots of time which  can’t always be scheduled which is why we must be willing to 

give them priority over other things we do.  Spontaneity is essential to both play 

and relationships.   

 

Making time for hospitality in busy schedules is a spiritual challenge.  My father 

always said that “People were his favorite things,” so friends and family were 

always welcome to drop by and any activity that wasn’t essential was gladly 

suspended for the duration of the visit.  I had the wonderful experience of 

growing up in a house full of people and many happy hours listening to a great 

variety of adult conversation that was both stimulating and instructive.  My 

parents’ play time extended to each other also.  Each day when they came home 

from work the first 30 minutes were adult alone time.  They would drive down by 

the river or just sit outside on the patio with cold drinks to relax a bit before the 

kids and dinner preparation took over the rest of the evening.  One of my father’s 

favorite sayings was, “Don’t sweat the small stuff.” Their focus was on people, 

not on things.  People who play don’t worry a lot about things.  Play is more 

essential than stuff for relationships and in today’s hectic schedules play is 
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sacred space.  Turn off the cell phone and concentrate your attention on the 

person you’re with.     

 

There are many ways we can define hospitality, but hospitality is the nature and 

activity of a hospitable person.  Aristotle said that ethical behavior is the 

behavior of an ethical person.  I had a piano teacher who was the epitome of 

hospitality.  Bomer Cramer had been a prodigy as a youth and was a master 

teacher who had himself studied with master teachers and whose students had 

won numerous awards in competitions.  Pianists are notoriously egotistic but 

Cramer was an exception.  He was a gracious and courteous gentlemen of the 

old school who expected the best from his students but was generous in his 

praise of even small accomplishments from his less gifted students and was 

patient with failure.  Many musicians make great sport out of criticizing their 

peers, but I never heard Cramer say an unkind word about another’s 

performance.   He always tempered his criticisms with what he could find to 

compliment.  Yes, the adagio seemed  rushed, but didn’t he execute the minuet 

well.  He really was a person who sought to build up others rather than tear them 

down.  True greatness has no need to announce its arrival, nor humility to ask for 

recognition.   

 

Hospitality not only forgives faults in others, it chooses not to notice them and is 

generous in its assessment of others.  The adages about ”walking in another 

person’s shoes” and “there but for the grace of God go I” reflect the 

understanding that in many ways we don’t choose the path we travel.   

 

The the parable of Jesus about the Sower and the Seed and the Buddhist 

concept of “Interdependent co-arising” can help us to understand this.  We don’t 
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arrive at our feelings and ideas independently of others.  In the parable of Jesus, 

some seed is sown in soil that is conducive to good growth, some is sown in 

rocky soil, some in very shallow soil and some landed in a patch of weeds.  The 

seed has nothing to say about where it finds itself.  Buddhism teaches that all 

our concepts arise from seeds planted in our subconscious long before we have 

a rational understanding about them.  They germinate and spring to life when we 

are confronted with situations conducive to their growth; love, hate, anger, fear, 

etc.  These seeds lie dormant in our “store consciousness” until conditions are 

right for them to grow.  It takes deep commitment to understanding and a mature 

spirituality to gain mastery over this stored consciousness.      

 

Hospitality stems from a generous nature that is ready to make allowances for 

people and is slow to take offense.  None of us knows what it is that motivates 

behavior in others.  Life is much harsher for some than for others and much that 

happens to us is beyond our control.  Years ago there was a moving story in the 

Minneapolis Star Tribune of a young black woman who threw herself protectively 

in front of a white Nazi demonstrator who was being attacked by an angry black 

mob during a parade.  She later said she didn’t even think about what she was 

doing but that she knew the attackers were wrong even if she couldn’t agree with 

what he was doing.   

 

This young women had experienced a life that had taught her values that are 

greater than hate.  The young Nazi demonstrator, on the other hand, had not 

been taught this lesson, but had experienced a life that had taught him it was 

okay, maybe even necessary, to hate.  Both were acting out of strong convictions 

about what they believed and had been taught.  Had the young black woman 
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been raised in the same family and circumstances as the young Nazi, she might 

have reacted very differently and been part of the mob instead of the rescue. 

 

The impact of the destruction of the World Trade Towers in September 11, 2000 

and loss of lives will be felt forever in countless generations of the descendants 

of the survivors, rescuers and their families.  Many will suffer unexpected failures 

and hardships.  Some will endure better than others.  Some will triumph in spite 

of their loss but others will not.  

 

Ari Afrizal survived 15 days in the open ocean on a small raft after a tsunami 

stuck off the coast of Sumatra on December 26, 2004 that took his parents, three 

brothers, a sister and his girlfriend.  He later reported, “But I never got angry,  I 

was grateful to be alive.  The heat come form God.  The cold comes from God.  

Death and life also come from God.”   

 

There is no way to predict how things will turn out, even in a single family 

because we all are so different in our ability to interact and respond to our 

environment and in our physical and psychological makeup.  Some people seem 

able successfully to rise above the most difficult challenges, while others are 

done in by things of a much lesser nature.   

 

Many people seem to have a natural inclination to hospitality and generosity.  

They are the caretakers of being.  They build bridges of understanding, cultivate 

gardens, nurture children, care for the unfortunate and work to save the 

environment.  They have compassion for animals, love the natural world, mourn 

with those who suffer losses and are glad when justice and mercy triumph and 

call everyone brother or sister.  They withhold judgment, are quick to share what 
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they have, ready to give others their due and are people of deep humility and 

understanding, .  As the Gita says,  

 

 “Mastering their senses, with equanimity toward everything, they  

 reach me, rejoicing in the welfare of all creatures.”  (Gita 12:4) 

 

The Christian cross is the supreme icon of hospitality that can best be 

understood if we leave religion out of it.  It was a gesture of hospitality and grace 

toward the whole world.  When Jesus forgave his murders from the cross, it was 

a spontaneous and all inclusive gesture of love for all people for all time.  

“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  He knew people are 

weak and controlled by the passions and fear of the moment.  His persecutors 

were acting out of ignorance and his compassion for them outweighed the 

suffering he was experiencing.  His compassion for them overshadowed his 

concern for himself even though he thought God had abandoned him and that 

God understood their weaknesses.  He felt a complete identification with them to 

the point that he knew that whatever happened to him and wherever God was in 

this horrible situation, they were all in it together and he trusted God so much 

that he was willing to leave the outcome in God’s hands.  So out of his love for 

God and his love for them, Jesus was able to extend the ultimate act of 

hospitality; unconditional forgiveness.   

 

He had spent his whole life trying to teach that love and compassion were 

greater than any set of laws humans could devise and that God was willing 

unconditionally to forgive us in spite of our weaknesses.  This is hard for us to 

understand because we have high expectations for justice.  Even his disciples 

couldn’t understand his teaching.  When a lawyer asked him the secret of eternal 



  

188 

life, Jesus told the man he already knew the answer which  his religion had 

already given him.  “Love God with your whole heart and your neighbor as 

yourself.”  Jesus’ answer had nothing at all to say about religion but the lawyer, 

like most religious people today, couldn’t hear anything but rules so he 

demanded a definition of neighbor.   

 

Unfortunately, religion is often the greatest enemy of hospitality because of the 

divisiveness it fosters.  The Gospel is pure hospitality as the essence of all of the 

great religions is hospitality.  Religious traditions begin as spiritual pathways that 

are hospitable, inclusive and life-transforming.  Over time and due to the frailties 

of human nature, they get monopolized by hierarchies and institutions and 

overlaid with superstitions by an ignorant public.  Jesus himself often warned 

about the dangers of religion and he himself was somewhat anti religious.  He 

was faithful in his religious observance, but he didn’t allow religion to hold an 

ultimate place in his life.   

 

That just goes over the heads of most folk because in every religion popular 

practice puts the form of religion over its substance.  Spirituality isn’t about 

religion and the same is true for Christian spirituality, Buddhist spirituality, Hindu 

spirituality and Muslim spirituality.  Religion at its core is a cultural and 

theological framework for understanding Cosmic Hospitality and mastering its 

practice but most people don’t get to that point of understanding.  For many, 

religion is mainly a tedious duty or a spectator sport.  It’s much easier to follow 

rules and rituals or to shout and clap your hands rather than to ingest the 

substance which is to learn self-mastery; to love and forgive.  So Jesus became 

his own greatest parable;  Jesus became a koan, totally outside the norm of 
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human expectation and experience and defying rational analysis.  By his death, 

he pointed to life.   

 

When my mother died, I wasn’t worried about the state of her soul though she 

had rejected religion as a young woman.  She was one of the most honest and 

virtuous people I ever had known even though she was a difficult person to live 

with.  I never knew her to be intolerant of anyone, except people who were 

intolerant and she had the love and respect of three generations of patients.  

Still, in her later years she had succeeded in alienating close friends and family 

possibly because of an undiagnosed mental illness.  

 

A turning point in my relationship with her occurred when at some point in my 

middle years I realized that her inability to demonstrate the love I needed from 

her wasn’t due to an unwillingness on her part to do so, but that she actually 

didn’t know HOW to do it.  I decided that if she couldn’t hug me, I would hug her.  

I would do everything I could to show her the love that I wished so much she 

could show me.  What a vast difference it made!  I felt great compassion for her.  

The thought came to me that, of course, if I forgave my mother, God also 

understood my mother’s problems and forgave them and that God was equally 

forgiving with me and my problems that I didn’t know HOW to overcome.  It was a 

relief to decide that God surely must be at least as good as some of the people I 

had known.   

 

When she died, I prayed to God that whatever became of her after death, I wanted 

eventually to be with her.  I would not have her be alone as she was before she 

died.  Now I don’t believe in a heaven and hell type of universe, but I found 

myself spontaneously praying, “God, wherever she is, I want to be there with her 
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because I never want her to be alone again.”  Suddenly it dawned on me that that 

was exactly the meaning of the cross.  No matter what happens to us or wherever 

we are, we never are separated from God.  We never can truly be separated from 

those we love.   

 

I had never really understood it until that time.  Jesus, on the cross, swept up 

into his arms all the people who had abandoned and persecuted him along with 

an undeserving thief who was being executed with him and told them that today 

they would be with him in paradise.  All the cruel, heartless, undeserving, 

alienated people in the world.  He would love them into the Kingdom.  

Unconditional love, unconditional forgiveness, unconditional hospitality.  

Nothing can separate us from God’s love, not our sins, not our physical death, 

not the death of all our hopes and dreams.   

 

In Tibetan Buddhism, a Bodhisattva will forego nirvana out of compassion for 

others, choosing to remain behind until every person has experienced 

enlightment.  In a daughter’s love for her mother, I would even give up a hope of 

heaven to be her because I wouldn’t have her be alone.  This isn’t an idea I 

consciously chose; it’s a state that was given to me by life, a life shaped by my 

family, my environment, my experiences which, thanks be to God, had been 

experiences of joy, hospitality and hope.  There was nothing on earth that could 

make me happy, no state of being, no material possession, no honor, nothing 

that humans treasure if she were not able to share it with me.   

 

There is nothing noteworthy about this feeling I have.  Many people feel the same 

about their families and people they love.  Parents easily and naturally 

understand this on behalf of their children.  Nothing on earth can compensate for 
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the suffering of a child.  We would readily give our life for them; we will forgive 

anything.  This is why familial love is so important.  It’s where we learn the 

meaning of love, compassion and hospitality.  Unfortunately, it’s also in the 

family where those God-given dispositions to love and value one another can be 

snuffed out when families are unable to show and experience them.   

 

No parent is perfect and we all make plenty of mistakes even when love is our 

chief intention.  For this reason, it’s an act of grace that children, whose basic 

nature is self-centeredness, come to understand how to love and forgive their 

parents. Nature has designed us to rebel against our parents in order to grow up 

and become independent and the nature of childhood is not to have much 

understanding about situations that need to be forgiven.  As the rabbis say, the 

hardest of all the commandments is the one to honor one’s father and mother.  

To be able to forgive our parents for their shortcomings like they forgave us as 

children and to cherish them.  One of the most important milestones in the 

journey to spiritual maturity is when we give up the neediness of childhood and 

reverse the role with our parents.  When we become the caretakers rather than 

the ones in need of care.   

 

The reason that Jesus’ forgiveness in the face of his death was redemptive for 

the world is not because God’s honor needed to be restored because of human 

sin nor because God required a sacrifice in order to ransom humankind from the 

snares of the devil, which have been the traditional theological explanations, but 

because in forgiving his enemies Jesus demonstrated to the whole world that 

forgiveness is what makes the universe go around.  To be human is to screw up 

but, hey, it’s okay.  We all get lost in the woods from time to time and God 

somehow incorporates even our screw-ups into the master plan anyway.  There’s 
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always the possibility of finding our way back to the trail again and sometimes 

even something good comes out of it.   

 

Many people get off track and, with grace find their way back.  It all pretty much 

hinges on our realizing we’ve screwed up but there’s always tomorrow and a 

chance to set it right.  We aren’t likely to find our way back unless we realize 

we’ve missed the turn.  Sometimes, however, hospitality, or grace, just showers 

down on us without our lifting a finger because we happen to be standing in the 

right place or we accidentally stumble across the trail when we’re floundering 

around aimlessly in the woods, as happened to me once when I got lost in the 

East Texas woods while hunting with my husband.   

 

I thought moss was supposed to grow on the north side of the tree, which is what 

I’d learned from scouting days, but moss in humid East Texas grows all around 

the tree and it’s hard to tell where the sun is on a cloudy day.   Redemption is 

getting saved from the consequences of our screw ups.  We’re drowning and 

someone jumps in to save us or throws us a life ring or holds out their hand.  Or 

they love us simply because we’re their daughter, or they’re our mother.  No 

other reason.  When I asked my Sunday School teacher at age thirteen what it 

meant that one was saved by believing in Jesus, she might have answered me, it 

means believing that Love and Forgiveness will save me.  But it’s a lot easier to 

believe that a person named Jesus existed and that by some unexplained and 

unrepeatable miracle he rose from the dead than to believe in Love and 

Forgiveness.  If we believe in Love and Forgiveness, we’ll have to repeat them. 

 

The meaning of salvation for a Christian is to have a deep and abiding sense that 

absolutely nothing can separate us from God’s love and that we exist in union 
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with that love every moment of our life and that even death doesn’t end this 

union.  I truly believe that Ari Afrizal, a Muslim on that raft in the middle of the 

Indian Ocean believes this also.  When we begin to understand this, spiritually 

and emotionally, we get reborn.  We stop worrying about the old stuff we thought 

was so important no longer is;  old desires, our ego, our passionate and 

acquisitive nature.     

 

Not even what we think is important anymore.  Our heart and our arms begin to 

open up to everyone and everything in the universe.  Salvation, then, becomes a 

tangible experience in community; an activity of hospitality that is grounded in an 

experience of kinship with everything and the desire to give the gift back.  The 

hospitable person is the one to whom the whole world is mother, father, 

daughter, son, grandparent, brother or sister. 

 

Religion gets sidetracked into discussions about morals, rules and belief issues.  

Those are useful tools to help us discern the path but they don’t save us or teach 

us how to walk the path;  they don’t teach anything about the central truth of 

religion which is  hospitality or grace.  It doesn’t matter how good our map is if 

doesn’t help us help each other through the deserts and out of the woods.  

Besides, even people without religion often have morals, rules and beliefs and 

sometimes better ones than many religious folk and they may be far better in 

demonstrating grace.  There are people who are a little short of change in the 

morals, rules and beliefs department who have hearts and compassion as big as 

the whole outdoors and hospitality pouring out of every pore.  Any human failing 

can be forgiven except our failure to love because this failure separates us from 

life.  What we think about God doesn’t make a shred of difference if we fail in 

showing hospitality and compassion when it’s needed. 
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When we fail to forgive, we set up a mechanism of separation that replays over 

and over again in an endless succession of ways we never imagined.  We 

ourselves are the only ones that can make amends for these sins.  God’s 

forgiveness doesn’t extend to forgiving us for sinning against our brother, only 

our brother can forgive us that.  Salvation takes place in community.  The famous 

petition in “The Lord’s Prayer” has a phrase that reads, “forgive us our sins as  

we forgive others who sin against us.”  The operative word in that phrase is “as.”  

When we’ve hurt another person we have to ask him for forgiveness and try to 

make reparation, if possible, and if that’s not possible, then we have to try to find 

some way to make it up in some other way by doing an extra amount of good for 

someone else.  Still, nothing we do can repair the damage done when we kill 

each other, in spirit or in body.  That’s something only God can do. and God does 

it when we confess it, take ownership of it. 

 

Some things are more easily forgiven than others and we should never imagine 

we have a free ticket to do as we please.  It’s helpful to recognize the difference 

between an accident, a mistake and a sin.  An accident is when we upset a glass 

of water on the table.  A mistake is when we fail to put a coaster under a glass of 

water and it leaves a ring on the table.  A sin is when we try to hide the mark and 

blame someone else for it.  We forgive our children when they have accidents or 

make mistakes and try to repair the damage if we can.  But we can’t protect them 

from the consequences of their actions or forgive their sins and eventually they 

have to learn to repair their own damage.  Grandmother once said that our young 

children step on our toes, but our grown children step on our hearts.   
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Most of us know when we’ve made a mistake but sins of the spirit are much 

harder to detect.  Sin is the antithesis of hospitality.  Our worst faults aren’t lying 

about our income tax, stealing someone else’s ideas or cheating on our spouses 

although those sins create plenty of damage because they destroy the covenant 

contract that is the glue that holds community together.  The nature of sin is that 

it causes the death of something else.  The seven deadly sins, pride, anger, envy, 

greed, lust, gluttony and sloth are the things that destroy the human spirit and 

wreck relationships irreparably.   

 

The spiritual journey isn’t so much a process of trying to avoid traps but of 

looking for openings.  The interior Eightfold Path of Buddhism is an excellent 

guide for anyone who is serious about mastery of the self and attaining joy, 

peace and insight which lays a foundation for the practice of hospitality.  To love 

our neighbors as ourselves is an abbreviated way of teaching the same thing.  If 

we honestly dedicate our life to promoting the cause of others and seeking to 

practice hospitality, to trying to understand rather than to be understood,  we will 

find that we are learning to practice Right View, Right Thinking, Right Speech, 

Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Diligence, Right Mindfulness and Right 

Concentration.   

 

That doesn’t mean we won’t face temptation but it does mean that as time goes 

by we gradually will learn to concentrate our efforts in the right places and to 

remind ourselves of who we are and what are our commitments when we reach 

those forks in the road that aren’t covered by the rule books.  Virtues are spiritual 

muscles that are obtained through self-sacrifice, discipline and hard work.  They 

don’t occur naturally because we are particularly inclined in that direction.  

There’s no virtue gene. 
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And if we get lost in the woods occasionally along the way, hey, we’re already 

forgiven.  With a little help from our friends, we can always get back on the path 

again. 

 

If religion is failing people these days it’s because the practitioners of religion fail 

in hospitality.  Too often they have nothing to give to people except acid-

stomach.  The church gets its knickers all in a knot over rules, beliefs and morals 

and forgets its true vocation of extending hospitality through sacrificial love, 

forgiveness and acceptance.  The church should be a healing place. “Come to 

me all you who are weak and heavy burdened and I will give you rest.”   

 

Dogma can’t be the cornerstone of a healing and reconciling religion in a 

pluralistic society, only understanding and acceptance can.  If the church wants 

once again to regain her place as a  spiritual leader, she must have a complete 

change of heart which means reimagining her theological landscape.  I don’t see 

it happening anytime soon.  In order to maintain her position of power in society, 

the church has not been forthcoming in promoting honesty or hospitality.  

Salvation doesn’t happen within a community based on illusion and ignorance.   

 

The earth is round, not flat and we don’t live in a three-tiered universe of heaven, 

earth and hell.  There is no “up” or “down” because it all depends on where one 

is standing.  There is gravity that holds us all together and all points on earth are 

equidistant from both heaven and hell.  Heaven isn’t a Club Met reward for good 

behavior and hell isn’t some concentration camp of horrors nor does God sit at 

some cosmic computer deciding who’ll win the lottery today or who’ll get a pink 
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slip in his pay envelope.  It’s all about relationships, including a relationship with 

God.   

 

Heaven is having a positive, hospitality-centered connection with all the 

possibilities that the universe has to offer.  Hell is an endless disconnect, a black 

hole that sucks everything in and where nothing escapes.  Heaven is to be open 

to meaning and everything that gives life.  Hell is a void, like having our tether 

cut and drifting off alone in space.  We usually make our own heaven or hell, but 

circumstances or the actions of others can create hell for us.  Religion, Christ, 

Buddha, Krishna, Mohammed make an opening, offer a door, light a path out of 

that dark place we all find ourselves in from time to time.  Heaven is freedom.  

Hell is enslavement.   

 

The institutional Christian church has so identified herself with popular cultural 

expectations that she doesn’t even recognize her own sin anymore.  Instead of 

being identified with the love and sacrifice of Christ and spiritual qualities such 

as clarity, charity, humility and sacrificial love the church finds itself subservient 

to autocratic egoism, ambition and lack of compassion or concern for the truth.  

Dogma is antithetical to hospitality.  Only rarely does the church speak with a 

prophetic voice.   

 

Hierarchical systems are inherently inhospitable because they are devoted 

primarily to self-maintenance.  Clergy don’t automatically exist on a higher 

spiritual plane than lay people and have no special dispensation to being 

spiritual, especially when this is not the focus of their training.  We need to 

demythologize the church if it’s to be a hospitality center for humanity.  It may be 

that the financial and sexual scandals of televangelists and clergy in recent years 
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will eventually wake us up to this fact.  Once we’ve demythologized the church, 

what will take its place?   

    

For the church to practice hospitality would mean to reclaim what the world 

rejects.  She would recognize her true vocation is not to build ever grander 

entertainment centers, “Six Flags Over Jesus” as it were, in order to minister to 

the needs of an already overindulged, self-entitled middle-class, but to model 

sacrificial, compassionate outreach to a spiritually hungry and broken world and 

intentionally to seek opportunities for opening up genuine lines of dialogue with 

people of all religions.  It would mean to forego proselytizing people about their 

belief systems and work on modeling the spiritual pathway of love, forgiveness, 

charity, inclusiveness and being an advocate for people in need.   

 

Buddha, Jesus and Mohammed had no intention of creating new religions.  They 

all wanted to call people to a deeper understanding of their existing faith which is 

realized through following their faith’s spiritual pathway.  Jesus often called 

attention to the faith of  nonbelievers as correct examples of faith.  Faith isn’t 

being religious.  Faith involves trust and gratitude.   

 

The church must become poor once again, sacrificial once again, pious once 

again in order to witness to a society which is rich, greedy and self-indulgent.  

The meaning of the cross is not that you’ll get yours because you deserve it or 

have earned it, or because you believe six impossible things before breakfast, 

but that God will take care of you when you’re down and out if you trust God to 

do it.  Hospitality is given through actions, not by preaching.  Muslim countries 

wouldn’t be harboring resentments against Christian groups who send over relief 

workers if the Christians simply practiced love and compassion and kept their 
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mouths shut!  No one needs to be evangelizing people who already believe in 

God and who often do better than we do in the hospitality department.  We don’t 

need evangelists in the Middle East.  We need people to dialogue.  Send the 

evangelists to the shopping malls where they really are needed.   

 

Christian churches could offer their ample facilities to host religious activities 

and celebrations for small non-Christian religious groups.  They might join in 

cooperative ministries to address social problems.  My gosh, they might even 

share their facilities with Christian groups of different denominations!  They 

would open up lines of dialogue with other religions by extending invitations to 

speakers and forming study groups where members of different faiths could 

share their viewpoints and respective belief systems and seek understanding 

and points of contact.   

 

There probably never will be a universal religion any more than there is a 

universal appetite for Cajun cooking, and frankly, I would see it as a great loss if 

this ever did happen.  But there could be a voluntary, truly ecumenical network of 

religious groups and organizations, a Universal Covenant Community of 

individual mosques, temples, churches and synagogues based on an a 

commonality of values such as hospitality, stewardship and compassion where 

dialogue and cooperation are fostered and where people accept other people’s 

faith the same as they can accept and appreciate other people’s cuisine and 

family histories.   

 

Theological discussions should be avoided or undertaken only with the 

understanding that you have something valuable to offer me.  Just because I 

enjoy Shakespeare doesn’t mean I intend to start speaking in Elizabethan 
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English.  But don’t look for this to happen anytime soon and don’t depend on 

existing religious institutions to initiate dialogue because they are only capable 

of getting bogged down in disputes over turf and triviality.  The ecumenical 

movement is a mess for this very reason.  Our religious institutions are 

committed to dogma, not dialogue, to structure, not to following pathways.   

 

It’s our pathways that we have in common.  It’s a wonder and a delight when 

people discover this, usually by accident.  Dialogue and hospitality will have to 

be done at the level of the laity who are not mortgaged to institutional rigidity.  

The internet presents a world wide forum for all this to happen.  Two or three 

people can do it and can network with people all over the world who might be 

interested.  Until we learn to be hospitable to each other, we’ll never find 

ourselves on the road to world peace.   

 

When I attend my church on Sunday morning I’m practicing religion.  We are a 

Christian liturgical church where worship is defined by a set of practices that 

have developed over 2000 years with a liturgy, hymnody, and the reading of 

sacred texts.  The Christian liturgical service worship is based in large part on 

the Jewish service of the synagogue with the distinctively Christian element of 

Communion or The Lord’s Supper added.  Few lay people are aware of the 

similarities and are even less aware of the finer points of theology of their 

religion.  There are even many different opinions within a particular 

denomination about various points of belief and few people receive religious 

instruction today even if they attend church.  I love the ritual and hymns of my 

church because they are familiar and speak to my heart and provide the 

structure, comfort and a dependable pathway I need within which I make my 

spiritual journey.  I don’t like a lot of innovation in my worship; I like to find what I 
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expect because it feels like home, but different worship traditions and styles are 

satisfying for others.  It’s not how we worship, it’s why we worship. 

 

But for me, none of it is enough.  There is no religious system that is capable of 

encompassing everything I believe and there are at least two big reasons for this.  

The first is that we’re in the midst of a sea change in religious thinking and how 

we understand the world and the churches have not kept up.  The second reason 

may have something to do with the first.  Very little attention is paid to serious 

theological reflection and the study of sacred texts any more, even in the 

mainline seminaries.  Many pastors are poorly trained in the fundamentals of 

their own faith and fail to present their own theology or sacred texts in ways that 

would make them accessible to modern thought.  It’s as if the study of science 

had stopped with alchemy and astrology and made no further progress since 

then.  No wonder the church has lost so much credibility with thinking people.  

As a result, spirituality in the churches has undergone a sharp decline and most 

churches have become little more than social clubs. 

 

When I studied music at the university, they set the freshmen to learning to write 

baroque four part harmony.  It didn’t matter that this is not the kind of music we 

listen to or care about much anymore, (with the exception of some of us music 

majors) but the whole of western music is derived from this classical system and 

in order to play or write anything based on western music traditions, we need to 

master the basic structure which this system teaches us.  Religion is also a 

defined set of practices and theology is a belief system.  If we read the sacred 

texts of the different religions, many of them have little to do with either religion 

or theology but everything to do with the spiritual pathway; how we live and our 

relationship with people.  This is where we should concentrate our efforts.  The 
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church is called to be a community of reconciliation to the world and is in the 

best position in the modern world to help people recapture the sense of 

community we’ve lost.    How can we be the peacemakers in society, agents of 

hospitality and reconciliation, the light on the hill that helps bring light into the 

darkness if we lack spiritual direction, self-discipline and fail to love our 

neighbors.  The church should be the prime agent of hospitality.   

 

25.  TWO MODELS OF HOSPITALITY 

 

Our Encounter with God must necessarily bear fruit in community.  When we 

place our trust in a higher or transcendent power or being, when we submit 

ourselves through moral and spiritual discipline to the principles that uphold 

covenantal relationships we’re enabled to place our relationships with others in 

their proper context.  Loving God and loving our neighbor are two sides of the 

same coin.  As we learn to value every human person as much as we value 

ourselves, we come to understand more clearly the relationship God desires with 

us; complete trust that results in Union and realization of the kingdom in our 

midst.  

 

Some years ago I learned about a group of lay Christian monks in France called 

the Taize Community.  The community is not affiliated with any  denomination 

and accepts no donations for their work but are admired by Catholics and 

Protestants alike.  Their mission is to offer hospitality and a place of retreat for 

young adults between the ages of 17 and 35 who are seeking a deeper spiritual 

life.  Visitors from different religions all over the world find their way to their door 

and are welcomed.  The focus of the retreat is that each is asked to consider 

what would they be willing to commit their whole life and to consider ways in 
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which that commitment might be worked out within whatever vocation or life 

context they find themselves or within their own religious communities.   

 

The life of the community supported by simple labor and devoted to working with 

the poor and is governed by a general set of principles that are roughly as 

follows: 

 

 I.    To be a sign of Christ’s presence and a bearer of joy. 

 

 II. To search for ways to be a bearer of trust and reconciliation. 

 

 III. To commit to a decision to try to understand everything of every  

 

 IV. Not to judge. 

 

 V. Not to condemn those responsible for pain. 

 

 VI. Every person is sacred, especially those in greatest need at any 

moment. 

 

 VII. To strive to break with individualistic traditions. 

 

 VIII. Never to come together in opposition to another group or tendency. 

 

 IX. To seek to live a life of simplicity. 

 

 X.   To seek to make a lifetime spiritual commitment of the whole self. 
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Spirituality is what we live by being true to what we believe and by practicing 

hospitality.  It’s made very difficult when an organization is tied to institutional 

money and politics.  Reform movements within the church in the past have tried 

to break with these but the irony is that the more successful the reform, the more 

popular it becomes and it doesn’t take long for the reform to become 

institutionalized once again and once again get mired down in politics and 

money.   

 

Hierarchy and institutional control are the enemies of spirituality.  I think real 

church reform would mean an end to ordination of clergy which is meaningless 

anyway.   Each religious community would choose its own spiritual leaders from 

within their own communities as the Muslims do now.  These leaders could either 

lead without pay or be paid a salary to preach, teach, lead worship and would be 

responsible only to the local community.  This might mean that many of these 

leaders would have to work in a secular capacity to support themselves and their 

families.   

 

I believe a major reason for the decline in spirituality in clergy is that the church 

has mortgaged itself to a corporate style model of leadership and promoted 

professionalism in their clergy rather than spirituality to insure financial success 

and comfort.  One of the main reasons the church fails to be the champion of the 

poor and marginalized in society and to speak the word of peace is because the 

church has largely identified with the very power structures that are responsible 

for social injustices.  Only when spiritual leaders take seriously their own poverty 

will they will be able to identify with the needs of the poor and be free once again 

to model hospitality and to be a prophetic voice in a broken world. 
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The church is not the only place in the world this kind of community can exist.  

What does a spiritual community look like in the real world, outside of defined 

religious communities?  

 

On May 31, 2000,  my vocation with the institutional church came to an end after 

years in parish and mission ministry and hospital chaplaincy.  There are many 

pastors like myself who have become deeply disenchanted with what is 

perceived as the lack of spirituality in the church.  I was frustrated over the low 

commitment level of my parishes and the lack of support of my denomination.  

My husband and I were exhausted from being displaced by a dysfunctional 

system of appointment every few years with no chance for true community and 

had decided that if things didn’t work out where we were, it would be the last 

appointment we would accept.  I had been offered  a ministry in a small 

nondenominational mission church that turned out to be a huge disappointment.  

They had misrepresented themselves as an open community of love and 

acceptance of others but in fact were very negative toward other religious 

groups.   

 

What is a Christian church?  Jesus said, “wherever two or three are gathered in 

my name, there I am in the midst of you.”  St. Francis said, “Preach the gospel.  

Use words if necessary.”  What does it mean for a thing to be holy, consecrated, 

set apart that in some way mediates God or ultimate value.  What does it mean to 

come together “in Jesus’ name?”  Why don’t we say the church is wherever 

God’s activity is made known and the spirit of Christ dwells which is love and 

acceptance.  That would avoid a lot of theological arguments.  No need for 

theological definitions.  It’s primarily about relationships, not theology.  
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When the mission ministry failed to materialize,  I  found myself in a deep funk on 

a forced sabbatical with no income on the dark side of the moon.  What an 

inauspicious beginning for a new millennium!   My daughter, Carla, said to me, 

“Why don’t you check out driving a school bus.  They’re always needing drivers.” 

I had some misgivings but I also had bills to pay.  I had to admit it sounded like 

the kind of sufficiently humbling experience that my spiritual advisor probably 

would approve of but the pay was low and it all seemed like an unreasonable 

detour from the great hopes and expectations I had had a few months earlier, but 

I called up the Bastrop Texas Independent School District administration office 

and was referred to the Transportation Department.  The man I spoke with was 

very friendly and sounded delighted that I had considered working for them.  

They sent me an application form, set up an interview and explained the process 

for acquiring my CDL (Commercial Drivers License) and in early September, I 

began my training period and was driving a bus a few weeks later. 

 

I found myself in the right place at the right time.  I love the church, but I hate 

what the church has become.  I love the work of being a pastor, but I hate the 

role.  Thomas Merton described the work of ministry as being in  “strange, 

sensitive isolation”.  It a desperately lonely, cloyingly artificial environment and 

doesn’t at all fit in with my fun loving people-oriented personality.  Besides, there 

are too many people not willing to accept women as pastors and too many male 

clergy who get their knickers in knots over having to work with women.  I didn’t 

become a pastor to deal with that kind of stuff.  I’m too old to have a dog in that 

fight.  It’s all about turf and servants of Christ shouldn’t be engaged in defending 

turf. 
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I kept my priesthood to myself at the Transportation Department.  After years in 

ministry trying to balance people’s expectations of me against who I really am it 

was an enormous relief to be treated like a real person again and to be allowed to 

be myself.  Great not to have everybody clean up their language when you 

walked into the room and save their jokes for later.  Not to feel the cold, 

permanent resentment of some people because I was a woman wearing a collar.  

Not to be expected to raise my hand and jump up out of my chair and volunteer 

every time someone wanted something done and was too lazy to do it them self.  

It was great to be back in the real world and I  discovered the BISD 

Transportation Department provides as clear a model for the church as any I’ve 

ever experienced. 

 

In the first place, there were no endless successions of committees trying to 

wrestle with formulating an ambiguous and largely meaningless mission 

statement to describe who they were and what needed to be done.  Everyone at 

the bus barn was perfectly clear about their purpose which was to get children 

safely to and from school and to provide as good an experience as possible for 

them in the process.  It was an atmosphere of true collegiality where everybody 

did their job and supported everyone else in their job.  No one expected the 

director to do all the work.  There were no prima donnas or  pew-warmers, no 

especially anointed privileged few and everyone did important, essential work.   

 

The mechanics kept our buses running, the dispatchers managed the routes and 

schedules.  The trainers brought the new people on board and taught us what we 

needed to know.  The drivers who were out on the front lines couldn’t have done 

their jobs without the work of all the rest.  The directors were generous, helpful 

people who had come up through the ranks and were secure in knowing they had 
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the support they needed from the school administration folks because everyone 

knew the job was important, the work was hard, the hours were weird, the pay 

was low and they were lucky to have so many dedicated people working for 

them.   

 

What would the church be like if it adopted this model?  Everyone would have a 

job that was recognized as essential to the well being of the whole operation.  No 

one would be expecting the pastor to do it all.  When we were short of hands at 

the bus barn and the regular people weren’t available, others took over.  If we 

were short on drivers, the dispatchers, trainers, mechanics and even directors 

pitched in to drive. The drivers were doing the hardest job of all and got a lot of 

support from the administrative staff and a lot of effort was put into keeping 

morale high and letting everyone know how much they were appreciated.  We 

drivers would arrive at the yard early on a cold, dark, wet winter morning and the 

mechanics would already have our buses running and warming up for us. If our 

bus broke down, someone would come out to fix it and another driver would pick 

up our kids and finish our route.  Pastors not only are expected to walk on water 

without flotation devices, when they break down they get kicked out.  No one 

ever warms up their bus.  Sometimes they get kicked out even if they don’t break 

down and do walk on water.   

 

We rookie drivers got a lot of support and special attention.  Everyone knew we 

had a lot to learn and would make a lot of mistakes.  The experienced drivers 

were ready to give us tips and encouragement and sometimes even come on 

board our bus to lend a hand when the kids got out of hand.  There was no 

condescension at all in their manner because they had all been new and needing 

help themselves at some time or other.  Everyone had missed picking up a kid, 
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lost their cool, taken a wrong turn, backed over a mailbox or forgotten to turn on 

their radio.  There was a wonderful air of camaraderie in the whole department, 

something I’ve seldom observed in clergy groups where relationships are often 

marked mainly by oneupmanship, suspicion, jealousy and even condescension.      

 

We were an ordinary bunch of working class people.  Many were single moms 

struggling to raise their family on the small salary.  Some were retired folk and 

some, like myself, were people who had been displaced from their regular jobs.  

Many had a story they’d rather not tell and one of the things I most appreciated 

was their respect of privacy.  Everyone doesn’t have a success story and If they 

did find out about some of the stuff you weren’t too proud of, the reaction was 

one of sympathetic encouragement because most of them had had similar 

problems.  I hadn't experienced the kind of support I found there since before I 

entered seminary and left a great group of girl buddies behind.  The church 

routinely shoots its wounded and leaves them to die. 

 

What happens in church?  People go to a new church initially in search of 

community.  The first thing they do is pump you for information about your past, 

your family, what you do and where you’re from.  If you are hoping for a warm, 

supportive, safe community, forget it.  They are looking to find out if you fit in or 

not and pry into your life in an attempt to decide if you’re suitable company.  

Often congregations are wary about including new people in their groups 

because of the potential of changes that might take place if they let new people 

in.  They want you there in church all right so they can make their budget, but 

then they hope you’ll just fade into the pew unless you’re willing to take over the 

youth group no one wants.  But they aren’t going to go out of the way to invite 

you into their homes to eat chicken legs. 
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You’ll not find the racial and ethnic diversity in church that was in the 

Transportation Department.  The Christian Scripture teaches that all divisions 

between people are supposed to be erased and barriers broken down, but in 

practice, it’s never on Sunday.  Sunday worship is the most exclusive and 

segregated hour of the week and not just racially segregated.  If ever we needed 

proof that for many people the church serves primarily a social rather than a 

religious function where we worship a God of universal love and salvation, all we 

have to do is to look at the membership profile.  Nothing segregates so much as 

income and social status.   

 

At the transportation department we were pretty evenly divided Black, Hispanic 

and Anglo.  There was a normal amount of bickering and occasionally some 

subtle racism but a whole lot less than I’ve heard from church members who 

avoid people who are different.  We were all working together and helping each 

other out even if a little sniping happened from time to time.  There was a 

wonderful mixture of interracial and ethnic marriages, relationships and persons 

and the children of the drivers who often came to work with them came in all 

different shades and colors and they were all equally our kids.  It was a true 

picture of the future of our pluralistic world.   

 

I made a new friend in Jackie, a tall, athletic, self-described “ghetto girl” from 

Houston in her mid-30’s who wore her hair in dread locks.  She adopted me when 

we were working on our CDL licenses together.  I was sure I’d never learn to 

parallel park a 65 foot long box on wheels which was part of the license test.  

Jackie’s father had driven a dump truck and she’d done some driving herself 

because she talked me through the turns and helped me get through it.   
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She’d stride into the driver’s room and toss a million dollar smile in my direction 

and say “What’s going down?”  One day I greeted her with, “What’s going 

around?” which just cracked her up.  She had come on a couple of weeks ahead 

of me and had a regular route before I did since we all “subbed” at first until a 

permanent route became available.  The day I got my first route she yelled at me 

when I was crossing the parking lot, “Now that you’ve got your first bus, you got 

to walk different.”  She demonstrated by strutting her stuff, so I strutted along 

after her.  It felt good. 

 

Jackie drove the “Stoney Point” route which we had all subbed on a few times 

and was one of the toughest routes in the district.  It was a junior high route 

which the drivers say is the toughest kind and a lot of the kids were either gang 

wannabes, or they had already achieved their goal.  Lots of drivers had gotten 

taken down on that route.  Jackie was a natural. She knew how to talk to the kids 

and had a natural sympathy and generosity of spirit that drew them to her.  

Taking care of “her” kids was a genuine call for her and from time to time she’d 

talk to me about one she was worried about.  Gradually they started coming to 

her with their problems.  She would have been a great priest and is the type of 

person the church really needs instead of some of the soft-shell types they have 

now, except the church would never accept her unconventionality. 

 

Many of the experienced drivers were just wonderful with the kids.  You have to 

be tough to drive a school bus in today’s climate and these drivers could chew 

their kids out but still maintain a great rapport.  Few pastors these days would 

dare to discipline an ill-behaved, unruly confirmation class and those who do run 

the risk of facing strong censure from their administrative boards.  Lack of 
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parental support and accountability has undermined the churches as badly as it’s 

undermined the schools and is proof of the lack of spiritual discipline, loss of 

respect for the authority of the pastor and the sense of entitlement on the part of 

many church members.   

 

Driving a school bus is high stress and hard work and discipline is a terrific 

problem.  Without the support of the school administration, it’s nearly 

impossible.  A year of driving a school bus would be great training for state  

legislators, city councils and school board members, anyone in the position of 

working with large numbers of volunteers with little pay.  You have to maneuver a 

clumsy, top-heavy, slow-moving vehicle through traffic that is going faster than 

you are and resentful about having to stop when you’re picking up and dropping 

off students.  At the same time you single-handedly have to maintain discipline 

among 50-70 kids of various ages with your back to them who have no idea at all 

how dangerous your job is and are determined to distract you or to get away with 

as much stuff as they can and try your patience to the limit.   

 

Bus drivers often have to endure insults, physical assault, obscene language, 

quell fights and maintain control of children that come from every conceivable 

type of home environment and It takes a great deal of skill to pull it all off and get 

everyone safely to the destination.  As a result, there is a really large turnover of 

drivers.  The hours are crazy.  We’d be at the department by 6:00 a.m. (some of 

the drivers’ routes started earlier than that) and not get off our routes until 9:00 

a.m. or after.  Then back at 2:00 p.m. and not through until 5:30 or 6:00.  Which 

chops up the day and keeps most drivers from having another job, which they 

need because the pay is way too low for the kind of work being done and the skill 

involved to do it well, not to mention the kind of abuse the drivers often have to 
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put up with from bad student behavior. Take all the problems school teachers 

have and add the element of dangerous working conditions, poor hours, a lot 

worse pay and double to triple the class size, and your back is turned to them all 

the time and you begin to get the picture.  I’ve never had so much respect for any 

group of people as I have for school bus drivers.   

 

For the first time since I had become a pastor years earlier I finally had some kids 

to work with.  This had been a great sorrow for me.  Most of the aging, rural 

churches I was appointed to serve had few young people.  One church had a 

large number of kids in Sunday School, but few of their parents ever came to 

worship.  I had little or no opportunity for contact with the kids  since I was 

serving a multiple-point charge and was never around at Sunday School time.  I 

really enjoy working with young people.  One of my school bus routes was a 

group of intermediate kids, ages ten to thirteen.  This is the age group many 

drivers like least of all.  They are just beginning to “get tough” and are super-

rowdy and have absolutely no respect for authority at all and are going to test 

you at every turn. There was no assigned seating on this bus and since I was just 

“subbing” for a driver who had been injured in a traffic accident (I said this was 

dangerous work), I left things as they were.   

 

Generally, the worst behaved kids like to sit at the back of the bus out of reach 

where they figure they can get away with stuff and in this case it was a group of 

Hispanic kids.  I got their attention after a few days by talking to them in Spanish.  

It turned out none of them could speak the language, but they could mostly 

understand what I was saying and were impressed I could do it.  As time went on, 

I gradually was able to win them over and joke around with them and they started 

moving by increments up closer to the front of the bus.   
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A subtle change took place and pretty soon the group who had been at the back 

of the bus was right up behind me.  They would often touch me lightly as they 

were getting off, which is a Hispanic habit, and find lots of excuses to come up 

the front to throw something in the waste basket or ask questions when the bus 

was stopped.  I’d look in the mirror and see them eyeing me and some of the 

rowdiest boys began to murmur “hi”, or “bye” getting on and off.  I only had them 

a total of ten weeks, but I was already in love with the whole bunch.  I’d had more 

good interaction with a group of kids than in the entire thirteen years I had been 

in parish ministry. 

 

I found I didn’t need a collar or credentials to function as a pastor.  I had more 

pastoral type interactions with my fellow drivers in the three short months that I 

drove than I’d had in most of the parishes I’d served in for several years where 

most people regarded me as a figurehead, not a friend.  What is more 

remarkable, I was the recipient of more pastoral type care myself than I had ever 

experienced since entering seminary.  When I finally moved to another city to 

look for work, the transportation director wrote me the best letter of 

recommendation I’d received in years from a supervisor.  He wrote that I was an 

excellent driver and commended me for my punctuality and reliability and for 

how well I managed the children and got along with all the staff and said they 

were very sorry to lose me and he would gladly hire me back at any time.  Putting 

that letter up alongside some of the petty, carping, personally insulting 

evaluations I’ve received as a pastor from clergy committees,  I wonder how they 

could have been written about the same person. 

 



  

215 

Many pastors feel drained and isolated and lack support from their church 

hierarchies.  It’s a main topic of conversation at clergy conferences and retreats.  

The Church, like a school bus, is a clumsy, top-heavy, slow-moving vehicle trying 

to make a difference and shed some light in a world that is in general opposed to 

all its values.  The hours are long, the pay is low, good results are often few and 

far between and the working conditions can be emotionally dangerous.   

 

The words I would use to describe the BISD Transportation Department are 

“focused, honest and caring”,  qualities that are largely missing from much of the 

church today.  They were a hard-living, down to earth group.  If they fit the 

statistical tables,  I’d be surprised if many of them go to church at all.  If they do, 

I’ll bet they’re more fun when they’re at work.  They horse around a lot and party 

hard but they were honest and had high standards.  They were unpretentious and 

realistic about life and had a first hand understanding of sin and suffering but 

weren’t moralistic.  They had good advice to offer to anyone who got into trouble 

and they backed up their advice with a smile and pat on the back because most 

of them are survivors of some similar trouble.  

 

If I were a kid, I’d pick a bus driver to relate to over a preacher any day.  

Churches have done a pretty good job of suppressing, discouraging and 

weeding out candidates for the ministry who are open, honest or a bit 

unconventional.  The ones who are left spend too much of their time worrying 

about keeping the vestry happy and their collars starched to know much about 

life in the trenches.  

 

So how is the BISD Transportation Department a model for a community of 

hospitality and the true church?  They are clear and in agreement about their 
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task.  There is genuine sense of community and collegiality.  They provide an 

indispensable service to others.  Everyone pitches in to help everyone else.  

They spend a lot of off-work time together, engage in genuine communion and 

are good in helping bear one another’s burdens.  They are forgiving, 

understanding and tolerant, diverse and accepting of differences.  They have a 

working system for incorporating newcomers.  They feel a strong commitment to 

their community and even engage in charity.   

 

We did as good a job of collecting food and Christmas gifts for the poor as any 

church I’ve been in yet and they’re quick to volunteer for other causes.  Their 

support for each other is most important of all because they’re forgiving, 

forbearing,  nonjudgmental because they don’t feel the necessity of wearing a 

Sunday mask and pretending to be something they’re not.  They do a fine job of 

exemplifying Christian virtues and it comes across as genuine because they 

don’t engage in the conventional empty church-speak.  They aren’t afraid to 

bicker openly so you can believe what they say is upfront and honest.  I suspect 

this good experience I had is echoed in many places in society, if not much in the 

church as we know it.    

 

26.  A CELEBRATION OF LIFE 

 

The most fascinating cities in the world are rich in diversity.  They’re places with 

long histories of economic and cultural exchange; Paris, London, New York, 

Shanghai, San Francisco, places rich in the excitement of life that includes a 

wide range of cultural opportunities and ideas.  We can facilitate diversity by 

cultivating multi-cultural friendships, participating in activities that offer 

opportunities for cultural interaction and choosing to live in culturally diverse 
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neighborhoods.  School and day-care can provide excellent settings for cultural 

diversity.  

 

In most advanced parts of the world children routinely learn languages other 

than their own in school but the English speaking countries have lagged far 

behind the rest of the world in this respect.  This as much as anything has 

contributed to our image as arrogant isolationists.  My daughter hired a Spanish-

speaking baby sitter and a few schools in Texas are beginning to offer bilingual 

education to all their students.  Children who have the opportunity to experience 

a diversity of people and cultures have a leg up in understanding hospitality.   

 

Cultural isolation fosters prejudice and ignorance born mainly of lack of 

exposure.  Integrated public schools slowly are changing attitudes in our young 

people but many middle class families have abandoned the inner cities to escape 

ethnic diversity or enrolled their children in private schools where cultural 

isolation is the norm.  Instead of taking seriously a community responsibility for 

good schools for everyone, a new segregation is taking place based on 

economics.  A widening economic gap is now responsible more than anything 

else for cultural and ethnic isolation.   

 

Hospitality depends on an ability to live with a certain amount of ambiguity.  The 

Taoist symbol of yin and yang illustrates the understanding that both sides of 

equations are necessary and interpenetrate.  Life is both light and dark, happy 

and sad, warm and cold; as the writer of Ecclesiastes said, “there is a time for 

everything under the sun.”  Learning to live successfully with ambiguity is part of 

the spiritual journey.  It means maintaining a provisional attitude toward life and a 
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willingness to be open to new ideas and experiences, new solutions to old 

problems.   

 

The Taoist symbol and the cross both are symbolic of hospitality that embraces 

both light and darkness, weal and woe and integration.  Jesus was a human 

representation of this symbol as was Buddha.   Conservative religions can’t 

accept ambiguity and try to protect their concepts of ontological certitude in a 

rapidly evolving world by becoming increasingly rigid.  The only pathway that will 

bring us safely through the turmoil that accompanies dramatic social change and 

seismic shifts in perceptions is one that is flexible and open to new experiences. 

 

Hospitable ambiguity doesn’t mean giving up our values or adopting the habits   

of others.  Katherine and Edgar were good friends of mine and were treated to a 

trip to Hawaii by their children for their fiftieth wedding anniversary.  They’d 

seldom traveled far from their small Midwestern farming community much less to 

such an exotic distant place.  When they returned, I asked them how they had 

enjoyed the trip.  Oh, it had been all right, they said, but they were really glad to 

be back home because the food hadn’t been too good.  Every where they ate 

they’d been served all kinds of fish and fruit but no one ever served them any 

potatoes.  A meal wasn’t a proper meal without potatoes.  They couldn’t 

understand why everyone else bragged about the food so much.  They are two of 

the most hospitable people I know, but you’ll never have a meal at their home 

without potatoes.  I had many meals at their home.  They provided not only 

meals, but a bed and place of retreat for the times when it was difficult for me to 

get back to my home in another town.   
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Hospitality doesn’t require adopting another’s lifestyle or point of view.  It 

springs from a sense of compassion and identification with others, even if they 

are very different. Edgar’s parents had emigrated from Russia to the Dakotas 

Territory during the Revolution of 1910.  Like many Russian-German immigrants, 

they were very poor and were lured to the Dakotas by eastern land-promoters 

who made glowing claims about the desirability and fertility of the Great Plains 

where land was free for the taking but who failed to mention the long bitter 

winters and arid conditions that made farming a constant struggle against 

overwhelming odds.  They had barely escaped a forced military conscription in 

Russia and in addition were grief-stricken over the recent loss of their two young 

sons to influenza.   

 

When they finally arrived by train in what is now North Central South Dakota, they 

had little more than the clothes on their backs and no money.  The immensity and 

desolation of the vast wilderness territory was so overwhelming that as the train 

pulled away from the tiny hamlet where they had been left off they were engulfed 

by feelings of fear and desperation over their situation and reduced to tears.  

Some local people took pity on them and gave them flour, provisions and a 

wagon and they eventually were able to stake out a claim and survive.  They lived 

under the wagon until they were able to construct a one room sod home which 

was dug out in an embankment since the Great Plains have very few trees for 

lumber.  One bitter winter after their arrival it was necessary to go to town for 

flour. In order to spare their only horse, Edgar’s father walked the twenty-five 

miles to town and back carrying a fifty pound sack of flour.   

 

Often the most hospitable people are those who have gone through a great 

struggle.  Experiences such as these shaped the character of these rugged 
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settlers and compassion and hospitality are two of their strongest virtues.  Many 

of the families in these communities have been there for three or four 

generations, sometimes living in the same house in which the husband or wife 

was born.  Life events are celebrated by the whole community; births, baptisms, 

graduations, weddings, house building and barn raisings.   

 

Many rural church parishes in the Great Plains are multiple point charges of more 

than one denomination.  Few churches, and those generally only in the larger 

towns, are large enough to support their own pastor so they team up with 

neighboring churches and utilize a single pastor.  Ecumenical parishes are 

common as necessity has fostered attitudes of hospitality towards people with 

different religious affiliations.  One parish in central South Dakota included 

United Church of Christ, Lutheran, Methodist and American Baptist churches, all 

sharing a joint worship service and a single pastor but rotating among the 

churches on a given Sunday.   

 

Losses and sorrows are equally community-shared events.  Farm sales due to 

bankruptcy are a common feature in the Midwest as a changing economy and 

corporate farming have made it increasingly difficult for individual farm families 

to make it on their own.  I hadn’t been in one parish very long before a member of 

the church informed me that there was going to be a farm sale that Saturday.  

People who move to small towns after living their lives in the city have to learn 

the importance of everyone’s participation in community events as a sign of 

support and solidarity.  A pastor’s presence is important even though we do little 

more than stand around at the edges and watch the proceedings providing a kind 

of sacramental presence to serious life events.   
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A farm sale is like a funeral but not for just one life, but the life of a husband and 

wife and children and a whole extended family.  It’s history that is being 

auctioned off; generations of work, struggle, hope, sorrow and the future that are 

being put on an auction block.  It’s about a community losing a piece of itself, 

that sees itself shrinking to a point where it no longer can sustain itself.  It’s the 

future possibility of a school closing because of a dwindling student enrollment, 

of a church not having enough members to continue,  or a bank or hardware 

store or gas station shutting down. 

  

We gathered in quiet, solemn groups at sunrise.  Long lines of cars, trucks, 

tractors and trailers lined the roads in all directions and filled up a nearby 

pasture.  The women of the church arrived early and set up tables in the barn 

with gallons of coffee and large trays of bars and sandwiches which arrived in a 

continual stream from neighbors’ kitchens throughout the day.  Small groups of 

men conferred in low voices about implements and machinery and often a bid 

went higher than it might have in order to help the family out.  The family would 

sit at some distance to the side with a few close friends in attendance, but the 

father would disappear for long periods out of sight and reappear only for brief 

intervals as the day dragged on.  Everyone would come by and pay their respects 

throughout the day and would call or come by for weeks afterward.  When it was 

all over a sense of desolation would hang over the community for weeks, but life 

would go on.  People gave strength and courage to each other in the days and 

weeks ahead.  Everyone knew that “There but for the grace of God go I.” 

 

Some time back there was a news program that featured a story about an angry 

young man with a flushed face who shouted, “I don’t owe anything to society; 

absolutely nothing!”  Silly lad.  Suppose community were suddenly taken away 
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from him and he were deposited on an uninhabited island somewhere.  No food, 

tools or implements, shelter, fire or clothing.  He would be reduced to grubbing 

for worms and eating leaves.  He wouldn’t even have any language with which to 

upbraid the world, no expressive thought, no song.  He probably would live only 

a few days at most.  Absolutely everything we have is a gift that comes to us in 

and through the hospitality of community.  Without community, we are nothing 

more than starving, isolated egos lost in a wilderness.   

 

One of the vows many religious monastics take is a vow to remain in one place, 

in community.  Community is as essential to spiritual growth as it is  for survival.  

St. Patrick was captured by Viking raiders as a youth, sold as a slave and 

marooned for decades in Celtic Ireland.  He survived his captivity by clinging to 

the idea of the home in France which he had lost. Eventually he was able to 

escape but he returned years later to Ireland to evangelize his captors with a 

transformed sense of community.  He was sustained by his mystical 

understanding of the hospitality provided by the “communion of saints” 

expressed so beautifully in the prayer attributed to him. 

 

 “I arise today through the strength of the love of Cherubim, 

 in obedience of angels, in service of archangels . . . . . 

 in prayers of patriarchs, in predictions of prophets, 

 in preaching of apostles, in faith of confessors, 

 in innocence of holy virgins, in deeds of righteous men. . . .” 

 

In troubled times, religion can provide us with a mystical virtual community that 

can sustain us even if we’ve been deprived of a normal community.  It takes faith 

in a higher cause to keep us going when the normal protections of community 
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are lost.  This is how saints and heroes of all ages have survived years of 

deprivation and even prison;  Paul, Nelson Mandela, Terry Anderson, just a few.  

The violence occurring in the Middle East will not end until economic and 

political stability is achieved.  Until that happens, religious fundamentalism 

provides a virtual community of certitude and strength for people in the midst of 

a political and economic situation of extreme crisis.     

 

The kind of community that Katherine and Edgar live in is fast vanishing from the 

American landscape.  If there were some way we could designate our dwindling 

farming communities as National Historic Treasures and preserve them, I wish 

we could do so because they may be among the few places left where we can get 

a sense of what we were, what made us human and what we must try to 

recapture in some sense if we are to preserve our civilization.  Religion is the 

only enduring institution we have left, in spite of all its problems.  The church can 

survive the seismic shifts in culture it if recognizes its role as a community in 

exile, a place of refuge and hospitality for weary pilgrims, a virtual, mystical 

community that never can afford to be identified with the culture in which it finds 

itself, but always in a prophetic role over and against culture.   

 

The older Babylonian version of the story of Noah and the Ark makes a valid 

point.  The secret to immortality is to tear down your house and build a boat.  As 

awesome as the great medieval cathedrals might be, they represent a static 

religiosity that can’t respond to the faith tectonics of a changing world.  As long 

as the Ark of the Covenant of the Jewish people was housed in a tent, it was free 

to move when the people moved.  “God’s mobile home.”  When a permanent 

sanctuary was built people began to quarrel over which mountain sanctuary 

represented the place of ontological certitude.  When the temple was destroyed, 
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the faith once again was able to become mobile with the people to wherever they 

could carry the Torah and the Jewish people survived as a virtual, mystical 

community without political boundaries.  The attempt to establish the Jewish 

faith in a geographical, ontologically correct setting will not ensure its survival.  

Faith can’t be locked up in either a temple, a cathedral or a country.  Hospitality 

dissolves walls, buildings and borders and faith is cosmic hospitality. 

 

Hospitality is a faith-commitment, a choice we make to maintain community in a 

nomadic society.  There are many ways to extend hospitality.  A smile for 

someone at the grocery store, giving someone a break in traffic, holding a door 

open, saying a kind word, paying a compliment, an offer to baby sit for a 

distracted mother, volunteering in at least one situation that doesn’t benefit 

either you or your own kids, showing concern for the environment, showing 

concern for people.  Even the smallest act of kindness is a point of light in a cold 

world.  Community isn’t just something we can take for granted anymore 

because we’ve been three generations in the same place and people recognize 

us at the bank.  It’s wherever two or three are gathered together saying, I need 

you, we’re in this together, we’ll work it out. 

 

  “No man is an island, entire of itself; 

  every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main; 

  if a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, 

  as well as if a promontory were, as well as if 

  a farm of your friends, or of your own were: 

  any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind; 

  and therefore, never send to know for whom the bell tolls; 

  it tolls for thee.”   John Donne (paraphrase) 
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Part V  Stewardship 
Harmony & Balance 

Preservation, Naming, Caring 
Integrity, Responsibility, Mission 

 

27.  MY BROTHER’S KEEPER 

 
This is an e-mail I received  shortly after “9/11”.   
 

* * * * * * * * * * 
 

Subject: PRAYER REQUEST / REFORMING SOCIETY 
Date: Sun, 7 Oct 2001 13:26:16 -0700 
From: "REFORMER" <mfrspk@brain.net.pk> 
To: <losebanos@worldnet.att.net> 

 

PRAYER: 
 
May God give to peoples of the world the required wisdom and 

determination to learn to live in peace like brothers and sisters by ending the 
divisions and hatreds created by our past and present elders. (AMEN) 

......................................................................... 
 
AN OPEN LETTER TO ALL THE PEOPLES OF THE WORLD. 
 
GOD FULFILLED OUR COUNTLESS DESIRES. 
CAN'T WE EVEN MEET FEW DESIRES OF GOD ? 
 
WHAT HAS GOD GRANTED US? 
 
God endowed us with life, provided us with a variety of eatables and 
blessings, bestowed on us millions of channels of luxuries, comforts and 
recreation so that we could enjoy the life granted by Him.  Every particle 
of the universe hymns the grandeur of God and follows the path set by its 
Creator. 
 
WHAT DOES GOD REQUIRE FROM US ? 
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After awarding these blessings, God required from man that he should 
worship Him only and should not pay heed to the precepts of the Satan. The 
Master also framed the course to lead a pious life so that man could save himself 
from terrorism, oppression , tyranny, corruption, evils, obscenity, nudity and 
vulgarity, etc, which could steer him towards destruction. 

 
WHAT ARE WE DOING ? 
 
All the animals, birds, insects , trees and stones, i.e, every atom of this 

universe is following the rules devised by God. But most of the human beings are 
avoiding the conduct of leading a life described by God  and are publicly 
revolting against His commands.  We are being engulfed by terrorism, 
corruption, evils, nudity, obscenity and vulgarity, etc. We are openly defying our 
Creator.  We have joined hands with the Satan to wage a war against our Lord.  
We are leading our lives in contrast to His will and are on our way to destruction 
by sinking ourselves in the sea of terrorism, cruelty, corruption, evils, nudity, 
obscenity and indecency despite the fact that He has forbidden us from doing so. 

 
WHAT SHOULD WE DO ? 
 
The command of God is more respectable than that of our parents as He 

created us, endowed us with all the blessings; and we are existing in this world 
with His mercy and are enjoying the life granted by Him.  We should know all the 
directives of the Master of the Universe and should not do any illicit deed that 
has been forbidden by God and which can haul us towards destruction.  For this 
purpose we should renounce terrorism, tyranny, oppression, corruption , bribery, 
evils and immorality, and we should also strive for saving our loved ones from 
these evils so that we can all be saved. 

 
AND THIS IS THE BEST WAY TO EXPRESS OUR GRATITUDE TO GOD FOR 

HIS BLESSINGS. 
 
Movement For Reforming Society, 
Muslimabad, Near Fatehgarh Canal Bridge, Moghalpura, P.O.Box 6216, 
Lahore-54840, PAKISTAN. 

 

* * * * * * * * * *  

The values and beliefs expressed here about brotherhood and responsibility are 

shared by countless Muslims, Christians and others throughout the world as well 

as many people of no religious affiliation.  The world is a place of wonder that 

miraculously provides everything we need to live and get along well.  Part of 
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God’s design is that we have evolved to live in communities that make it possible 

to work and take care of life’s necessities through group effort and we’ve 

developed laws and traditions out of common agreement about what is 

necessary for peace and harmony.   

 

We are wonderfully diverse as a people and we live in a world that abounds with 

diversity in all things.  True religion sees this as the will of God, who is 

responsible for the creation of all this wonderful diversity.  Our proper response 

is gratitude and obedience in following the pathway laid down by God which 

ensures our well-being.  The non-religious person also appreciates the intricacy, 

delicacy and diversity in nature as a good in and of itself and has a keen 

understanding of the necessity of stewardship of the earth’s resources and 

people.  Whether we believe in a god or not, sensitivity and responsibility for the 

environment is the chief discovery of this past century.  It wasn’t so critical 

before we had the means to destroy the environment so thoroughly and so 

quickly.  If we overgrazed or depleted the soil people could always move on to 

another location.  Our population no longer permits this and we have no more 

worlds to discover on planet earth.   

 

Stewardship is an outgrowth of Hospitality and is as much about preserving 

people and cultures which are as endangered as saving the environment.  People 

who want to work don’t always find jobs, limited resources are unevenly 

distributed and a few people who have wealth and privilege can exploit a 

struggling majority.  Still we have a long way to go before environmental and 

social sensitivity become common values and the issue is complex.  We may 

want to save the rain forests, but we have to be equally concerned about jobless 

agriculture workers.   
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People often aren’t vigilant in protecting the values of justice and fairness in a 

consumer culture so long as they personally have what they need.  As the only 

super power left in the world and the world’s largest consumer the United States 

has been indifferent to how easily we have taken advantage of others in order to 

insure our own comfort.  Few voices speak out against the climate of greed, self-

interest and disinformation that rules in corporate boardrooms and political 

chambers.  An unprecedented spurt of prosperity in the 1990’s has left many 

people with levels of ruinous debt but the ethical debt and moral bankruptcy we 

are incurring are far worse than maxed-out credit cards and manipulated 

government policies. 

 

Our unprecedented prosperity and our calculated manipulation of markets and 

political regimes in other countries to serve our own interests have created 

massive resentment against us, especially in Third World countries and 

undeveloped nations who see no hope of catching up.  People who are reduced 

to despair and hopelessness in face of insurmountable odds are far more likely 

to resort to sabotage and crime to redress the balance.  “9/11” was an American 

Apocalypse, the day she lost her innocence.   

 

The Civil War and other horrors of destruction including slavery and lynchings 

and the systematic extermination of native populations and appropriation of their 

homelands we perpetuated on ourselves.  We easily forget our own weapons of 

mass destruction;  Hiroshima, Nagasaki; our own death marches, Reconstruction 

and the “Trail of Tears”.  The war Viet Nam was on foreign soil and turned out to 

be a huge embarrassment so we looked the other way when our soldiers 
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returned in body bags or on stretchers.  We ignored the medical and 

psychological toll in this and the Gulf War .   

 

We pass vagrancy laws in the vain hope that they will make the walking wounded 

go away who stare at us from street corners and live under bridges.  “9/11” was 

personal and it took place on hallowed ground; the Towers of Babel we erected 

as monuments to all that has made America great, i.e. economic world 

domination.  It was an evil act of horrible brilliance compressed into the time 

frame of a t.v. sitcom.  We were all there when it happened.  We saw the planes 

hit, the bodies fall, the panicked crowds racing through the streets, the horror of 

the collapse.  For many wrecked lives, there will be no recovery in this lifetime.   

 

Drugs, crime and the persistent suffering of poverty will claim the lives of many 

of the survivors.  Healing will take a long time for the rest.  No amount of 

government assistance will be sufficient to restore torn lives to harmony and 

balance.  It takes years to create the family stability, economic safety and 

education levels to ensure a predictably secure future for our children and it can 

all be lost in an instant; in a tower or on an auction block, as our black brothers 

and sisters will remind us.  Some wheels are put into motion that will not be 

reversed and it is only grace, good luck, genetic disposition for recovery and lots 

of help that may reverse the direction.  We raise our cry of despair, “Where is 

God?”  God is lying buried under the ruins of 9-11 along with our naive about our 

invulnerability.  Nothing will help repair the damage but faith, which is a gift, 

more reliable than government disaster assistance.   

 

Once Jesus had been teaching his disciples about watchfulness and faithfulness 

and several asked him about two recent disasters, one in which a group of 
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people were sacrificed by Pilate and another in which a tower fell and killed a 

number of others.  They wanted to know if these deaths had been deserved or 

caused by God in any way.  Jesus’ answer was “No, but unless you repent you 

will all likewise perish.”  (Luke 13:1-5) Death of the soul is far worse than death of 

the body.  We easily forget our mortal nature.  The innocent and guilty both die in 

the end, and sometimes together.  But is there really much difference?  Death is 

death, no matter how it comes or in what quantity.   

 

One day long ago a man stood before Pilate and a governing counsel.  “We know 

this decision may seem arbitrary to you, but well, the fact is you just don’t fit in.”  

“Sorry to have to let you know like this, but you’ve been downsized, out-sourced, 

laid off.”  “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.”  “My God, my 

God, why have you forsaken me?”  A night and a day of fear, agony, 

abandonment, betrayal, humiliation and death.  Endless and fruitless waits in the 

employment line.  A foreclosed mortgage, lapsed insurance, canceled college 

plans, a divorce.  Where is God? 

 

Sometimes it takes our towers a long time to fall, and all crucifixions don’t 

immediately end in loss of life.  Sometimes we go on staying alive after 

everything we’ve loved, lived for, hoped for, worked for suddenly is swept away 

in an arbitrary instant that contains no more thought than a tsunami or 

earthquake or tornado.  No warning, no time to flee, no solutions, no place to go, 

victims of natural or human disaster.  Living becomes an ordeal of long hour by 

long hour, day after day, weeks, months, even years, struggling just to get by, to 

hang on, for what.  Trying to reconstruct our life from scratch, a ton of unrelieved 

uncertainty, searching for meaning when all meaning is taken away and nothing 
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will ever be the same again.  Everything in life will have to be renegotiated and 

you have no idea where even to begin the process.  Father God, where are you? 

 

Nietzsche said, “He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.”  The 

why is external to ourselves; family, country, a cause, God.  In a crunch, our own 

agenda or career becomes less important than some external purpose.  

Sometimes our life is taken; other times we are forced to live with an altered 

purpose.  A litany of names come to mind.  Jesus, Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Terry 

Anderson, Christopher Reeves, all were confronted with loss of meaning when 

life was taken away.  The community, a new mission or purpose held ultimate 

value.  A hero’s song plays like a tape loop.  “Let’s roll, let’s roll, let’s roll, let’s 

roll.”  They remind us that life is larger than our line of sight.  This is a realm of 

enlightenment thrust upon us because by nature most of us are centered on 

ourselves.  In an unexpected Encounter with the Ultimate we discover the 

broader and truer meaning of life is to become part of and ultimately cherish and 

care for every other thing. 

 

The Christian Church is founded on the life of a man who could have escaped  if 

he’d wanted but who lived for a higher purpose.  The church easily forgets that 

and builds her own Towers of Babel and engages in her own crucifixions.  

“Though with a scornful wonder, we see her sore oppressed, by schisms rent 

asunder, by heresies distressed, yet saints their watch are keeping.”  We sing 

that wonderful old hymn because it has been true for most of the history of the 

church.  The church, synagogue, temple, mosque, are, after all, human 

institutions and subject to the same egos, jealousies,  problems and disruptions 

as any other institution in society.  I posted a sign on my refrigerator once that 

read, “If the Catholics survived the Borgias, I can survive the Methodists.”  Still 
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there are countless unsung souls, including many Methodists who go about 

casting light into the dark corners of the world.   

 

We’re quick to blame God when things go wrong, but not nearly so quick to give 

God credit when things go right.  We need to renegotiate our concept of God.  

The Biblical concept of God is of God that is personally involved with and moved 

by creation and capable of change and intimacy but gives humans freedom to 

make choices; a God who profoundly loves everything God has created but 

doesn’t interfere.  Faith that rests on the premise that God is capable of stopping 

evil from happening is shaken by events like “9/11”.   

 

In a free universe God doesn’t intervene to circumvent our choices, but God 

does make it possible for a huge range of options to be available to us at any 

given time.  Evil is entirely a human invention and humans must take 

responsibility for it.  The philosopher, Charles Hartshorne points out that western 

ideas about God are human inventions.  Whatever God is, God may not be the 

omnipotent, omniscient, perfect, absolute, infinite, eternal and immovable being 

that plays dice with the universe.  We can thank the Greek philosophers for 

giving us those disturbing ideas.   

 

When we ask a question such as, “How can God allow things like this to 

happen?” we are buying into the idea that God can and should actually do 

something about it.  Not in a free universe.  We have no guarantee that our credit 

cards will miraculously get paid off, we won’t lose our sight or hearing, succumb 

to cancer or our children will stay out of trouble.  But what it DOES mean is that 

there is no life in which purpose cannot be discovered.  We may have to give up 
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our narrow ideas about what that purpose might be in order to be open to a wide 

array of possibilities.   

 

I like to think that God allows us to discover meaning, like we hide Easter eggs 

for our children, in many different places, colors and sizes.  According to 

Hartshorne, we might think of God as  relative, contingent, finite, actual, 

changing in experience and relationships, yet unchanging in purpose and 

character, but the purpose isn’t fixed but open in many directions toward 

achieving a higher good.  We interact with God through relationships, not 

through things which are governed by the laws of nature and choice, cause and 

effect.  Jesus said God is like a good father, but there are some things even a 

good father can’t do.  The good father couldn’t keep the prodigal son from 

wasting his life.  No matter how much our fathers love us, they are unable to stop 

speeding bullets or ravaging hurricanes, neither willful acts of free human nature 

nor the unpredictable activity of nature itself.   

 

Humans fire bullets and bring down airplanes, not God.  Hurricanes destroy, but 

they also fill up the reservoirs in the Rio Grande Valley and help preserve the 

balance of nature.  What our parents can do for us is keep doors open, 

encourage us and give us hope, hold us when we cry, forgive us when we 

stumble, love us when we come home, and set examples of integrity and selfless 

charity, even if they can’t make us a loan.  A parent will climb a hundred sets of 

stairs to rescue us and perish with us so we will not be alone.  Where is God?  

Well, God was climbing up those stairs and shouting, “This way, this way,” and 

God was on that plane that went down in Pennsylvania urging, “Let’s roll”.  

That’s what God does and God is dependent on our faith to accomplish these 

tasks.   
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The Book of Genesis states that God made heaven and earth and everything in 

them and declared it all good.  That doesn’t mean that everything will be 

preserved in its existing state but we should be careful about how we interfere 

with Mother Nature’s mechanism which is far more wonderful and complex than 

anything we ever could design.  Perfection isn’t the issue; there is an infinite 

variety of what may be considered good.  Still, life has a natural rhythm that over 

time sorts out what works from what doesn’t.  In the six years since wolves were 

restored to Yellowstone Park the ecological balance is returning to what it was 

before we interfered with it.   

 

Stewardship is to be open to the task and possibility of enhancement and 

discovery but also to be careful about our role.  Modern medicine has increased 

the life span and health of many people, but there still is much we don’t know 

and sometimes we make big mistakes in approving drugs or techniques not well 

tested.  Stewardship is to maintain caution and sobriety.  God isn’t a static state 

but is a process of becoming, of openings to even better and greater goods and 

possibilities.  History is full of surprises and the future holds possibilities never 

dreamed but also greater dangers.  

 

Human thought and understanding change over time but institutions tend to 

become static and inflexible.  Before the Christian church became mired in the 

political manipulations of the Roman Empire, there was a great deal of flexibility 

in belief.  Religions go through stages of development in which many different 

positions may be considered.  In spite of recent events which are governed by 

history and political considerations, the Muslim religion was from the beginning 
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more tolerant than the Christian and Muslim communities lived peacefully with 

both Jewish and Christian groups even if they didn’t extend them equal rights.   

 

Theologically, Islam is much less complicated than Christianity and this may be 

informative in helping Christian rethink some of our own ideas.  A Muslim is 

asked only to worship God, pray consistently, give alms, fast and make a lifetime 

spiritual journey.  No Muslim is required to believe in scientifically impossible 

claims.  Western Christians are largely ignorant about Islam and it seems we had 

no one in the  administration after 9-11 who had any real knowledge of the 

history and culture of the Arab people making decisions about our policies in the 

Middle East, or anyone who really cared.   

 

We have had no thought except enforcing our own agenda and have paid no 

more attention to historical and cultural situations than we have to ecological 

concerns.  Our prosperity and geographical isolation and the richness of our 

resources have made us particularly indifferent to how other people think and 

live, their values and their needs.  This was the main reason for our massive 

failure in Viet Nam and many people think we are embarked on a similarly 

doomed enterprise in Iraq.  We have made war against a people we know nothing 

about regardless of how just we believe our motives.  Our involvement in two 

World Wars was fought with and against people much like ourselves in history 

and culture.  We haven’t bothered to learn about our Arab neighbors because as 

long as we could buy their oil, we haven’t cared.   

 

28.  EVERYTHING IS SACRED 
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We are our brother’s keepers and none of us will be saved unless we all are 

saved, Jew, Arab, European, African, Asian.  Stewardship requires that we  take 

responsibility for making the world safe for all people, a place where people can 

live decently and earn enough to support themselves and their families.  

Anything less is evil and an inexcusable interference with the balance of nature, 

human ethics and true religious values.  The 20th Century was when we started 

to appreciate the importance of stewardship in valuing and protecting the earth 

and its variety of people and life forms.  Still, we know more about rain forests in 

Brazil than we do about the millions of people in the Arab countries.   

 

The great advances we’ve made in science and technology haven’t been 

matched in the area of human understanding.  As our world draws closer 

together and we’re forced to confront our many failures in policies and 

diplomacy that have created such intractable  problems in places like the Middle 

East, let’s hope this changes.  Otherwise, we may face massive headaches and 

the dislocations of people much like the dislocations that took place in the 

thirteenth century as feudalism was dying out at the start of the industrial 

revolution.  The poverty and social upheavals created by the immigration of a 

rural populace to the cities seeking jobs may be echoed in the movement to out-

sourcing jobs to foreign countries that is gaining momentum in all industrial 

countries.  In the end, this may have a leveling effect in the world economies, but 

it also may result in a permanent world-wide underclass in the work force, such 

is taking place in the United States today. 

 

In the Genesis creation stories, God made humans partners in the enterprise of 

caring for creation by appointing them as stewards of the Garden of Eden. A 

steward has the responsibility of enhancing value as well as protecting the 
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owner's interests.  It’s a creative role as well as a preservative one.  People can 

be an endangered species also.  Not only is the environment at risk, so are 

people’s right to work and the values necessary for the well-being of families and 

individuals.   

 

We can’t ethically take away people’s livelihood without helping them find 

alternative work whether they are computer programmers losing their jobs to 

India or people who have made their living for generations hunting whales or in 

the logging industry.  The only true title of ownership to land or resources is the 

labor expended on it and the worker is worthy of his wage.  Workers are entitled 

to have a voice in decisions their company makes which affect their future.  The 

janitor is no less important than the CEO;  work would grind to a halt if there were 

no one to take out the trash.  An ethical Worker’s Bill of Rights would include a 

provision that would give workers a share in company decisions.   

 

In the Garden of Eden story man is given responsibility for all of life.  Pride 

caused us to violate our covenant with God and Eden became a wasteland.  Not 

being content with ruining Paradise, we then proceeded to fail in our covenant 

with each other when Cain killed his brother, Abel.  In the flood story, Noah was 

appointed a cosmic steward to restore Eden when he was commanded to take 

two of each kind of living being on the ark, down to the last scorpion and flea.  

That meant he not only had to trust his future to God, he had to be aware and 

honor the needs of all the creatures on board, what they had to eat, their space 

requirements, etc.  God doesn’t value some things over others, all are valued 

equally.  Jesus taught that not a sparrow falls but God is aware of it and that the 

hairs on our heads are numbered.  Stewardship is hospitality toward all creation, 

honoring what God has honored.   
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Irving, Texas was just a small town when my family moved there in 1953.  We 

rode horses in the dry, barren mesquite hills just north of town and I thought the 

mesquite brush was just about one of the ugliest places I’d ever seen.  In fact, 

those hills had once been fertile grasslands of the Central Plains but like so 

many areas of the Southwest had been over-plowed and overgrazed until the 

balance of nature was destroyed and the mesquite had taken over.  Even 

mesquite has its place, but it’s not in the proportion or in the areas in which we 

find it in Texas.   

 

Some years later when I went to visit my Aunt Elena in the Rio Grande Valley I 

learned the beauty and value of brush country.  She was an enthusiastic 

naturalist and I would accompany her on walks in the Benson Nature Preserve 

down by the river.  “Look at all our beautiful brush country,” she would say, “and 

the developers are anxious to bulldoze it all down for housing tracts.”  She called 

my attention to subtle changes in elevation from dry arroyo to small rocky hills 

each with its own unique set of plants, insects and animals; a complex and 

infinite variety of perfectly adapted unexpected beauty.  Seeing it through her 

eyes I discovered a new world.  She would collect seeds and bring them home to 

plant in her yard which was a microcosm of the brush country with things she 

had planted herself and other things the birds brought and dropped which she 

cultivated and allowed to grow.    

 

See and don’t see, hear and don’t hear.  We need a guide in the brush country to 

see what’s there.  Otherwise we’ll just drive by.  In the city, we’re distracted by 

sensory overload and the frantic, artificial distortion of time.  It’s hard to slow 

down and take stock of what we need, what we’re doing and how we’re doing it.   
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When my husband and I moved to my first parish in Tulare, South Dakota on the 

edge of the Great Plains, we felt we’d dropped off the edge of the earth.  It was an 

hour’s drive to the supermarket and a bank card machine or movie theater.  

Tulare had a population of 186 and there was so little to do that people would 

drive into town and make a turn up and down the single main street of one block, 

just to see if there was anything going on.  The only form of recreation available 

to us in the evening was to walk down to the gas station on the highway that 

closed at six but which had a coke machine outside.  We’d buy a coke, count the 

few cars that passed, and admire the nearby water tower which was the tallest 

structure in town with it’s light on top that always told us we were near home 

when we’d been to Red Field or Huron for a change of scenery and to see some 

city lights. 

 

The experience of living in a farming community was both novel and  frustrating.  

We were out of our element but our time there had a profound effect on us and 

we remember it with fondness.  The pace of life is slow motion, geared to 

planting and harvest.  Everything revolves around the land and what it produces.  

A decision in a board room has no effect in speeding up an agricultural 

production line.  Farming takes place in kairos time, God’s time, rather than 

chronos time dictated by a stop watch.  Spink County is proud of its billing as the 

largest wheat producing county in the United States and corn also is grown in 

great abundance.   

 

In August, the town becomes alive 24-7 when the corn harvest is brought in.  I’ve 

seen the trucks lined up throughout the night waiting for their turn to unload at 

the grain elevators.  In the northern latitudes, the growing season is so short that 



  

240 

every minute of the small window of opportunity for planting and harvest is 

critical to beat an early or late frost but the short growing season is more than 

compensated for by the long daylight hours.  Texas corn takes 120 days from 

planting to harvest, but in South Dakota, corn takes only 90 days.   

 

At the height of summer, the sky is still faintly light at ten at night and by four in 

the morning you’re able to detect the first small glow of dawn.  They joke that 

there are two seasons, July and winter so the massive harvesting machines labor 

throughout the night to get the corn in before the first snow which can come as 

early as mid to late August.  Once the harvest comes in, there is such an 

abundance that the elevators fill quickly and huge mounds of golden grain are 

spread out on the ground along the highway in a pile twelve or more feet high 

and running the full four block length of the town. 

 

Tulare is located in the James River Valley which is situated along one of the 

major migratory flyways of North America.  Before the Corp of Engineers turned 

the Missouri into a concrete lined canal to control flooding and provide for the 

navigation of a few barges, the Missouri flyway with its abundance of wetlands 

was one of the principal migratory routes for birds in the United States.  When 

the Missouri was ruined, the flyway shifted about 60 miles east to the James 

River.  The James, with its numerous meanders and ox-bow lakes creeps along 

in such an inefficient fashion the locals claim it’s North America’s longest river.  

It was created by melt water from the retreating edge of the glaciers that crept up 

to the edge of the Great Plains before receding some twelve thousand years ago.   

 

In fall and spring, migratory geese come over in such vast waves they can 

actually cast shadows on the ground.  We’d hear the honking and run outside to 
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watch an air show far more thrilling than any you’ll see by the Air Force.  The 

natives will tell you that the numbers once were so abundant that it would seem 

like twilight when they passed, but civilization has taken its toll.  The sparsely 

populated Great Plains is one of the most beautiful and important ecological 

regions in the United States and the number of water fowl hatched in South 

Dakota is larger than in any of the contiguous 48 states.  The water table is only a 

few feet below the earth’s surface and hasn’t been depleted by large population 

centers so the land is blanketed with prairie potholes, small lakes edged with 

reeds and grasses that often creep over the rural roads in a rainy season.  To 

drive the back roads of South Dakota is like driving through a nature preserve.  

Wildlife abounds and it’s a bird watchers heaven.  The deer and ring-necked 

pheasants that have a habit of flying right across the road at windshield level are 

so abundant that they pose a real hazard for drivers and you often catch 

glimpses of red fox, antelope and wild turkeys. 

 

One year, the James had flooded over a gravel road I was traveling and I had to 

stop and back up.  To my left, a lagoon created by the flood waters was  filled 

with blue herons and giant white egrets in such abundance that they lined the 

banks and dripped from the trees like Spanish moss, a Midwestern Eden.  Lakes 

would suddenly go into motion as blankets of snow geese rose wheeling at the 

sound of an approaching car.   

 

Once we crossed an overpass alongside a marshy area with a small lake off to 

one side and I almost ran off the road at the sight of about two dozen white 

pelicans floating gracefully on the lake.  I would never have imagined we’d find 

big ocean birds such as these in the middle of the continent.  Later we 

discovered a pelican rookery with several hundred of the great white birds only a 



  

242 

short distance away.   One of my parishioners took me for a drive in his pickup 

across a pasture to see to the only blue heron rookery known to be in South 

Dakota beside a small creek.   

 

A few miles north of town was a small isolated lake surrounded by great old 

cottonwood trees that became our favorite place to walk.  A narrow dirt lane 

followed the lake for a distance of about two miles and it was here that we found 

the pelican rookery.  We crested a small rise and startled hundreds of them so 

that they all rose wheeling in slow motion like an inverted snow storm.  After that, 

we’d creep very slowly to the edge of a rise so as not to disturb them.   

 

I’d never paid much attention to grass except to think it was contrary to nature.  

You plant it in your yard, fight disease, insects and weeds, water and fertilize it 

and then mow it all down.  The lane wound through a great variety of wild native 

grasses; big blue stem, switch grass, needle grass, wild barley and cord grass 

and I discovered the splendid beauty and variety of native prairie grasses that 

once blanketed the Great and Central Plains of the continent like vast inland 

oceans.  Most of these grass lands have been plowed up but the land around our 

small lake had been spared because it was too marshy to cultivate.  The cord 

grass grew as high as your head and in the fall the wind would lay it down along 

the ground and weave it into basket-like shapes.  Rich stands of reeds that grew 

in abundance along the lake’s edge and filled a shallow lagoon were topped in 

the fall with large wheat colored plumes and were favorite parking places for red-

winged blackbirds.  Flocks of redwings and yellow-hooded blackbirds filled the 

cottonwoods during fall and spring migrations.  Meadow larks startled in the 

grass as we passed and killdeer ran ahead of us.  
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Every season transformed the lake with new color and beauty. In winter the snow 

was often too deep and the terrain too uneven for easy walking and we never 

mastered the art of snowshoes and skis but occasionally there would be enough 

of a thaw that the pathway would emerge and we could at least walk a part of the 

way along our route.  The reeds would be flocked like Christmas trees and the 

cord grass would create soft white mounds along the path and the lake would be 

covered with a block of ice thick enough to support a car full of teenagers that 

spun around on it in hilarious circles one night under a full moon.  In the spring 

when the snow began to melt, the muddy lane would become impassable for 

walking so we’d sit in the car and watch the cottonwoods squeeze out buds at 

the tips of branches. As soon as little patches at the center of the lake slowly 

thawed, the ducks would return.   

 

Spring is so late  you think it isn’t going to happen, then suddenly everything 

greens up all at once.  The first green flush appears on the southern exposure of 

the bar ditches and the melting snow reveals strange depressions in the ground 

before they fill up with grass that we learned were old buffalo wallows.  

Cormorants swim low in the circle of water newly melted in the center of the lake 

and strike poses on tree stumps.  

 

Our lake became a place of refuge in an otherwise lonely environment.  We were 

out of place and hospitality to newcomers isn’t the custom in the Midwest.  I 

could have guessed what the situation would be in the introductory interview in 

my first parish.  When I asked them what they wanted most in their pastor one of 

the board members remarked dryly, “Well, we’re all pretty busy during the week 

so you don’t need to be coming visiting us.  Just go see the old folks and keep 

us from going to sleep on Sunday.”  Another board member at the same meeting 
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said, “We have all the programs we need so don’t go trying to start up anything 

new.”   

 

That was the same fellow who asked me a few months later why we invited him 

and his wife to dinner.  People were outwardly polite and friendly but in nine 

years we lived in the Midwest, people invited us into their homes fewer than half 

a dozen times  and we thought we would die of loneliness.  We made our friends 

among other newcomers like ourselves or the locals who also were somewhat 

different and had few friends.  Midwesterners tend to socialize mostly with 

people they’ve known for years and unless you have at least three generations in 

the local cemetery, you’re considered a newcomer.   

 

Holidays were pure torture since we were so far from family and couldn’t afford 

the long expensive trip home.  We usually were able to locate at least one other 

person in town that had nowhere to go and would invite them to join us and  got 

to meet some interesting people that way.  So few people immigrate in from the 

outside that there’s little opportunity for the natives to develop the kind of social 

skills that would open their doors to newcomers.  Pastors in our conference were 

equally distant.  The chairman of the Board of Ordained Ministers actually said 

openly in a meeting that they didn’t want to encourage pastors from outside the 

conference to come to the Dakotas because they figured they’d leave eventually 

anyway.  No, they run them out! 

 

Many of the people seemed to suffer from low self-esteem.  I was asked more 

than once after our arrival how we liked the Midwest and when we answered with 

enthusiasm, we were eyed suspiciously like we were hiding something.  In fact, 

we initially were enthusiastic.  Midwestern towns are pictures of a gentle, 
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unchanged rural America that has largely disappeared in the Southwest and we 

truly were enchanted.  South Dakota is one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever 

seen but when someone asked me what we thought about it and I exclaimed that 

we felt we were in a northern extension of Texas it was so lovely, they got mad.  

There was a good bit of ill humor and prejudice against people from Texas.  We 

heard a lot of bad jokes and occasional catty remarks from women about my 

accent.  The men seemed to like it.  The landscape was far more hospitable and 

that helped save us. 

 

Parks, green belts and open spaces in general play a vital role in helping to 

maintain good mental health and are worth what we do to create, preserve  and 

maintain them.  Driving past landscaped medians in cities gives a lift to the spirit 

and enhances the quality of life and so do opportunities to get away from the 

congestion of city life to rest even for a few hours in natural settings.  I get away 

whenever I can for a few days or a week or so in the Big Bend country of far West 

Texas and come home refreshed and reinvigorated not having missed a bit the 

distractions of televisions and telephones.   

 

The vast open plains of the Dakotas give full rein to a free play of the imagination 

and a sense of destiny.  It seems that the mind expands with the uninterrupted 

view of horizon to horizon.  Over time, the isolation began to have a subduing, 

hypnotic effect rather than a stimulating one.  I would drive across the vast 

emptiness between the small churches I served and felt as if the wind that blew 

almost continually across the open plains was sucking the life force out of me 

just as it dried out the water in the marshes during dry spells in the summer.  I 

discovered Willa Cather’s books and read them eagerly in order better to 

understand the geography and its people and had long conversations with a 
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good friend who had served as a pastor in the Midwest for many years, but still 

found no answers to my loneliness and sense of isolation.  I just wasn’t cut out 

for such isolation and lack of stimulation.  A parrot can’t make himself into a 

monkey by pulling the feathers out of his tail.   

 

I was being emptied out which turns out to be an essential if unwelcome part of 

the spiritual journey.  Stewardship is learning what we need to conserve, what’s 

really important, but also what we can let go of, what things are impeding our 

journey.  There’s nothing like isolation to enable you to discover who you really 

are and what you really need.  I learned that the Conference hierarchy didn’t think 

that I didn’t fit in so I was anxious to discover how I could.  It was clear that I was 

different and I actually thought I could become what they wanted me to be.  My 

vocation with the church depended on it.  Where they were controlled and 

introverted with little sense of humor, I was passionate and outgoing and loved a 

good laugh.  They were slow to accept anyone new and I meet people easily.  

Even this turned out to be misunderstood.   

 

When we first arrived, I took the initiative in introducing myself in pastor groups 

after standing around being ignored and this was interpreted as being pushy and 

thinking too highly of myself.  I learned to seek friends among other newcomers 

to the conference who felt as shut out as I did.  I love the discovery of new places 

and thrill to new experiences and they live in homes their grandparents lived in 

and seldom travel.  They are northern European in origin, quiet and restrained.  

My ancestors were from Mexico and the warm Mediterranean and we are by 

nature boisterous, noisy and extroverted.  They are ill at east out of their 

element; I can fit in anywhere, given the chance.  And one night we stayed up 

most of the night watching the Northern Lights. 
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I was asleep when my husband shook me awake.  “Come outside quickly,” he 

said and dragged me out of bed at two in the morning.  The sky was full of  

blazing arcing swooping streamers and patches of light of all different pastel 

colors.  In one quadrant of the sky it rained down like a soft green curtain and in 

another great clouds of pink and lavender and blue undulated and swirled.  We 

were so excited about the spectacle that we jumped in the car and drove out 

west of town where we could have an unimpeded view without houses or trees in 

the way.  I stood in the middle of the deserted road with my arms in the air and 

twirled like a dervish with the lights.  Every part of the sky that was filled with 

color and it lasted for hours.  The next day and in the days that followed, I related 

our experience to several people and never found a single person who ever had 

experienced what we saw.  Most of them had little interest and couldn’t 

understand our excitement or why anyone would dance in the road in the middle 

of the night.   

     

That’s who I am.  I’m a dancer.  Dancing is in the realm of the sacred, maybe even 

a form of prayer.  I have a picture of myself with my parents taken on a visit to 

San Antonio when I was about three years old.  We’re walking down a city 

sidewalk and as they hold my hands, I’m dancing up and down between them.  

That’s who I am and that’s what I want to recapture, claim and keep.  I am so sad 

to say that my vocation with the church turned out to be like being in prison in 

many respects.  Well, I guess Brother Paul did much of his most important 

ministry from prison.  We have to be willing to be where God sends us when we 

accept a call. 
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When did you stop dancing?  When was the time that you discovered you 

couldn’t tell the truth anymore, or began to feel the need to look over your 

shoulder, or to worry about making mistakes?  When did school stop being an 

adventure and start being a chore.  When did church get boring or worse, 

stressful?  When did you stop singing in the car on the way to work or start 

worrying about what people were going to think about you?  If you can’t 

remember, maybe it’s time to fire your life and start over somewhere else.  

Stewardship begins with taking your own life seriously.  If I can’t dance, it’s not 

my revolution.  Know who you are and celebrate it.  If they ask you to play the 

piano, take an encore! 

 

29.  THE HALLOWING OF TIME 

 

A few years ago I saw a sign in front of a church that read, “Finding God in the 

Fast Lane.”  I don’t think we can find anything in the fast lane except ulcers and 

I’m a person who operates in fifth gear much of the time.  Slowing down and 

learning to maintain a non-anxious presence has been one of my biggest 

spiritual challenges.   

 

Every one is in a hurry these days.  I can’t have lunch with a dear friend that 

doesn’t get interrupted by her cell phone.  We take on far too much that is 

nonessential and we allow ourselves to be bullied too often by people with their 

own agendas that don’t suit our style, values or needs.  Churches are as guilty of 

this as anyone inventing endless rounds of activities that have very little spiritual 

value but consume large amounts of people’s time doing  “church work.”  Have 

you noticed how television dramas never show people sitting and talking 
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anymore?  They carry on conversations while they are dashing off to do 

something they think is more important.   

 

There’s nothing in the world more important than taking time to sit down and pay 

attention to what someone has to say.  It was one of the things I like most about 

being a pastor.  Being a pastor requires a lot of uninterrupted time to think, 

study, write and pray but the pastor of my church told me that the church board 

requires him to carry a cell phone so he can be available 24/7.  I would never do 

this.  Cell phones should be a convenience, but too often they’re a monstrous 

invasion of privacy and I regard them as a creation of Satan.  I have answering 

machines in my office and at home that can be accessed remotely.  No need for a 

cell phone.  I value my private time, in the car or having lunch with friends or 

prayer time with God.  I’ve also learned that few things are so important or 

necessary that they can’t wait half an hour or more.  In fact, since I’m naturally 

impulsive, stepping back and taking time to consider is one of my important 

spiritual disciplines.  A little time, some benign neglect or taking a nap or a walk 

solves many problems.   

 

It’s well known by pianists that often a difficult technical passage can be 

mastered by simply getting away from the keyboard and having a good night’s 

sleep.  The next day, the difficult spot is mastered with ease.  Sleep, rest and 

recreation enhance creativity and are worth scheduling time for.  A good night’s 

sleep or a leisurely evening meal with friends is more conducive to success in 

taking an exam the next day than staying up all night cramming for it.  

Negotiators know the value of time  in resolving disagreements.  Everybody 

takes a break, goes to dinner watches a little television and the next day things 

don’t look nearly so impossible.  Bishop Desmond Tutu of South Africa devotes 
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an uninterrupted hour each morning to prayer.  And if he has a busy schedule 

ahead of him, he takes two hours for prayer. 

 

Our consumer culture has conditioned us to crave more and more things, more 

income, bigger houses, more gadgets, tools, cars, greater success.  Getting 

ahead of the pack has robbed us of the ability to enjoy the things that take time 

rather than money.  The things we crave bring satisfaction only for a moment and 

then we’re hungry again.  Real satisfaction comes only as a result of things that 

take time; spiritual growth, relationships and acquiring skills that last a lifetime.  

It takes time to raise a child, grow a garden, write a book, make a friend, solve a 

mathematical equation, learn a sport or musical instrument.  Speed is the enemy 

of spirituality.  Stewardship is making choices about how we spend the most 

important resource we have: time.  Learning to get by with less and finding ways 

to say “no” to frivolous demands on our time and saving place on our calendar 

for the things we treasure.   

 

Inversely, the Great Plains taught me about the importance of time because I had 

way too much of it.  My situation forced me to slow down.  There was nothing to 

do but sit around and think and after I’d thought endlessly about everything I 

could think about, that’s when I began to discover cord grass and red-winged 

blackbirds.  We can’t find out much about the world from a freeway.  I come by 

my anxiety naturally, having grown up in a family full of mental illness, and 

bicultural on top of that.  Anxiety is a fear of death.  If I don’t perform, I’ll die.   

 

The only way I really learned to give up my anxiety was to die a few times, and 

then find out that there was a next day after all.  Death in the Midwest was my 

being refined in fire.  Actually, it was only a near death experience because I 
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eventually had a sort of sensation of floating above it all and looking down 

wondering what was going on and left with nothing but the hope that somehow, 

some way, God would get me through it since God got me into that involvement 

to begin with.  It was the only time in my life I ever got up in the middle of the 

night and went outside to smoke a cigarette and I don’t smoke.   

 

Two of my heroes are Nelson Mandela and Terry Anderson.  Both of them 

survived a kind of isolation and captivity for years that I can’t imagine, and both 

of them did it because they were able to focus on something more important than 

their own awful situation. I’m not saying they enjoyed it.  As long as we can think, 

we have options.   

 

When we find ourselves in impossible situations, we have several choices 

available to us, according to Robert Pirsig, the author of Zen and the Art of 

Motorcycle Maintenance.  Usually we flee or fight, but we have other choices that 

are more spiritually rewarding.  We can sing to the bull, dance on the bull’s back, 

blow smoke in the bull’s face or refuse to enter the arena.  We can play solitaire 

or draw pictures in the sand or remember the Bible verses we were required to 

memorize as children like Terry Anderson.  Which is a really good reason for 

having children memorize verses.  Recently a ninety-seven year old Iranian 

woman was pulled out from under a building where she was entombed for nine 

days following an earthquake that killed tens of thousands.  She had no food or 

water, but she recited the Koran to keep her spirits up.  I recite Psalms.   

 

Elsa taught me about how to treasure time.  Elsa was dying of pancreatic cancer 

and often in a lot of pain when I visited her every day in the hospital.  She was 

Muslim and since there was no copy of the Koran in the chaplaincy office, we 
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read the Psalms together since Muslims also accept Jewish and Christian 

scriptures.  The Psalms are pure spirituality with no overlay of religion.  “O God, 

thou art my God. I seek thee, my soul thirsts for the; my flesh faints for thee, as 

in a dry and weary land where no water is.” The Psalms teach us how to pray.  

Some days Elsa was in so much pain, I could only just sit with her.  Once, 

sensing my distress, she reached out and touched my hand.  “It’s okay,” she 

said, “as long as I’m in pain I know I’m still alive.  When the pain is gone, I’ll be 

gone also.”  It was the strongest statement  of faith I’ve ever heard.  When I felt 

my soul was dying in the Midwest, I’d remember Elsa’s hand reaching for mine 

and I’d read the Psalms. 

 

A lot of life is outside our control, but time, persistence and faith are on our side.  

I have to laugh at the naiveté of well intentioned people that tell us “You can be 

anything you want to be” just by working hard and following the rules.  Perhaps, 

with luck and within limits.  The Methodists in South Dakota eventually decided 

they wouldn’t reappoint me because I didn’t fit in but the Bishop gave me an 

extra year to try to find another conference that would take me, perhaps because 

he liked my piano playing.   

 

I came to Texas to job hunt and one of the interviews was in Midland, about six 

hours west of Austin where I was staying and I had to leave early in the morning 

to make my appointment in the early afternoon.  A dense fog set in just as I was 

leaving Austin and continued for most of the morning.  Since I was driving on 

unfamiliar roads I was in a high state of anxiety about getting lost and not 

arriving on time.  It was in the fall and the trees were reaching their peak of color, 

but all I could see was gray and white and no more than 50 yards ahead.  I found 

myself praying,  “Oh God, help me.  I have no idea if I’m doing what you want me 
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to do and what’s more, I can’t even see where I’m going so how do I know if you 

want me here or not.”  Now I’m not making this up, but the fog lifted just a minute 

or so later and I saw brilliant blue sky overhead and the gorgeous fall colors on 

the leaves.  It was only just a moment in time before the fog closed back in but it 

was enough.  It was like God was saying to me, “Relax, it’s okay, you don’t really 

need to see where you’re going.  Stick with me, kid.” 

 

Stewardship is remembrance.  Through many dark days and sleepless nights I 

remembered a warm summer evening when I was nine years old when my 

grandmother had taken me to a revival meeting in our small town at the little 

Baptist church we attended.  Attendance at summer revivals was a major 

community event in rural America in the 1940’s.  We could see all our friends and 

there always was a social hour afterward with ice cream and pie.  We kids sat on 

the back row where we could whisper and pass notes and be out of eyeshot of 

our parents.   

 

It was a treat to be sitting outside with lights strung up like stars between poles 

in the church yard and fireflies blinking on and off around us in the warm 

summer night.  We loved to sing and our revivals always began with a lot of 

singing of  our favorite hymns.  I had the Broadman hymnal mostly memorized 

and we sang with gusto as Miss Billie played on the piano that had been moved 

up on the platform but paid little attention to the familiar but fiery oratory of the 

guest preacher.   

 

At the end of the service came the familiar ”invitation” to come forward and give 

your life to Christ or join the church and this evening.  Without having given a 

moments thought about it before hand, I suddenly found myself getting up and 



  

254 

going down the aisle with knees shaking and presenting myself trembling and 

dry-mouthed to be taken into the church and baptized.  And just as suddenly I 

believed from that moment on that God had called me to save souls.  I was nine 

years old and didn’t have a clue what saving souls meant.  I was following my 

heart, not my head.  Remembrance of that night and the intensity and depth of 

that experience has been the anchor and foundation of my life.   

 

Stewardship is remembrance that gives us an anchor to the past, courage for the 

present and a vision for the future.  Life on the Great Plains was often short and 

brutal and few immigrants succeeded in establishing permanent homesteads in 

the long-run but it was passion, hope, family and remembrance that kept the 

dream alive that kept them coming and struggling against unbelievable odds.  

The lucky ones managed eventually to fit in and survived but the bleak, 

windswept prairie is dotted with unmarked graves, abandoned dugout homes in 

grass covered hillside banks or gray weather worn farm houses slowly 

dissolving back into the earth.   

 

Most of our graves are unmarked except in our hearts.  In real life, success is 

balanced with at least an equal amount or more of failure.  Remembrance has 

been vital to my sense of well-being and has helped me get through many rough 

times; remembering who I am, the integrity of the people in my family who went 

before me and the support I always knew was there without question.  They were 

close knit and kept in touch.  Together, they succeeded in making a good new 

life for themselves and their story has inspired me on days when I lapsed into 

self-pity over not having accomplished what I had hoped for. 
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One of the concluding prayers of the Christian worship is “give us strength and 

courage to love and serve you with gladness and singleness of heart.”  There is a 

favorite story in our family that contains a popular Spanish proverb about not 

getting too overwrought over success or failure.   

 

A businessman was traveling down the road to Saragosa in a big hurry.  Every so 

often he’d glance anxiously at his watch and go even faster.  The angel who was 

in charge of the district was flying overhead and saw him and flew down to the 

side of the road where he changed into a peasant leaning against a tree as the 

businessman came rushing by.  “?Como le va, señor, con tan priso?” said the 

angel.  Where are you going in such a hurry?  “I have a very important 

appointment in Saragosa,” the man said, “and I’m very late.”  “Si dios quiere,” (If 

God wishes) the angel said and, ZAP!  He changed the businessman into a frog 

sitting in a pond.  Then the angel flew away and forgot about the man.  

 

A couple of days later, the angel remembered him and flew back down and 

changed the frog back into the businessman.  The man looked at his watch and 

hurried off down the road.  “Where are you going, señor, in such a hurry?” the 

angel asked.  “I have a very important appointment in Saragosa and I’m really 

late,” the man said. “Si dios quiere,” said the angel, and ZAP . . .turned the man 

into a frog again and flew away.  This time it was a couple of weeks before the 

angel remembered the man and he flew back and changed him back once again 

from a frog to a man.  The businessman hesitated, looked around him slowly and 

started ambling nonchalantly down the road.  “And now where are you going?” 

asked the angel.  “Oh,” said the man, “I’m going to Saragosa where I have an 

appointment . . . .or to the pond.”   
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The road to Saragosa, Texas is State Highway 17 which runs about thirty miles 

between the West Texas towns of Pecos and Balmorhea about 250 miles east of 

El Paso through the bleakest landscape one can possibly imagine.  As far as you 

can see in any direction, there is nothing but a flat, sandy cactus and creosote 

covered wasteland of gravel and sun-baked caliche.  This is the southern tip of 

the Great Plains, once a vast inland sea that bisected the North American 

continent during Jurassic times but it’s far removed from the verdant grass 

covered hills and rich agricultural lands of the James River Valley in South 

Dakota.   

 

Nothing stirs the imagination in this flat, dry desert that’s way past ugly except a 

desire to get through it as quickly as possible.  The little town is a far cry from its 

namesake in Spain where Saragosa is a major industrial and trading center.  

Since medieval times, going to Saragosa has been a metaphor for going off to 

seek your fortune but no one would ever come to Saragosa, Texas for that 

purpose.  The village once had as many as 380 people and nine businesses 

according to  the 1960 census when agriculture and the railroad provided a small 

living, but the water table in West Texas has been dropping for decades as a 

result of irrigation and the Chihuahuan Desert has gradually crept northward to 

claim more and more of this edge of the Edwards Plateau and most of the 

inhabitants that remain are unemployed.  Many small towns such as this one 

barely cling to life, or have disappeared altogether but small towns can take a 

long time to die.  You wonder how the people manage to survive or why they try, 

but in fact, our love of place isn’t based on material considerations.  History, 

family, friends and memories are the ties that bind us to the places where we 

grew up regardless of economics. 
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On the night of May 22, 1987, parents, families and friends gathered in the 

fellowship hall of the small Catholic church for high school graduation 

ceremonies.  Their celebration was as full of hope and pride for their tiny class as 

the larger gatherings on the same evening throughout the state to launch the 

year’s seniors into adulthood and the larger world.  Around 8:00 that evening, a 

violent multiple vortex tornado half a mile wide struck the tiny town without 

warning.  Of the 183 inhabitants of Saragosa, 30 were killed and 121 were injured.  

Most of the deaths took place in the church where practically the whole town was 

gathered and many of the killed were children.  85% of the property of the town 

was destroyed including all the businesses along the highway, the church and 

post office.   

 

By the early 1990's Saragosa had struggled back from near oblivion and the 

population had recovered to 185 in 1990.  The modest church was rebuilt and a 

small shrine to the patron saint, the Virgin of Guadalupe stood outside in a small 

garden.  I discovered Saragosa on a trip to Ft. Davis in the Big Bend area when I 

took a different route from usual one and found myself crossing from Interstate 

20 to Interstate 10 from Pecos to Balmorhea.  When I saw the town highway sign I 

remembered the news story that had briefly captured national attention and 

stopped to visit the church.  A small mound of stones is growing beside the 

shrine left by passing pilgrims as is the Mexican custom at roadside shrines and 

I searched the rocky yard for a suitable stone to place there myself.  Since then, I 

make a point to drive a few miles off the interstate to visit Saragosa and place a 

stone on the pile.   

 

Saragosa is symbolic to me of the unpredictability of life but also of hope and 

survival.  The world quickly forgot a natural tragedy to an insignificant little 
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community and there were no reparations from the government for survivors 

who, after all, had little or no income to recompense.  Nor is there reparation for 

the tens of thousands of survivors of earthquakes or tsunamis in the Middle East 

or Southeast Asia.  We quarrel over the design of memorials or the dollar value 

of reparations as if they will restore what we’ve lost, but the only place of 

restoration is in the heart which is the steward of being.  “Si dios quiere.”  In the 

Book of James we’re reminded of the unpredictability of life.  

  

 “Come now, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go into such and  

such a town and spend a year there and trade and get gain;’  whereas you do not 

know about tomorrow.  What is your life?  For you are a  mist that appears for a 

little time and then vanishes.  Instead, you ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, (Si dios 

quiere,) we shall live and do this or that.’”  (James 4:13ff) 

 

Stewardship of time is to honor the sacrament of the present moment and  to 

trust an unplanned future.  Is there really any difference between a terrorist 

aiming an airplane at a building or an earthquake or tornado ravaging a town?  

And do the numbers really matter.  Tens of thousands or hundreds.  Or when 

your friend dies, or your father.  The parents whose child died in the middle of 

her graduation ceremony were as full of hope and dreams as the parents of a 

forty something stockbroker on the 100th floor of the World Trade Center who 

made $250,000 a year.  “Caution, child on board!”  “Caution, human being on 

board!”  “Caution, earth on board!!”  Everything is sacred.  We can’t quantify our 

losses.  Time is precious.  How do we spend our time, to what use, to what end?  

Do you have time for me?  
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Follow your heart.  There isn’t time for anything else.  What gets you excited, 

makes you want to stay up late and get up early, makes you dance and sing.  

Don’t take no for an answer but don’t make your life’s dream dependent on 

someone else’s whim or the paycheck they dangle.  The secret of resurrection is 

to tear down your house and build a boat, put your life on wheels, set your 

desires on nothing yet live in anticipation of everything.  Do what you would give 

your whole life to without a moments regret. That’s where faith is God is.  Swim 

like a white shark in the waters of your life.  Doors open in unexpected places, 

heavens get created out of nothing but pure energy and love.   

 

The kingdom is in your midst, God is with you and rejection is nothing but a 

bubble that rises to the surface and bursts and is gone in an instant.  

Resurrection is life lived without regrets; death is getting stuck in either your rut 

or someone else’s.  Life is the return on the investment of faith, in the face of 

despair, the energy that releases the bubbles, propels the waves and comes in 

endless supply with sunlight and rain.  The seed dies only to grow again in 

greater profusion.  The ocean never runs dry.  God is unlimited endurance and 

God’s endurance will be your endurance also. 

 

Operations create opportunities.  Get busy and something will come of it 

eventually.  Stewardship of time is persistent, requires being alert, being ready to 

grab the gold ring when it passes by, even if you risk falling off your horse.  Go 

for the gold;  falling off your horse is good practice and builds muscles where 

you need them most; on your rear end where life likes to kick you.  Stay focused 

to avoid distractions and practice creative noninvolvement with other people’s 

restrictive agendas.  My father said to me once that life gives each of us a certain 

allotment of cardiovascular constrictions (moments of high energy) and it’s up to 
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us how we utilize them, for joy, pain, anger, sorrow, greed, envy, compassion.  A 

steward conserves resources and spends them wisely. 

 

 

30.  THE STEWARDSHIP OF RELATIONSHIPS 

 

An executive for a large meatpacking company that has a long history of 

exploiting its migrant labor force told me that their company’s primary goal was 

efficiency; to use every part of a cow except the “moo” in order to increase the 

profit margin for their investors.  He was wrong!  The primary goal of work is to 

provide a living for workers and for their health and well- being so that 

community can prosper.  Relationships with people are our first responsibility 

and profit is a secondary goal.  There is something terribly wrong with a system 

where the value of money is greater than the value of labor and where people 

have become a commodity.  Current business practices are little more than 

legally sanctioned pyramid schemes that are dependent on a constant supply of 

expendable workers at entry level positions.  Corporate America has reinvented 

the feudal society where a few enrich themselves at the expense of the many and 

ravish the lives of their workers.   

 

After the recent financial scandals that resulted in so many people losing their 

jobs, savings and pensions we should be waking up to how we’ve allowed greed 

and profit to become the ruinous driving force of business.  Reform will be 

difficult in a culture of entitlement that is deeply self-absorbed.  Glib talk from 

managers about flexibility and retraining ignores the plight of older workers who 

have fewer resources for recouping their losses who are regarded as second 

class citizens in a consumer economy.  Talk of raising the age for drawing Social 
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Security so far hasn’t taken into account that older workers who lose their jobs 

frequently are unable to find employment in a society where age discrimination 

has become pernicious.  Our failure to value wisdom and experience in the 

workplace is a suicidal course akin to torching libraries, closing schools and 

defacing temples whose full effects won’t be felt immediately but we’re 

beginning to feel them now. There is no escape for anyone when there is social 

breakdown.  We all get old.   

 

Stewardship sees the earth as a dynamic whole in which all things are 

interdependent and interrelated.  No one will be saved unless we all are saved.  

Only a few genes separate us from other species.  The whole concept of religion 

needs drastic transformation.  It’s not really about saving souls for an afterlife; 

it’s about how fully to live the life we’ve got while we have it.  If there is an 

afterlife it will take care of itself; we haven’t been given that responsibility.  Life 

only has meaning in the present tense for us and in the future tense for our 

children.  Ask the tough questions of those who ask  you to swallow religious 

teachings whole without chewing them up first.  What does it mean?  How does 

this affect my life?  How will this make me a better person, help me find meaning, 

give me direction.  How does this teaching help me find 

 1.  Meaningful work that is consistent with faith 

 2.  Connection with grace and spirit 

 3.  Meaning and healing in personal crisis 

 4.  Ways to address suffering and evil 

 5.  Ways to deal with uncertainty  

 6.  Ways to be known and accepted 

 7.  Ways to build community and bridge differences 

 8.  Hope 
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If religion is to be relevant to Americans, it has to take into account what 

Geoffrey Wheatcroft  defined as core American values; belief in an open society, 

in material progress, in individual fulfillment, in the pursuit of happiness, and not 

for just a few of us.  In a democratic society we have an expectation to see 

progress and improvement and we value intellectual as well as physical energy, 

the freedom critically to evaluate.  Our religious narratives must complement 

these values instead of compete and above all they must contribute to a sense of 

permanence, stability and community in a highly diverse and pluralistic society.  

Our narratives must provide a vision of harmony that encompasses both a sense 

of proportion and a sense of duty.  Fundamentalism is not up to this task and is a 

dying gasp of those who fear the future and the unavoidable changes that 

accompany it.  It’s the last struggle of an outdated culture in the intensive care 

unit.        

 

Institutional religion that tries to establish itself through dogmatism, 

authoritarianism and fear and tries to align itself with political and nationalistic 

agendas is responsible for it own failure.  True religion is about joy, peace, 

community and inner transformation.  Dogmas and theologies which are the work 

of scholars in sheltered environments often disagree, but the indigenous 

narratives of the great religions have common origins.   

 

First the ephipany, then the dance, then the story, and lastly the whole thing gets 

spoiled by the theology.  Forget the theology, go back to the stories and let them 

stand on their own and exist in their own right.  Search for meaning, not proof of 

historicity.  Nothing spoils the Bible or Shakespeare like dissection and 

deconstructive analysis.  Dissection is for dead frogs in laboratories.  Our stories 
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have been preserved because they are living and organic.  They spring out of 

native soil as true to their place of origin as the ancient redwood forests.  They 

endure because of their strength, their universality and because they teach us 

who we are.   

 

Stewardship has the goal of enhancing experience in any form that values  life.  

That doesn’t mean all forms of life or all experiences are equally valuable.  

Choices must be made and it’s a law of nature that for something to live 

something else must die.  Ethics requires that we take the longest, widest view in 

our decision-making, weigh potential harm against perceived benefits and honor 

existing relationships that require us to    

 

 Tell the truth 

 Take responsibility 

 Practice hospitality 

 Show compassion 

 Have integrity 

 Honor independence of action 

 Open gates 

 Build bridges 

 Remove fences 

 Balance individual needs against those of the community  

 Mark a safe pathway with our life for others to follow 

 

Simplicity of action and lifestyle are important components of the spiritual life.  

Inappropriate attachments inhibit spiritual growth which may require that we 

make significant changes in our circumstances.  When the rich young ruler came 
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to Jesus to ask a question about eternal life, he thought that by following rules 

he could have what he wanted.  Jesus told him that following the rules was fine, 

but it wasn’t getting him what he wanted because of his attachments.  it was his 

attachment to his stuff that kept him from seeing “the kingdom in his midst.”  The 

young man went away sorrowful because he was very rich and couldn’t give any 

of it up.   

 

We all are rich in different ways, not just in material wealth.  Giving up 

attachments doesn’t mean not caring  about people and things.  It means that if 

we are not careful, we can make anything into an idol that stunts our growth.  It 

could be jealousy, fear, anger, dependency, ambition, a job, or anything that 

stands in the way of growth, relationships or forgiveness.  It might even be 

obsession over a good that has grown out of context, or small  indulgence that 

helped us cope with a difficult situation.   

 

The Dallas Morning News printed a letter from a woman upset about a picture of 

a soldier in Iraq taking a rest break who was smoking a cigarette, his face 

smudged with dirt, smoke and blood following a fight.  Many outraged readers 

replied and told her to “Get a life.”  

 

A group of Zen Buddhists were attending a conference when it came time for a 

break and they adjourned to a courtyard where they stood around smoking and 

drinking wine.  A visitor saw them and expressed surprise that they were 

breaking their rule against alcohol and tobacco.  One of the answered, 

“Everything is a trap.” 
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Part VI  Compassion 
Redemption in Suffering 

Sacrifice   The Cross 
Integration 

 

 31.   THE SHEPHERD OF BEING 

 

My grandfather had laid out a rock garden beneath some hackberry trees in the 

corner of our yard and this is where we buried family pets and assorted birds, 

lizards, etc.  We’d line shoe boxes with fabric scraps and cotton and hold solemn 

funerals with hymns and homilies.  We would adopt almost any wounded 

creature.  One day my five-year-old daughter came running into the kitchen in 

tears.  The cat had caught Mrs. Tittlemouse (one of her favorite story book 

characters) in our backyard which was adjacent to a field behind the back fence.  

I had to repress my squeamishness and go rescue the mouse and deposit it 

safely back in the field.   

 

Children possess compassion as a natural instinct.  We come into the world  with 

nothing and we leave the world with nothing and for long periods of time we’re 

helpless due to youth, old age or infirmity.  We have survived as a species 

because of our instinct to take care of each other, even those we don’t know, 

which is one of the characteristics of being human.   When the tsunami struck 

Southeast Asia on December 26, 2004 killing upwards of 200,000 and leaving 

millions of others orphaned and homeless, the outpouring of aid was 

unprecedented in the history of relief efforts.  Television has brought the world 

into our living rooms and enabled the ties of kinship with strangers to 

strengthen.  We are less isolated from each other when we can see their faces 
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and hear their stories, even on the other side of the world.  Television and the 

internet are putting a human face on the world.  A single human face is more 

important than any ideology or theory. 

  

Compassion is born of our ability as humans to project our thought and 

personality into the lives of others and to experience vicariously their feelings 

and emotions.  If hospitality is the shepherd of being, compassion is its soul; the 

chief of all virtues.  Compassion recognizes our common fragility and 

vulnerability, the shortness of life, the closeness of unexpected disaster.  When 

our ancestors settled our new wilderness nation, few would have survived 

without help from neighbors.  In the homesteads of the Midwest, farms clustered 

close to one another in groups of four at adjacent corners of their quarter 

sections in order to be readily available in case of trouble.  Strangers were given 

shelter and assistance without question and everyone worked together to build 

barns and houses, put out fires, clear land and deliver babies.  Immigrant groups 

survive their displacement because they are generous in helping each other get 

established.   

   

In modern life, people are usually too busy to help their neighbors, most of whom 

we don’t even know and we hire everything done.  Nobody knows about our 

troubles so it’s hard to know when people have need.  Hospitals deliver our 

babies, old folks are stored away out of sight in nursing homes and professional 

funeral homes bury our dead.  Technology feeds us, entertains us and does 

much of our work for us so we feel less and less the need for others and spend 

less time with friends or family so we may not even know when they’re in trouble.  

Our isolation from each other and our success seem to have made us less 

compassionate but more anxious, more alone, less able to relate.  We use 
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prescription drugs to relieve stress and depression and to artificially stimulate 

our flagging sexual desire.   

 

We are far too young to claim a permanent place on the evolutionary stage and 

our success may eventually be our undoing because we pay less attention to 

things outside our immediate environment.  The long course of history and 

evolution is unpredictable.  Right now, we seem to be the brightest and best 

things around but in terms of sheer survival, it may be that a people who live 

closer to and are aware of more basic levels of needs will have an advantage if 

our technology turns on us.  Other once successful cultures have disappeared 

with scarcely a trace except for a few piles of stones to mark their achievement.  

Some of these are only just now coming to light from the jungles of Central 

America, in the Indus River Valley, the Steppes of Asia and the Chaco Canyon of 

New Mexico.  Though they left little legacy but stone ruins, their poor clung to a 

marginal life and remain with us yet as indigenous people in the shadow of the 

ruins of their monuments.  It’s quite possible that these ancient peoples also 

imagined themselves indestructible.   

   

In terms of technology and opportunity, America is perhaps the most successful 

society that ever lived but we are perhaps the most unhappy.  Curiously, 

contentment is reported to be more prevalent in underdeveloped countries which 

should raise some suspicions about just what it is we need for a good life.  But 

look at what we’ve done.  We put man on the moon, landed explorers on Mars, 

conquered many diseases, broke the sound barrier, explored unknown lands and 

seas, built cities, created exquisite art and music and linked  up the world with 

instant communication devices.  Maybe we don’t need to be happy.  But the 

same creativity and technology that we are so proud of also has an infinite 
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capacity for evil.  We’ve created unimaginable weapons of mass destruction and 

are slowly poisoning our environment and in our prosperity, we increasingly wall 

ourselves off from others.     

 

Compassion as well as mutual need makes community possible and is 

increasingly missing from our story of success.  It’s hard for successful people 

to feel compassion for people who aren’t successful.  It’s always their own fault.  

They didn’t work hard enough, save enough, acquire enough education, eat 

sensibly, get enough exercise, invest wisely, get their skills updated, had too 

many children, made poor choices.  It’s an old story that hasn’t changed.  Jesus 

said that it’s harder for a rich person to have compassion (enter the kingdom) 

than for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle.  We’re not focused on the 

plight of the poor because we can no longer identify with them.  We’re focused 

on our own success, obsessed with healthy lifestyles, diet, jogging, fitness 

programs and value-free spiritual fads to reduce stress, all of which have taken 

the place of religion.   

 

And we once again are at war which exploits both our best and our basest 

instincts and denies the humanity of our enemy.  We believe we are spreading 

democracy and conquering evil but we are ignoring the human cost.  Deep and 

passionate feelings of patriotism fill hearts but we are fighting a preemptive war 

in a foreign land under conditions that violate the basic values of the rights of 

national sovereignty and democratic ideals on which our country was founded.   

 

War is too often a cynical exploitation of the innocence and natural patriotic 

sentiments of the young by the old who sit comfortably at home and take care to 

keep their own children safely out of the way.  Our soldiers, always too young to 
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understand what they are doing or the politics of war, are eager and excited to be 

fighting for a cause which their leaders have assured them is in the right.  This 

war was undertaken in the hugely naive and mistaken notion that we can force 

democracy and modernization on a feudal culture we have little desire or 

experience to understand.  Many won’t return.  The televised snapshots of our 

“Fallen Heroes” on the evening news each day move us to tears.  Others will 

return but will never be the same, or their families.  Their lives will be shattered 

or forever altered in unimaginable ways but their individual pain will be hidden 

from most of us.   

 

On a warm, midsummer afternoon in June, 1965, my young husband and I drove 

through a gently rolling French countryside of woods and pastures that reminded 

me of home in North Texas.  The tranquil  landscape hid the scars of the awful 

wounds that were inflicted here and obscured the fact that this region had seen 

some of the worst fighting in two World Wars in which hundreds of thousands of 

lives were lost.  The landscape heals faster than hearts.  One would never have 

known that these lush green fields once were savaged by open trenches, barb 

wire, mud and blood.   Only the names of towns, rivers and valleys stirs  memory.  

Verdun, Epernay, Reims, Chateau-Thierry, the Valley of the Marne, Chalons.  A 

village only sparsely populated, a building with a patch of plaster over a hole left 

by a mortar shell, a small ruin covered with moss and wild roses.  Cresting a hill, 

a small cemetery would be laid out before us, deserted but carefully tended 

inside its wall with  graves laid out in neat compact rows with small white stone 

markers.  A plaque over a gate announced United States Infantry Battalion such 

and such, or a French Army or British Unit.  Perhaps a stone marker with a date 

and an American or British or French emblem.   
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In the growing darkness, occasional lightening from a storm far off would 

glimmer briefly over the hills in the distance like the light from big guns but all 

was silent.  It was almost dark when we approached Chateau-Thierry where we 

were to spend the night, but around a bend in the road before reaching the town, 

our headlights made out a small white marker on a narrow lane that disappeared 

into the trees which simply read “United States”.  Out of curiosity, we turned and 

followed the lane through the woods and up a small hill.  At the crest, we looked 

up in astonishment at a colossal white marble monument that loomed over the 

small village and commanded a sweeping view of the countryside.   

 

As evening advanced,  row after countless row of white crosses stretched out in 

every direction until they disappeared in the gathering dusk, each representing a 

son, father, friend, lover who would never again make excited plans for the 

future, never see their young children play, never hold their loved ones in their 

arms, never grow old and wise to make their small contribution to the world.  

Their youth and beauty and promise forever buried forgotten in a foreign land.  A 

lost generation.  The World War I memorial was immense; a row of Grecian 

columns supported a carved facade and two giant figures holding hands beneath 

a stone torch.  The inscription in French and English commemorated the armies 

who had died here side by side with a pledge of eternal friendship between the 

two countries.  Even with a cloud cover, the monument shone out as white as the 

moon, silent and powerful in the descending darkness.  Tears came to my eyes 

as I suddenly realized that my own husband could be lying there cold and 

forgotten under one of those white crosses and I gripped my husbands hand. 

 

Nearly eighty years later, the French no longer are holding hands with us and our 

ill-advised preemptive war has won us the contempt of our western allies who 
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are more experienced in war, diplomacy, community and philosophy.  The 

massive destructiveness of two world wars have taught them lessons we have 

yet to learn about cooperation and pragmatism.  Our young men and women are 

dying in a desert in Iraq where the sands will obliterate traces of our ill-conceived 

war even more quickly than the grasses and flowers healed the wounds of the 

French countryside.  We learn nothing from history except that we learn nothing 

from history.  The United States government has banned television coverage of 

returning coffins of those killed in action  as if that will erase both protest and 

memory.  A photo of a soldier weeping over the loss of his friend in the Dallas 

Morning News drew letters of protest from people who yet want to believe that 

sending our youth to die in any cause is a mark of patriotism.  We are not yet 

done with child sacrifice. 

 

We fought two World Wars because we had to.  Those wars were different.  We 

were defending our territory and that of our friends against an evil, determined 

invader.  We rarely understand why we go to war.  The reasons are complex, 

deep and rooted in long histories of pain and unresolved conflicts.  The war we 

are now fighting is different, but the patriotic zeal that rises at a call to arms 

rarely examines the issues.  Our leaders have lied to us and betrayed us.  We feel 

no compassion for people we objectify.  Understanding comes too late, if ever.  

We just pass our problems on down to future generations to struggle with and try 

to solve.   

 

Understanding disappears with each generation and as humans, we’re faced with 

reinventing the wheel and rediscovering the past.  As I’ve grown older, I’ve 

wished many times I could talk again with my parents and grandparents.  There 

are so many questions I would like to have asked now that I’m older, things I wish 
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I could understand, to have said.  I want them to know how much I appreciate the 

sacrifices they made, the struggles they had, how much I loved them.  These are 

things which don’t seem important when we are young with our world, before us, 

not behind us.  We plunge impetuously into life filled with desire, unrealistic in 

our expectations, nursing our childhood resentments, careless of the past, taking 

our good life for granted.  We live in cities we didn’t build, eat the produce of 

fields and orchards we didn’t plant,  spend money we didn’t earn.  Our life was a 

gift, undeserved and  unearned.  We see only the carefully crafted, finished 

product but not the blood, sweat  or tears that went into its making.   

 

Eventually the reality of life bears down on us and we experience our own 

failures, the dream fades and we learn what it is to struggle.  If we are lucky, 

wisdom slowly begins to replace the rashness of our youth, compassion to 

replace our resentments and frustrations.  There is nothing new under the sun; 

everything is a product of everything else.  Then, at the very time we begin to see 

the world in a whole new light, to acquire the wisdom that comes only with age 

and hard struggle, our company offers us early retirement or our job is out 

sourced and the kids are too busy to be bothered with us.  We’re faced with 

unexpected health crises, aging parents and our adult children’s struggles.  

Congressional districts get redrawn and the young Turks replace tried and 

learned veterans and proceed to reinvent the world with all the bluster, 

entitlement and attitude of inexperience.  We continue to sow fields of crosses 

over our fertile lands. 

 

32.  KNOW THYSELF 

 



  

273 

The story of Buddha’s youth is that the king, his father, surrounded him with  

luxuries in order to protect him from exposure to the outside world so that he 

wouldn’t find out about the realty of suffering and pain.  One day, he escaped 

from the confining walls of his palace and encountered a man who was sick, a 

man who was old, and a corpse.  For the first time he learned that the true nature 

of reality is suffering and he was filled with compassion.  From that time on he 

couldn’t rest until he found a way to relieve suffering so he left his luxurious life 

and became a wandering mendicant.  

 

In our child-centered, affluent families, many children live like young princes but 

never escape from the palace.  Doting parents surround them with everything 

they want and they receive extravagant affirmation for their smallest 

achievements so they too never have an opportunity to encounter the want and 

suffering that are the common lot of most of the world’s peoples.   

 

The pain of past generations, the values our parents fought and died for is 

forgotten and a young prince can go to a costume party dressed as a Nazi 

without giving it a moment’s thought.  Our suburban neighborhoods with neatly 

managed lawns and deed restrictions project success and insure uniformity.  The 

affluent retreat into gated, segregated enclaves that shield them from interaction 

with the poor who only come in to clean their homes and take care of their yards.  

Our culture is devoted to avoiding the reality of pain, death, suffering and want.  

We have created a generation of young adults that wants it all right now, on 

credit and with insurance to cover any potential loss. 

 

It takes many poor laborers to support the lifestyles we all enjoy.  The social 

codes in the Old Testament reflect the understanding that the many poor who 
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must labor for to maintain the comfort of the affluent are deserving of our 

attention and compassion.  As long as there is a supply of immigrant workers 

that can be exploited at low wages, we can live like Pharaohs but things can 

change.  If the working poor are unable to provide adequate shelter, clothing, 

food, the basic necessities of existence for their families, trouble is not far off.  

Compassion is as much a survival mechanism for community as one of the 

hallmarks of civilization but in the spiritual journey, compassion is more than 

merely a remedy for social order.  Unless we are able to identify with others, we 

are virtually unable to identify with ourselves.  We all are poor and separated 

from a traffic accident, heart attack or a tornado by only an hour or a breath.  

 

Compassion is built on the recognition that this other person really is myself, 

that somehow our identities are not really separate.  I’ve heard that the reason 

children and their grandparents get along so well is because they have a 

common enemy.  Jesus said that it’s no credit to love our friends but that true 

compassion is that shown our enemies.  Our parents are our first enemies 

because we have to break their physical and psychological hold on us before we 

can grow up.  They’re the first to disappoint us so they’re the first people we 

have to learn to forgive.   

 

The rabbis say that the most difficult of all the 10 Commandments is the fifth;  

“Honor your father and mother that your days may be long on the earth.”  All of 

us have issues with our parents and most of us believe we could have done a 

better job than they did.  How can we honor people for whom we have so little 

respect?  Or is it possible that we have expected too much and understood too 

little?  Most of us have little knowledge of our parents’ lives before we were born 

and less understanding of what contributed to their personalities and behaviors.  
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We have a hard enough time understanding ourselves, what it was that shaped 

our personalities and how we interact with the world.  The feelings and emotions 

generated by our early life predict in large part what kind of adults we become.  

To honor our parents is to have respect for them, for their individuality and for 

their struggles which we know little about.   

 

My father left us and remarried when I was a young teenager.  It’s difficult  to 

describe the unhappiness that resulted for our family or to predict how things 

may have been different if he had stayed.  He was a loving father, even if he was 

an absent one, but he was not a good husband, to either of his wives.  We learn 

how to be parents and spouses from the examples of our own parents.  His father 

died in an influenza epidemic when my father was only four.  His mother never 

remarried and was so bitter, she wouldn’t let his father’s name be mentioned as 

her five children grew up.  She, in her turn, as one of twelve children, had been 

coerced into marrying an older man who had previously been married and had 

two children.   

 

My great-grandfather was a strong, dominant personality who largely dictated the 

lives of his family.  He had been the youngest of twelve children and he had to 

leave home and make his own way at a very young age.  His character was 

shaped by being forced to become self-sufficient when there was no one to help 

him.  My father’s memories of his family were not happy ones.  He resented his 

grandfather and his many aunts and uncles because he felt they didn’t give him 

the support he needed.  The story goes on and on and is very familiar to many 

people.  Each of us is shaped by forces beyond our control but there comes a 

time when a mature person must say, “None of that had anything to do with me.  I 

must learn on my own how not to pass on a history of pain and resentment.”  
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A compassionate person had respect for all people merely because they are 

deserving of life and are worthy in their own right.  As we struggle with our own 

lives and experience failure, we have two choices.  We can blame others, usually 

our parents, for our failures.  If only they had done this or that, we would have 

been successful.  Well, who can say?  Many people achieve success in life in 

spite of odds that would have defeated ordinary people and others who seem to 

have had nothing but the good life don’t turn out well.  The second choice is to 

take responsibility for our own failures, whether they were our fault or not, to 

seek understanding and learn from our experiences.  

 

When we harbor resentments, we give the power of our life over to someone we 

can’t control.  In time, we realize that failure is a necessary part of life and 

actually presents opportunities for greater growth than we would have 

experienced without it.  We may even learn that the greater the risks, the greater 

the potential for failure, the greater the potential for reward.  When we learn to 

value and have respect for our own failures, we will have respect for others who 

fail.   

 

When we can affirm people for who they are and to let go of unrealistic 

expectations, we may discover a great surprise.  Someone whom we were ready 

to dismiss may reveal an unexpected new aspect of themselves that is delightful 

and rewarding.  Someone who has gone through life feeling rejected and 

unappreciated may suddenly bloom and astonish us with their gift.  In learning to 

accept and affirm others as they really are, we may discover the greatest gift of 

all.  We may discover our own true selves, our gifts, learn to truly understand 

ourselves, learn to forgive ourselves, learn to value ourselves.  If we can’t value 
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others, for who they are, we certainly will be unable to value ourselves.  When we 

have unrealistic expectations of others, we are going to have the same 

unrealistic expectations of ourselves. This is the real cause of the stress and 

unhappiness in our lives.  We expect way too much and we value way too little. 

 

The words of the traditional marriage vows, “for better or for worse, for richer or 

for poorer, in sickness or in health, until death do us part” refer first to ourselves, 

not to the other.  We are the ones who are poor.  We are the ones who are ill.  We 

are the ones who face death both figuratively and literally.  We are the ones daily 

in need for forgiveness.  We are the frail ones who need so much one whom we 

can trust.  We pledge to do for the other that which we so much need to have 

done for ourselves.  To love the other as we love our self is what it means to love 

God.  Scripture says we can’t truly love God unless we also love, these the least 

of our brothers and sisters because in loving them, we love ourselves and God 

who is in and through every thing.  To tough it out and learn to grow in our 

imperfect marriages through compassion and forgiveness is a sign of maturity 

and faith.  

 

The speaker at my seminary convocation ended with these words:  “Be kind.  

Everyone is having a hard time.”  No one knew this better than my husband.  A 

brilliant physicist, his academic career and personal life were brutally interrupted 

by the bipolar disease that struck during his university days.  After decades of 

struggle and near homelessness, he finally achieved a measure of stability and 

learned to cope, but his loss resulted in a deep sense of compassion for others.   

 

Once when I was laid low by flu in the middle of Lent, he volunteered to do the 

mid-week service for me in our small church.  The people reported that his 



  

278 

homily was both moving and excellent.  He told them that everyone is 

handicapped in some way or other and often we are unaware of the extent of our 

own handicaps, especially when we fall into the trap of assessing the handicaps 

of others.  Most of us don’t do the sort of deep, painful meditation that is 

essential to self-understanding.  It’s too easy just to sail along from day to day, 

oblivious of how our careless words and actions may have profound and adverse 

affects on others.  We don’t get up in the morning and look in the mirror and say, 

“Let’s see.  How can I screw up today?”   

 

Most of us do the best we know how with the equipment we’ve got.  But we all 

struggle in different ways that are unique to our situations.  Our struggles have 

as much to do with our history, our genetics and our environment as with our 

choices.  We are, deep down, each of us, a small child holding his hands upward 

in hope that we’ll be understood, loved and accepted in spite of our misdeeds.  

When we learn that we all have the same hope, the same fragility, the same need, 

we discover our true kinship, our true brotherhood.  We cease needing to blame 

others or even having the need to understand.  To have compassion and to love 

another as we love ourselves is to reject analysis of others in favor of synthesis.   

 

Jesus broke with the conventional expectations of his day that looked for a 

messianic deliverer that would put the world straight and bring in an eternal reign 

of peace.  He told his disciples that the kingdom was already within their reach 

because it was within them.  We grow up wanting someone else to solve our 

problems for us; our parents, our spouse, Santa Claus, a messiah, God, instead 

of taking responsibility for ourselves.  When we understand that what we are 

seeking lies within, we can find peace anywhere, even in a prison cell, or a 

hospital room or when our dreams have been lost.  There are few situations 
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where it is not possible to focus our thoughts on the needs of others rather than 

on our own situation.   

 

Even if life is snatched away from us prematurely. The Native American people 

view premature death in this light.  An individual has completed his pathway 

early.    All life comes to an end in order that other life can exist.  To have peace 

within ourselves means to have peace with God, freedom from worrying about a 

future we have no power to predict and little power to control.  We can be at 

peace when we give each day or our lives to God in such a way that we trust we 

have accomplished for that day all that was possible to do in love.   

 

We trust that God understands everything, our failures as well as our triumphs 

and that God loves us and forgives us unconditionally.  Then we are truly free, no 

matter what others may do.  We can be at peace about our children because we 

can be confident that God’s love for them is even stronger than our own love for 

them.  We can be at peace with our enemies.  We can be at peace with ourselves.  

In some way we can’t begin to fathom, love embraces every thing, heals every 

wound, confers eternity.   

 

A rich young man asked Jesus about the secret to eternal life, Jesus told him he 

already knew the answer.  It was in what he had learned all his life, to love God 

with all his heart, mind and strength and to love his neighbor as himself.  The 

young man wasn’t satisfied with the answer and wanted more, so Jesus pointed 

out to him that his possessions stood in the way of achieving his goal.  Jesus 

was telling him what Buddha had taught five hundred years earlier.  Possessions 

are what stand in the way of love for God and love for others because we use 

them as substitutes for love and relationships.  They make us anxious, they are 
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our idols.  This young man was very wealthy in terms of material goods so he 

went away still unhappy because he was unwilling to part with any of it, but we all 

are rich in possessions that we are unwilling to part with in order to achieve 

“eternal life”.   

 

All through life, we accumulate possessions because we look to these things to 

fulfill our needs.  Possessions are not just material things.  Possessions are 

those things we think we can’t live without and are the very things that stand in 

the way of our relationship with God and our relationships with others.  The 

include anger, resentment, pride, selfishness, a hurt we are unable to let go of, 

unhealthy attachments and all our excuses.  How can we live without our 

excuses?  These are what prevent us from living “life in abundance” and 

discovering the kingdom within.   

 

The key to life, eternal life, if you will, which is to say, life in abundance, is to let 

go of our possessions in order to see others as we see ourselves, to wish for 

them what we wish for ourselves, and to understand that they deserve no less 

than we deserve.  To to break the bonds of childish dependency, self-

centeredness and resentment is to become open to growth, the realization of 

contentment and to genuine love.  Love and compassion don’t make us anxious.  

They are not possessions.  They are grateful, trusting, joyful responses to life.  

We will learn to experience inner peace and need fewer pills.  

 

Years ago, I was struck by a quotation I read by Karl Menninger, the founder of 

the famous Menninger Clinic for the treatment of mental disorders that sums up 

better than anything I’ve ever read about the true meaning of compassion.  

Practiced on a community, national and international scale, it means having the 
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willingness to let go of one’s own agendas and being ready to listen and try to 

understand what others are saying, what others need and focusing less on 

having them understand us.  Big surprise!  When we stop judging people and 

have compassion for them, most of them will respond by paying more attention 

to us and our needs.  Most people respond positively to love.  Sociopaths and 

despots aside, this is really the secret of getting along with just about everybody.   

      

“If we can love; this is the touchstone.  this is the key to all the therapeutic 

programs of the modern psychiatric hospital; it dominates the behavior of 

its staff from director down to gardener.  To our patient who cannot love 

we must say by our actions that we do love him.  You can be angry here if 

you must be;  we know you have had cause.  We know you have been 

wronged.  We know you are afraid of your anger, your self-punishment - 

afraid too, that your anger will arouse our anger and that you will be 

wronged again and disappointed again and rejected again and driven mad 

once more.  But we are not angry - and you won’t be, either, after a while.  

We are your friends; those about you are all friends; you can relax your 

defenses and your tensions.  As you - and we - come to understand your 

life better, the warmth of love will begin to replace your present anguish - 

and you will find yourself getting well” (Bulletin of the Menninger Clinic, 

July 1944) 

 

To have compassion is to become a small circle of light in a world of darkness.  

We can’t solve the problems of the world and the world does better without our 

interference anyway.  As Leibniz said, it is the best of all possible worlds.  It 

already has everything we possibly could want or need.  What we can do is not to 

be a stumbling block for others and to give a hand up where we can to those who 
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stumble.  Compassion is the mechanism that makes conscience possible.  Jesus 

said, love your enemies and leave justice to God.   

 

That doesn’t mean justice shouldn’t be important to us and we shouldn’t have 

laws to protect the innocent, but is to remind us that even oppressors need 

justice.  On a personal level, there often is no need to accuse or confront our 

enemies.  If we stay connected with them, our quiet, dignified, unaccusing 

acceptance of them will be confrontation enough.  That’s not to say people don’t 

need to be held accountable when they commit wrong.  Forgiving doesn’t mean 

forgetting or not protecting those who are vulnerable.  But there is no greater 

force for good in the universe than to have compassion for one’s enemies, to 

forgive, and to seek, whenever possible to understand so that we are better able 

to forgive. 

 

 

 

33.  FORGIVENESS 

 

I’d been visiting Tony in the hospital for several months.  Tony was a lady in her 

late sixties with thinning white hair, a lovely smile and a wonderful disposition in 

spite of  

her rapidly deteriorating physical condition.  When I walked into her room that 

day, she could tell I wasn’t having a good day.  Tony and I had come to know 

each other pretty well over the past few months and there were times when the 

roles of patient and a chaplain-in-training seemed to get reversed.  She was 

dying of congestive heart failure and had been in and out of the hospital 

numerous times with stays ranging from several days to several weeks.  They’d 
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dry her lungs out, patch her up and send her home again where there wasn’t 

anyone to take care of her.  Soon she’d be back again.  Tony was a devout 

Catholic and as serene as Buddha.  She’d had a hard life, raising a large family 

on a meager income mostly by herself since her husband had been an alcoholic 

until he died years ago of liver failure.  Her joyful faith was an inspiration in spite 

of all the trouble she’d seen.   

 

She asked me why I was so long of face that day and I ended up confessing my 

anger at a teacher on my advisory committee whose good will I needed but who 

seemed determined to be antagonistic toward me.  After a time, I asked her how 

it was that she had endured such a hard life with no help from an abusive 

husband, yet could be so calm and serene in spite of it all.  She told me she had 

forgiven him.  Anger is far worse than heart disease or a cancer, she told me.  

Sickness can destroy our body, but anger can destroy our soul.  Someone does 

us an injustice.  If we let that injustice dominate our heart, we continue to suffer 

injustice every day of our life, long after the original incident is passed.  The pain 

we inflict on ourselves is far greater than the original pain someone caused us.  

But we can transform that injustice and pain through forgiveness and find peace 

once again. 

 

Well, I’d heard all that before.  Certainly, I know we should forgive our enemies.  

The problem is, how do we go about doing that?  Some things are much harder 

to forgive than others.  Perhaps some things should never be forgiven.  Does 

forgiving mean forgetting?  It’s one thing to forgive a friend who’s made us mad 

or even an enemy who has injured us once, but how can we forgive someone 

who has repeatedly injured us.  How do victims of  serious crimes forgive the 

perpetrator?  How does a child forgive dysfunctional parents for years of abuse?  



  

284 

How do people forgive such things as sexual abuse or the destruction of a 

reputation or the infliction of an injury that has lifelong consequences.  

Sometimes it’s not possible to distance our self from the person who has hurt us.  

We have to go on enduring their malice or the after-effects of the injury day after 

day. 

 

Peter asked Jesus, 

 “Lord how often shall my brother sin against me, 

 and I forgive him?  As many as seven times?” 

 Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, 

 but seventy times seven.” (Matthew 18:21-22) 

             

According to Jesus, forgiveness is a process we must practice over our whole 

life.  Somehow, we are called to develop the capacity to receive, embrace and 

transform suffering.  It takes a big heart to do this.  Many people never 

experience justice in this life.  How can we apply this teaching to all the pain and 

suffering we hear about in the news?  It seems endless; war, terrorist attacks, 

kidnappings, economic exploitation and injustices, attacks on human dignity, 

sexual and physical abuse.  The pain and suffering I’ve endured looks small up 

against the vast misery of the world.  As long as humans have lived in 

community, there has been conflict and suffering inflicted by one party on 

another so that forgiveness is at the very heart of the spiritual quest.  Books, 

advice columns, mediators, negotiators, counselors and support groups 

proliferate.  Buddhists don’t talk about forgiveness; instead they talk about the 

impermanent nature of feelings such as anger and the perceptions that lead to 

suffering.  I’ve learned that both western religious traditions and eastern ones 

are driving at essentially the same thing, only from different directions.  The 
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transformation of suffering takes place through receiving, embracing and 

transforming.   

   

It’s a huge subject and time was short.  How could you do it, I asked.  How were 

you able to forgive him and find peace in spite of all that has happened.  “Oh,” 

she said, “I couldn’t do it on my own.  I’m only human.  I knew he was God’s 

child, the same as everyone and that somehow God understood him and forgave 

him.  After all, Jesus forgave the people who killed him, from the cross.  So I 

forgave him with the forgiveness of Jesus.  I would say to myself, ‘I can’t forgive 

you myself, but I forgive you with the forgiveness of Jesus.’”   

 

There’s a Sufi story about a woman who was washing clothes down by the river 

when she noticed a log floating by with a tarantula on it.  Feeling compassion for 

the tarantula, she reached out to pull the log to the shore but the tarantula bit her 

hand and she had to let go of the log.  Again she reached out, but the tarantula 

bit her again.  Some friends came by and asked her why she kept doing it when 

all the creature did was bite her every time.  “Oh,” said the woman, “it’s just its 

nature to bite.”  When we understand the true nature of a thing or person and 

that negative emotional responses have a history, we can accept and forgive.  

Positive emotional responses also have a history and when we understand the 

interdependent co-arising of all situations and responses, we can be 

compassionate and understanding in all situations.   

 

I needed to work more on being able to forgive, so one day some time later I was 

talking with my friend, Sister Joyce about my problem.  This man had done me a 

great deal of harm.  Every time I thought about it, I got angry all over again.  If I 

tried not to think about it, he would intrude into my thoughts before I realized 
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what was happening.  The anger just kept rising to the surface like a boil in spite 

of anything.  I had practiced saying, “I forgive you with the forgiveness of Christ”, 

and that was an important first step.  I didn’t really mean it, and it brought some 

relief, but I wanted to be able to do more.   

 

Sr. Joyce could identify with my problem because she had been having her own 

trials with a colleague.  We were walking in the park and she saw some young 

children playing nearby and we sat down on a bench and watched them for 

awhile.  Occasionally a quarrel would break out or one child would push another 

off the playground equipment and their mothers would have to intervene to settle 

things.  We talked about how we all were like that once.  We were just children 

living chiefly by instinct and relying on our mothers to settle our disputes.  We 

find it easy to forgive our children because we love them and feel protective 

toward them and we know they are impetuous and immature and the damage 

they do is slight.  We aren’t threatened when they say hurtful things because we 

know they don’t know any better.  It takes a long time for them to grow up and 

learn to behave in socially acceptable ways.  Some children have a harder time 

than others because perhaps they aren’t disciplined well, or loved as much as 

they should be loved or deprived of the essential things they need.  Some 

children are allowed to grow into bullies by neglectful parents.  We know that 

many of their behavior problems are the result of poor parenting and we want to 

forgive them and hope they will learn to do better. 

 

This person who has hurt us so much once was a small child.  What can the life 

of that small child have been like?  What could have happened in that child’s life 

that he grew into such a unpleasant adult?  If that person could be a small child 

playing once again in the park, what would we see that could give us a clue about 
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the adult that child would become?  Did that child experience forgiveness or did 

he feel lonely and unacceptable. 

 

Most of the time we don’t have a clue why people turn out like they do, but if it 

were possible to go backward in time in a time-machine and visit in the childhood 

home of a person we would learn a lot.  I grew up in the South where there was a 

lot of racial prejudice, but I was fortunate because my parents were not 

prejudiced and taught me that all people should be treated equally.  More 

important, they demonstrated in their own lives acceptance of people and 

appreciation of differences.  But I had many friends whose parents were 

intolerant and said untrue and hurtful things about people who were different.  If I 

had been taught the same things my friends were taught, I would have been 

prejudiced also. 

 

Buddhists teach that forms, feelings, perceptions, mental formations and 

consciousness shape our ideas about things.  When we watch children at play, 

we see their physical forms running, jumping, swinging, sitting or talking.  We 

soon observe they demonstrate different feelings about their play.  They are 

happy, irritable, tired, sad, provoked or calm.  In another minute their feelings 

may change into other feelings.  As we watch them, we begin to develop 

perceptions about whether or not they are friendly or bullies or outgoing or 

fearful.  Our perceptions are based on what we see in our limited observation. 

 

If we come the next day to the park, we may see the child and feel resentful and 

think, “Oh, there is the bully child again.”  This mental formation is based on bits 

of information we have filed away in our “store consciousness.”  Our information 

always is very incomplete, but we use it to make value judgments about people 
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and things all the time.  When we first meet a person, we draw upon bits of 

information in our store consciousness to form a picture or opinion about the 

person.   

 

Our store consciousness contains everything we ever have experienced or have 

learned or felt.  Later, every time we see that person, this mental formation rises 

up to the surface of our thoughts and forms the basis for other bits of information 

we add as we interact with the person.  Unless we learn to look deeply and 

truthfully at our perceptions, we may form a very hurtful and incorrect opinion or 

picture of a person and if we act on negative information, we may even 

perpetuate pain and suffering.   

 

Our impressions are all of an impermanent nature and often are based on 

superficial or incomplete observation.  Spiritual Wisdom is the discerning nature 

that recognizes the impermanent nature of our opinions about people and things 

and looks deeply to see the truth.  When we look deeply enough, we learn that 

we all are the same.  We all are children playing in a park experiencing joy and 

sorrow, love and forgiveness or rejection and anger.  These feelings and 

perceptions are seeds that sink deep into our store consciousness for all our 

lives and grow and surface when they are watered and nurtured causing us to 

experience joy or sorrow, love and forgiveness or rejection and anger.  But at the 

very deepest level of our being, we all are the same but some of us are more or 

less fortunate than others.  When we’re feeling distress or sorrow or anger, it is 

because of mental formations arising from the negative seeds in our store 

consciousness as a result of an incident or painful memory.  We can say to 

ourselves, my feelings and perceptions are impermanent and I am not going to 

allow them to take root and grow into a big tree.  We have positive seeds in our 
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store consciousness also that can help us build more positive mental formations.  

We can make a conscious effort to understand and change how we think. 

 

My friend said to me, ”When someone has caused us an injury and we are having 

trouble forgiving them, it helps to think about them as a little child playing in the 

park.  Why is that child not happy and wanting to cause pain.  What is happening 

with that child today?  By doing this, we make the person small enough to fit into 

our heart.  Then we can forgive them.” 

 

 “The one who is forgiven little loves little.” 

  (Luke 7:43) 

 “Where there is perception, there is deception.” 

  (Diamond Sutra) 

 

The great gift of imagination is the ability to create a virtual world through an 

effort of will and to train ourselves to live in that world.  Intellect can overcome 

biology.  Stephen Hawking and the late Christopher Reeves are examples of this 

and both of these severely disabled men have been a source of inspiration for 

others.  There seems to be no situation over which the human mind and will 

cannot triumph.  Psychologists teach us that it is amazing what we are able to 

accomplish when we change the way we think.  No one claims this is an easy 

task.  It takes not only a strong will but people to encourage and help us on the 

way; a community of some kind or other, or at the very least, a trusted friend or 

counselor.  The first thing to do is to make a decision that it is going to happen. 

 

Imagination has its limits.  But together with with maturity, will power, intellect 

and faith,  imagination can enable us to transform the way we think about 
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ourselves and our world, to envision a different scenario.  The Bible teaches that 

even faith is a gift and we need the help of others to grow spiritually.  Others 

have qualities and insights we’re lacking.  Perfectly ordinary people with no 

special skills sometimes possess 

deep faith and can help and inspire us.  These people are rich in spiritual 

resources and can teach us a lot about how to live, forgive and get along in life.   

 

Some people find themselves transformed by events and circumstances totally 

out of their control while others who experience the same set of conditions are 

unable to visualize anything different than what they already know.  Both 

negative and positive seeds  enter our subconsciousness as children and 

sometimes we can retrieve useful information from our past through therapy, 

sometimes not.  Religion teaches a pathway that does not depend on anything 

but starting out where we are at the present time.  Trust can take the place of 

understanding and is something we can learn.  

 

If we understand that trust is an issue with us, as it was in my case, we can 

construct a set of messages to ourselves that can help overcome our disability 

and make a conscious decision to act on those new messages.   When I was a 

preteen, my family took a vacation to the beach and I was stung badly by a jelly 

fish while diving into the waves.  As a result, I was terrified of going into any 

water that wasn’t a concrete lined, chlorinated swimming pool.  My father told me 

that the only way to overcome an irrational fear of swimming in the lake where 

we were camping on summer was to act on the basis of what I knew to be true 

rather than what I feared.  There are no jelly fish in East Texas lakes.  To prove 

the point, he suggested that I wade out into some underwater weeds and sit 

down in them and get acquainted with them and he promised to go with me and 
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to pull me out if any jelly fish wandered by.  I did it because I trusted him and it 

worked.   

 

As a child, I was very fortunate to develop a concept of God as One who was 

completely trustworthy even though, like many people, I suffered a great deal 

because of dysfunctionality in my family which of course created my own set of 

dysfunctionality  including a lot of anxiety about my future.  Many years later 

during my ministry I was going through a very painful and uncertain period in my 

life.  It was Lent, a season in the church liturgical calendar where we are 

encouraged to be introspective and, if possible, deprive ourselves of something 

we value, a form of spiritual discipline called fasting.  Giving up meat or some 

food item never appealed to me very much and wasn’t that valuable a thing 

anyway, so I finally decided that the hardest thing for me to give up was my 

anxiety.   

 

Now it wouldn’t seem that anxiety would be something I valued, but it was 

obvious that I couldn’t seem to get along without it.  A psychologist might say 

that since I was a very anxious person I must depend on my anxiety to keep me 

going.  That’s how emotions work in us, including negative emotions.  They’re so 

difficult to control because they don’t arise through logical and conscious 

thought processes, but as the result of a mental formation about a thing, event or 

person stored long ago as seeds in our subconsciousness, like the mental 

formation I had stored up as a child about jelly fish.  These seeds buried deep in 

our store consciousness flower whenever we water them.  Every time those 

seeds get watered we get overwhelmed with the emotion we originally 

experienced when those seeds first were  implanted in our store consciousness.  

Even if we go through a lot of counseling and learn some things about how those 
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seeds got planted in the first place, it doesn’t eliminate them.  We have to change 

the conditions that water the seeds and make them grow that through a 

conscious act.  At a very simple level, we can trust deeply in God to change us 

and let it go of the conditions that water the seeds.   

 

Prayer helps us do this.  I finally said to God, “Okay, you know where I am in this 

and I know you want me to be in a better place but I’m not having any luck getting 

there by myself.  So what I propose is to GIVE UP MY ANXIETY FOR LENT.  Now 

you are going to have to help me do this and I’m going to remind you that you 

promised you would do whatever I asked for ‘in your name’.”  Some days I had to 

remind God to hold up God’s part of the bargain  because giving up anxiety was 

the hardest thing I’d ever done in my life, even harder than giving up chocolate.  

I’d say, “Okay, here we go again, that old anxiety feeling.  Now you promised to 

help me and I gave up anxiety for Lent, so, get to it!”  It was a bit of coercion on 

my part, but hey, that’s okay.  To argue with God is a sign of faithfulness, 

insisting that God live up to God’s promise to help us.  Jacob wrestled with the 

angel and got blessed.  He got his thigh broken in the process, but we have to 

accept that as the price of admission.   

 

Thich Naht Hanh, the Buddhist monk, would encourage us to get acquainted with 

our negative emotions and thoughts as an old friend.  “Well, hello, my old friend, 

anxiety.  Here you are again today.”  Recognizing a negative feeling or a thought 

goes a long way toward giving us power over it.  Denying them keeps them 

strong.  We can actually change the way we think about a thing by substituting a 

positive thought for a negative.  It takes work and it takes a lot of time, like 

training muscles for an athletic competition, but eventually it pays off and what 
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once seemed impossible becomes routine.  But we have to keep in practice to 

stay in shape.   

 

Working to overcome my anxiety became a lifelong discipline for me.  If trust is 

an issue, we need to learn to trust.  If we can’t do this on our own, we need help.  

We need a trainer, maybe some person we admire and we try to emulate their 

behavior.  We ask ourselves, “What would Will or Aunt Elena say or do in this 

situation.”  If we have a religious belief, that religious system offers a pathway to 

trust and if we follow it, it will work!! TRUST ME!!  That is why we still have 

religion even after so many centuries of Crusades, Inquisitions, witch-hunts, 

burnings at stakes, and priest sexual scandals.  No matter how often the leaders 

make pacts with the devil, the pathway survives intact for anyone who elects to 

follow it.    

    

In the movie, “Gandhi,” the flames of conflict between Muslims and Hindus 

intensify as the country strives to gain independence from British rule.  At the 

height of the conflict a Hindu man whose son has been killed by Muslims is full of 

rage and confronts Gandhi who is struggling to make peace between the warring 

factions.  He never will accept peace with the people who have killed his son but 

Gandhi tells him that he must be willing to forgive the atrocity or peace will never 

happen.  In his anger and grief, the father insists he never can forgive but Gandhi 

tells him there is a way.  The man, who is Hindu, must find a Muslim boy who has 

lost his father and take him to his home and raise him as his son.  But, adds 

Gandhi, the man must raise the boy as a Muslim.  We learn to forgive when we 

learn to identify with our enemy. 
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The origin of pain, the roots of conflict are many and ancient and often defy 

understanding or resolution and often the people involved have long since 

forgotten what started it all.  The Bible teaches that the sins of the fathers are 

passed on to the sons, even to the third and fourth generations.  People who 

harbor resentment toward others often display a pattern of resentment that  

poisons other relationships and interferes with their life and work in many 

unforeseen ways.  Many problems simply don’t offer ready solutions, so how is it 

that some people are able to move past them anyway and get on with their lives 

while others seem perpetually bogged down in the swamp?   

 

We often misunderstand the nature of forgiveness.  Forgiveness is not an 

emotion, not something we feel.  Forgiveness doesn’t mean one is required to 

forget an injury or excuse it and feel all good again.  Some injuries are 

impossible to forget or should not be excused.  Forgiveness doesn’t mean we’ll 

never suffer again because of the injustice we experienced or feel the loss or 

pain again that was inflicted on us.  We can’t help how we feel, but we can help 

how we think, and that is the key to forgiveness.    

 

Forgiveness is a choice, a conscious decision that we make.   It begins with the 

understanding that when I am angry, I injure myself all over again.  Buddha 

taught that anger and resentment is like someone shooting an arrow into your 

chest.  The first arrow hurt a lot, but nothing compared to the hundreds of arrows 

we shoot with our anger and resentment into the same wound over and over 

again.  We may never know why the person shot the arrow, or maybe we do.  It 

doesn’t matter.  We have a choice to draw our bow and fire back and keep the 

conflict going, or to put away our weapon and refuse to fight back.  We can learn 

to understand that whatever the origin of the conflict, it has a history that 
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probably goes a long,  long way back.  Way past our understanding or even 

involvement.  Who knows why that person who hurt us did it?  The person 

probably doesn’t even know himself.  Who knows if we inadvertently invited the 

barb.  The Psalmist wrote, “Who can discern his own errors?” 

 

Whatever the reason, we can make a choice to say to ourselves, “This anger has 

a long history and I probably am not even a part of it.  I am going to make a 

decision that the pain stops here, with me.  I can pass it on, but I choose to let it 

stop here.  I’m not going to give this pain any more food, any more history.”  

When I feel the anger rising in me, I will say to myself, “Okay, here is the pain 

again.  I acknowledge your presence and we’ve been together a long time.  But 

now I am ready for you go away, so I am going to think about something else 

now.”  We can train our minds to take a time out or to change the subject.   

 

We can’t help painful thoughts from catching us off guard, especially when we 

are not feeling strong.  When we’re having a bad day, or coming down with a cold 

or have a problem with someone else that the old pain is ready to rush back in 

and take sides with the new injury.  Then the conflict escalates and we find we 

have a civil war on our hands.  It takes strength to say, “Okay, break it up!.  

That’s enough for now.  Go back down there in the swamp where you belong and 

quit trying to spoil my day.”  Then we must make a conscious effort to substitute 

a good thought for the bad and there are lots of different ways we can do this.  

What is important is that we acknowledge the pain and send it on its way with the 

determination to focus our attention on something positive. 

 

As time goes by, this becomes easier and easier.  Forgiveness is a conscious 

decision to substitute something good for something bad.  Eventually, the old 
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injury has less and less power to ruin our day.  As time goes on, and we make 

the person who injured us small enough to fit in our heart, we begin to 

understand that they also are caught up in a cycle of inward and outward 

violence and to feel pity for them.  We may begin to be able to see them as that 

small child who was hurt once so deeply that the child in its adult life feels the 

need to strike back again and again and we can put them in our prayers.  Then 

some day we may even begin to be able to see ourselves in that small hurt child 

and feel more than pity, perhaps even love and compassion and we take that 

little hurt child home with us and raise him as our own.  But we allow him the 

freedom to be whoever he was created to be and one day he’ll discover that hate 

kills, but love fulfills and recreates itself endlessly.  Then some day, we will come 

to understand that the only real enemy we have is ourselves, the only injury we 

suffer is self-inflicted, when we are unable to forgive.         

  
 “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” 
  (Matthew 5:44) 
 
 “Hate is not conquered by hate:  hate is conquered by love.   
  This is a law eternal.”   (The Dhammapada 1:5)    
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Part VII  Postlude 
 

On a recent trip to Arkansas through the Ouachita Mountains, I passed a through 

a spectacular road cut where the ancient stratified sedimentary layers had all the 

colors of Joseph’s coat.  Like so much of the geology in this area, they were 

steeply tilted from the horizontal position indicating that they’d been pushed out 

of place by the tremendous force of collision of our continental plate with 

another millions of years in the past when the super-continent, Pangea, was 

formed.  I wanted to stop to get a better look, but there wasn’t room on the 

narrow shoulder at a blind curve on a winding mountain road.  Road cuts are like 

archeologists’ trenches.  They cut into the earth’s history that mostly is hidden 

from view.  I didn’t get another chance to see a cut like that on that trip.    

  

Geologists read rocks and land forms like a history book that reveals tantalizing 

glimpses into a past that is mostly hidden from view.  My husband studies the 

universe through physics and mathematics that he hopes will provide some 

clues to understanding how things work.  The study of science is to study the 

mind of God but most scientists have the humility of admitting that they can 

access only a tiny part of their discipline, unlike the arrogance of some 

preachers who not only claim to know the mind of God, but to be God’s press 

secretary.  The geological and biological history of the earth’s evolution is so 

much more compelling and fascinating then the simple accounts in the creation 

stories of ancient peoples found in religion that I’m amazed some people still find 

them controversial.  We may have explored the edges of outer space, but at the 
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beginning of the twenty-first century, the “Earth Is Flat” people still are fighting 

biological evolution theories and demanding revisions in textbooks.  No wonder 

religion has been discredited for many educated people.  But what will we tell the 

children? 

 

After all, religion serves an entirely different purpose than to deal with areas that 

should be left to science.  Whereas science tries to learn the mind of God, 

religion seeks access to the heart of God.  No one has a clue what the nature of 

God is and we can make empirical claims to know only what can be observed 

and verified by others through sensory experience.  Nevertheless, everything we 

experience can’t be observed, measured or reduced to formulas, so we use 

symbols and metaphors or tell stories to illustrate meaning and these are verified 

through our shared experiences.  The origin and development of those stories 

from our past are hidden from view and the theologies we construct on their 

basis form over hundreds of years and are subject to change, deformation and 

erosion like land forms.  We are experiencing a period of monumental changes in 

the history of religion because religion is shaped by experience and new 

experiences change how we think.  Our cultural plates are grinding against one 

another, subsuming some things, uplifting others, creating new visible forms.  

Underneath it all, flows the molten stream of ancient wisdom that emerges to 

form the bedrock of community.  We experience far more than we can explain or 

understand, but when we tell the story, others are able immediately to identify 

with our experiences.   

 

We all know what it is to fall in love with a baby, to get excited at a rock concert, 

to cheer for our favorite team, to shed tears over soldiers killed in action.  

Physics has taught us there is more to life than space-time; gravity and particles, 
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for example, whose existence we can only infer and that particles are actually 

waves and that every seemingly solid object is really no more than the reduction 

of collection of waves.  Music doesn't exist in space- time, except as a micro-

instant, a set of sound waves. . . an event . . . and then it's gone.  But we can 

recall and experience its sensation forever, even if only in our heads.  And some 

of us can “hear it” in our heads, although no sound is made, and notate it on a 

piece of paper, but the notation is an arbitrary set of abstract symbols we’ve 

invented, like mathematics, to convey information.  Still, if someone else learns 

the code, they can read it, interpret it and recreate it.   

 

Define music.  It isn't notation on a page,  it isn't a musical instrument, it isn't a 

musician.  We hear music, we write music, we play music.  It's a wave of particles 

that were doing something else the moment before, a vibration, a sound, a 

PROCESS.  And the instant music comes into being, it's no longer there. Can't be 

seen, can’t be photographed (we can photograph a sine wave on an 

oscilloscope)  . . can only be recalled in memory.  But we know when we've heard 

it.  We've felt its effects.  It's stirred our emotions.  It may even have stirred us to 

some action or other.  Music has transforming power!  It’s said that the French 

Revolution only happened because of “La Marseillaise,” and Martin Luther is said 

to have marched into cathedrals with his followers singing some jazzy music and 

converted whole congregations on the spot which set off The Reformation even 

more firmly than the nailing of ninety-nine theses to a door. 

 

Some of the most important things we do often exist primarily as fiction or 

theater, recreations in story form or symbol.  Play and ritual offer us ways to 

build and maintain community by remembering, commemorating and honoring 
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important events and ideas, a means of showing respect, of passing on values, 

of learning to play by the rules, of maintaining standards.     

 

A building, a piece of furniture, a geological land form or a ritual have no 

meaning in themselves.  Meaning is conferred by human thought processes and 

to be religious is also to believe that ultimately, the meaning of value in 

relationships is conferred by God.  That is to say, that meaning has its origin 

beyond the limitations of our particular situations and experiences in a process 

that works to maximize potential and confer value.  God is love.  The most 

important things in life to us are not “things in themselves.”  Life doesn’t give us 

answers, we have to discover them.  God doesn’t give answers.  God is Process 

that confers meaning and value and spirituality is a dialectic between ourselves 

and our experiences.   

 

Ian Barbour reminds us that the scientific criteria of coherence, 

comprehensiveness and fruitfulness have their parallels in religious thought.  

Religions evolve the same as everything else and are influenced by the 

environment, cultural history and associations, even the climate.  Revelation or 

prophecy in religion is a vision that is the synthesis of experience and 

observation.  It’s reading the historical and cultural strata and conferring 

meaning on the story of a people and is authenticated, like any field of inquiry, by 

the experiences of the community which is a safeguard against individual 

subjectivity.  Nothing comes from nothing, nothing ever will.  Somewhere in our 

youth and childhood are the answers to our questions.  

 

It’s a mistake to think that religion and mountains are everlasting and eternal 

since the beginning of time.  The name, Himalayas, means “eternal,” yet in terms 
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of Earth’s history, they are quite young, only about 60 million years old and they 

still are growing taller.  The Indian plate still is colliding with the Asian 

continental plate, a process that began during the Tertiary and they are younger 

than the Appalachians which date back about 250 million years to the Permian 

period.  The reason the Himalayas are so high is because they haven’t had time 

to wear down yet.  Erosion levels everything.  Eventually, they’ll be low enough 

for children to climb, if children are still around.  Eastern and Western religion is 

on a collision course.  A bumper sticker reads, “My dharma ran over your 

dogma.”  Nothing stays the same because the forces of change, assimilation and 

redistribution always are at work.   

 

We can’t grasp these numbers: 60 million, 250 million.  Our fossil evidence for 

humans is only 3 to 4 million or so for a proto-ancester and we keep pushing the 

date back, but with uncertainty.  Culture only a couple of thousand years old, to 

the beginning, say, of the Christian religion is nearly beyond our grasp of 

understanding.  We have difficulty recalling family events three generations 

back.  Mountains are built very slowly.  It takes unimaginable amounts of time for 

them to be uplifted and hundreds of millions of years for them to be worn down 

again.   

 

There is a necessity at the heart of all knowledge.  Religions evolve in response 

to processes deep within the psyche of humans.  The process is slow and we 

don’t realize it’s happening and think things always have been the way we see 

them.  Hinduism stayed more or less rooted in place, but Buddhism was perhaps 

the first great missionary religion.  For hundreds of years It spread along the 

“Silk Road” traveled by merchants trading between the Orient and the Middle 

East.  Christian, Jewish and Buddhist communities existed alongside each other 
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for hundreds of years so it’s no surprise that so many of Jesus’ teachings echo 

those of Buddha, actually have more in common with eastern religion than with 

what Christianity evolved into in western thought and philosophy.  There were 

even early strands of Christianity that believed in reincarnation.      

 

Although changes take place in geology and in religion at the edges where 

continental plates and cultures clash, the interiors of continents and cultures 

contain relatively stable areas where erosion, subsidence and accretion is 

relatively small.  In geology these are called platforms, areas of very ancient, 

Precambrian rock over 500 million years old that have been overlaid by more 

recent sedimentary rock.  These platforms, together with with exposed 

Precambrian rock called shields together make up cratons, the stable core, the 

bedrock of continents that are little changed since very ancient times.   

 

There are platforms in ideas, philosophy and religion that, like the stable 

platforms of continents, resist change and provide for stability and continuity 

even if they have been overlaid by more recent and transitory innovations of 

popular culture.  Even so, the bedrock of spirituality remains visible in the lives 

of the saints, the shields of faith.  There are only so many ways to image religion, 

so many underlying forms and for all their outward diversity, the great religions 

share them all.  These are the bedrock of religion and spirituality:  prayer, 

sacrifice, self-denial, humility, charity, obedience, continence and simplicity.  The 

concepts of performance of duty without being concerned about the results, of 

non-attachment to things, ideas or people, of charitable hospitality to all people 

and all living things, of care for the environment, trust and peace are common to 

all religions.    
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I’ve referred to these underlying spiritual forms in religion as streams because 

they are fluid, like the magma that makes up the layer of earth beneath the 

lithosphere , the crust of earth on which we live.  They aren’t fixed in place by 

ritual or dogma.  Organized religion may actually place impediments to their 

practice so religion is periodically called to account by prophets, seers, utopian 

movements, monastics and reformers.  Ideas are as subject to compassion and 

lithification as rocks so eventually the reforms are subject to their own 

stratification and need reform.  In the beginning of a movement when there is a 

surplus of energy and creativity;  mountains are built and islands formed and 

ideas are in a fluid state.  But when the creative energy wanes and theological 

lithification takes place, religion becomes an artifact instead of a living, organic 

process and eventually we begin to erode.    

 

Within all religion there are sets of opposing values that result in various schools 

of thought, orders or denominations.   

 community and individuality 

 the secular state and theocracy 

 determinism and free will  

 sacrifice and acquisition 

 freedom and responsibility 

 infinite and finite 

 eternal and temporal  

 

There never will be one resolution to these ideas any more than we will resolve 

to all speak one language or drink one kind of beer.  It’s always interested me 

that neither Buddha nor Jesus left written instructions about any of these ideas.  

Both of them regarded life and God as a process of becoming increasingly 
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aware, humble, trusting, disciplined, loving and free.  Jesus told his disciples, 

“There are many things I would teach you, but you are not ready to hear them.”  

Jesus and Buddha both pointed the way up the mountain, but left it to us to 

figure out the details.  Neither was a theologian and both were somewhat 

agnostic to and suspicious of religion, with good reason.   

 

Augustine effectively summed up the essence of the gospel, “Love and do as 

you will.”  To that we might add, “Trust what you know,” and ignore it if it doesn’t 

make sense.  God didn’t give us brains to mock us.  For many people, it may be 

the best we can achieve is a kind of hopeful agnosticism.  Which makes it all that 

more important that we pay attention to what’s going on and take responsibility.  

Religion used to give us all the answers and make all the rules but that doesn’t 

play anymore in a complex, multi-cultural world.  Nothing will save us but 

dialogue.  My daughter has a bumper sticker on her car that reads, “If you aren’t 

mad, you aren’t paying attention.”  A lot of people are mad these days, but far 

more are just confused.  We need some help and religion is largely letting us 

down.  That doesn’t mean we need to write it off.  There are a few hopeful signs.  

But we may need a sabbatical from religion.  Religion needs to take on a different 

shape for our future.  It needs to abandon meanness and rigidity and reflect joy 

and grace. 

 

One of the most important functions of religion is to remind us, “Shit happens.”  

When religion is doing its job it helps us focus on how to get through it.  The 

young seminarian asked his professor, “Sir, explain resurrection to me.”  The 

professor replied, “I’m not going to even try.  Look at you.  You’re young, strong, 

healthy, intelligent, successful.  There’s no way you can understand resurrection.  

Come back in forty years and we’ll talk.”  Resurrection is a metaphor for the 
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power of love and reincarnation is a metaphor for justice, two values that exist in 

tension with each other and in theological thought.  Together, they present an 

unresolvable problem because they represent opposing values that only God can 

hold in balance.  War will never set the world right, but society has a need for 

stability and order and humans have a need for justice.  The tension between 

love and justice means that we never will be exempt from struggle, so in the final 

analysis we have to learn to live with tension.  Those who try to live without 

tension will find themselves living in a static, dead society with no freedom. 

 

We experience life and God in many different ways just as we enjoy many 

different cuisines and different kinds of music.  One is no more right than 

another or nourishing than another and all kinds of music are good.  I love East 

Texas country cooking with all its bacon fat (I try to cut down) and I love my 

church like I love my family, regardless of her degree of dysfunction.  I tolerate 

her with all her flaws and shortcomings because more than anything else, she 

articulates who I am and tells the story I love to hear.  I can commune with a 

beautiful sunset at the end of a fishing pier and I can pray anywhere, but I can 

worship only in community.  I need the intimacy of experiencing my greatest joys 

and deepest feelings in the presence of others  whom I love and trust and with 

whom I share history and experiences.  I need my church.  Oh, I could get along 

without her and there have been periods in my life when I’ve had to back off to 

regain some balance.  But the fullness of passion and love my heart feels needs 

public expression.  The adrenaline rush of an organ prelude, my favorite hymns, 

kneeling at the communion rail, the people I see week after week affirming with 

me that we all have sinned in what we have done and what we have left undone, 

hearing the words of absolution, sharing communion.   
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Once I stayed away for several years, but it was a great loss.  I was unsure of 

many things at that time, including whether or not I even could believe in God.  

But there came a time, because I had young children, that I had to ask myself, “If 

there is no God, what can I tell my children?”  Do I really tell them that it’s all up 

to them to sort it out, that they are really alone in a cold and lonely universe?  

That there is no hope for people who are unable to escape poverty, injustice, 

illness?  There was even a bigger reason for my feeling of loss.  I’m basically a 

hopeful, optimistic person who loves life and is filled with amazement and 

gratitude for everything I have.  If there is no God, to whom can I give thanks?   

 

My religion tells a story that I identify with in all its major parts, even if not in 

many of the details.  The myths and the miracles point to deep truths best  

expressed through poetry and metaphor and I have no objection to these for I 

understand them for what they are.  It’s like opera.  To appreciate it, you have to 

get into the mode.   

 

The essential story is about a man named Jesus who was born in a barn in 

deepest poverty to a young unwed teenage mother.  At his birth, there was a 

pogrom against his people instituted by a despotic king named Herod in which all 

the children under age of two were massacred because astrologers had 

predicted that one of them would be a threat to his throne.  Jesus’ parents fled 

with him into exile in Egypt where they must have experienced the same 

hardships and struggles as political exiles everywhere and it was several years 

before they managed to make it back home again.   

 

His father was an honest blue-collar worker and the boy showed uncanny 

wisdom and maturity from a very young age.  He appeared briefly on the world 
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stage in his late twenties and astonished his peers and elders by exemplifying to 

the highest degree a great sage of the eastern tradition.  He acquired a small 

following of working-class disciples with an accountant or two thrown in and 

began challenging both the religious and political ruling authorities whom he 

said were putting burdens on the backs of the poor that were too heavy for them 

to bear.   

 

He confounded and astonished everyone, including his family, by breaking many 

taboos and traditions of the day,  especially by being friends with people who 

were marginalized or outcast from acceptable society; tax collectors, prostitutes, 

lepers, beggars, unbelievers and he had a remarkable close association with 

women who were not relatives, one of the biggest taboos of all.  In time, he was 

executed, having been accused of sedition.  He seemed to be fully aware that 

this would be his fate and made no attempt to save himself from the authorities.  

It was as if his message of freedom, love and forgiveness and that the Kingdom 

of God would be found within the human heart, not in a political sense, wouldn’t 

be heard in any other way.   

 

The early church soon veered away from a focus on Jesus’ teachings to the 

deification of the person of Jesus just as Buddha was similarly deified.  As time 

went on, theology in both religions became more and more elaborate and 

removed from the world of experience and reality.  The spiritual pathway that 

Jesus and Buddha walked is a simple but hard one to follow and few have the 

dedication or energy to do it.  Jesus said so himself.  Many are called, but few are 

chosen.  Both Buddha and Jesus taught a simple ethic of community and love for 

all people and the proclamation of the attainment of salvation as an existential 

possibility, but most people feel unequal to the task.  They feel in need of a 
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savior or else, of a simple set of rules to follow.  It’s easier to be rigidly moralistic 

and follow a set of rules than make the kind of personal changes necessary to 

walk a spiritual pathway.   

 

In a world that celebrates individuality and freedom of expression, the elaborate 

theologies of religion stir few to faith.  It has been suggested that the enormous 

success of Islam is partly due to the fact that there are only five requirements:  to 

confess Allah as One and Mohammed as His Prophet (Allah being merely the 

Arabic name for God), to pray five times a day, to give alms, to fast during 

Ramadan and to make a pilgrimage, if possible, to Mecca.  It is not necessary to 

recite a creed that sets forth belief in miracles or divine intervention.  In both 

Buddhism and Christianity, the simple earlier teachings of the prophets were 

elaborated into complex theological and moral systems that are difficult to 

understand and challenging to follow.  In both cases, simplification is provided 

by the concept of a savior who came to earth out of compassion for the suffering 

of humanity to teach the way out of misery.   

 

In Buddhism, a bodhisattva accumulates enough merit to share with devotees 

who, in themselves were are to break the endless chain of reincarnation by 

accumulating enough merit for salvation.  The redemptive force is love and 

Mahayana Buddhism from the third to the first century BCE (Before Common Era) 

taught that there were many bodhisattvas before and after Buddha.  Christianity 

teaches that Jesus is the Son of God who was sent on a similar mission and that 

his willing sacrifice on the cross redeems all humankind who believe in him.  But 

his expectation of his disciples was that they would continue to teach his 

message by becoming “Christ for others.” 
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Many liberal Christians find It quite possible to believe the gospel stories  

without having to bear the burden of belief in literal interpretations of miracles 

and resurrection which run counter to reason, science and observation.  What 

kind of God would require a human sacrifice in order to redeem God’s own 

creation.  We don’t reject our children because they get into trouble or make 

mistakes.  Nor do we send them to hell or require horrific acts of penance.  We 

grieve when we see them stumble and it hurts us worse than it does them.   

 

Jesus’ life and death are redemptive not because God required a sacrifice but 

because of the love Jesus demonstrated and his uncompromising commitment 

to truth.  He was willing to die for his faith and his life of loving, nonviolent 

service on behalf of the poor gave credibility to his words and deeds.  There is 

doubt that even at the time of Jesus’ death that people took the resurrection 

accounts literally.  The gospel accounts are actually quite fuzzy about what 

happened to Jesus.  They tell the story almost as if in a dream, it was “as if” 

Jesus really stood among them and said thus and such.  When someone we care 

deeply about dies, they don’t leave our life.  We recall them in countless ways 

“as if” they still were with us, even if we can’t touch them.  They live in our heart.  

Resurrection was an existential experience for Jesus’ disciples of a love that that 

freed them from impermanent attachments and enabled them to live authentic 

lives, whatever the circumstances.   We too can experience “resurrection” in the 

same manner, by living in the freedom we experience when we learn to forgive 

and trust. 

 

Jesus, being unable to convince his disciples through his teaching that the 

kingdom already was within them, became his own greatest parable.  A koan, in 

the parlance of Zen Buddhism.  To give one’s life for what one believes makes no 
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sense to those who are unenlightened and trapped by attachments to material 

and sensorial things.  All around him, Jesus witnessed the violence that we inflict 

on each other in the name of religion, politics, economics or prejudice.  War can’t 

end war.  Violence only begets more violence.  Throughout history people have 

been willing to die for a higher  cause than their own life.   

 

Jesus’ death was unique because of the cultural and historical situation in which 

he found himself, but the event itself was no more planned than the young man 

who stood in front of the tanks at Tiananmen Square.  It was a sacrifice that he 

took on himself to help his people.  God didn’t require it of him.  He required it of 

himself.  He didn’t shout angry slogans for the media to tape or vandalize 

property.  He didn’t tie a bomb on himself or take others with him.  He led one 

peaceful, if inflammatory protest march riding on a donkey the last week of his 

life.  He found himself in a situation that had aroused public attention and he 

simply let a corrupt process work its way with him without protest in order to 

demonstrate its powerlessness over the reality of love and faith.  He simply 

stood silently in front of the tank. 

 

To be free to live life to the fullest without anxiety or regret requires no elaborate 

theologies, myths, rituals or rules.  Faith is saying a big YES to life and all it 

brings, the sincere belief that whatever happens, like my grandmother used to 

say, if you can’t find a way around or over it or under it, God will help you find a 

way through it.  When we’re free from anxiety, we’re free to love and to accept 

others for who they are, with all their faults.  St. Augustine said, “Love, and do 

what you will.”  Jesus taught that unless a person become like a child, he will be 

unable to enter the kingdom, (attain inner peace and enlightenment.)  Children 

are capable of great faith because they have few attachments.  We all make 
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mistakes because we are weak and ignorant, but if we are open to love, our 

conscience convicts us and we’ll work to improve.  The fewer attachments we 

have, the fewer things we can get hung up on.   

 

It’s faith that saves us, not good behavior.  When we have faith we can even give 

up anxiety about an afterlife because we trust God as good, merciful and 

intimately involved in caring for our well-being so we can leave an unknown 

future in God’s hands.  It really makes no difference whether our life is long or 

short.  It’s the quality that counts.  If we try to make every day quality-time, we 

can ask for no more.  Only faith and love can make us truly free to respond 

generously and creatively to the world as it it. 

 

The reason that a thing that sounds so simple becomes so hard is that our 

attachments stand in the way of its realization.  Buddha taught that it is our 

inappropriate attachments that are responsible for our continual suffering and 

that the only way out of suffering was to give them up.  In the Sermon on the 

Mount, Jesus told his disciples not to be anxious, but he didn’t live long enough 

to elaborate this teaching as Buddha did.  He focused instead on the concept of 

love for one’s neighbors and one’s enemies.  How do we learn to love?   

 

Love is the most natural of all human responses, programmed into us  without 

any effort on our part at all.  Children respond naturally to love.  We can’t do 

enough for those we love.  Love really makes the world go around.  But we also 

have other needs for food, shelter, safety and these needs become more 

complicated as we mature.  We become acquisitive of things, we become 

attached to ideas and attitudes, and above all, we learn to impart meaning to 

people, objects and situations around us.  We become jealous of our things, 
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proud of our accomplishments, protective of our ideas, fearful of loss, greedy for 

more, envious of the achievements of others, lustful, angry and lazy about 

making the effort to understand and compromise and confused about love.  Our 

love becomes contingent on whether or not our needs and self-concept are 

validated.  When we don’t get what we want, we suffer.  To suffer is not the same 

as to experience pain.  Suffering is to experience loss of meaning when our 

expectations go unfulfilled.  Pain we can handle, but loss of meaning calls our 

existence into question. 

 

When my mother died, I was living in a distant state and unable to help my 

brother with the painful task of going through her personal things.  He carelessly 

disposed of some old family jewelry that I would have treasured.  I quickly had to 

make the decision that my relationship with my brother was more important to 

me than a few trinkets.  I had to give up an attachment for the sake of a 

relationship.  Anything we prize can become an impediment to relationships and 

spiritual growth.   “Everything is a trap.”  The beginning to the way out of 

suffering is to realize that everything can be a trap.  Even something that seems 

good to us can become an unhealthy attachment if it prevents us from coming to 

terms with ourselves and others and from experiencing life in the fullest.  The 

greatest love, the most noble aspiration, the grandest sacrifice, the highest value 

can become a trap if it prevents us from seeing a thing in itself, a thing as it really 

is, or from caring for others as we should.   

 

St. Paul immortalized this concept in I Corinthians Chapter 13.  If you don’t have 

love, all your words, your sacrifices, your intellect, your noble thoughts, all your 

works are in vain.   You’re just a bunch of noise. There is only one way out of the 

trap.  We must learn to demythologize our experiences and expectations.  We 
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must learn to see things as they really are and let go of our perceptions which 

are based on our need.  We must find ways to love and accept the reality of 

persons. We must learn to separate fact from fiction, value from attachment. 

 

A few years before my mother died, she became increasingly confused and 

unhappy.  At one point I feared that she had become suicidal.  I knew that she 

had consulted a psychiatrist colleague at one point and one day after a 

disturbing phone call from her, I called her colleague and expressed my fears for 

her.  He kindly listened for a long while and then told me this.  His father had 

been diagnosed with cancer some years before and they didn’t know how long 

he would have to live.  The whole family went through a period of grief and 

mourning at the news, but the father continued to live somewhat longer than they 

had expected.  He told me that, in effect, he had had “to bury his father” after he 

heard the news but once he emotionally had done this, once he had gone 

through the experience of his grief and the impending loss, then he was free to 

be able to enjoy his father and look on the months he had left with him as a kind 

of bonus.  

 

“I think you may be right,” he said, “that there is always the possibility that your 

mother may take her own life.  But there is nothing you can do about it more than 

you already have done.  If you can learn to accept what may be inevitable, even 

imagine that the worst already has happened, then perhaps you can look on the 

time you have left with her as a bonus also.  When we are able to let go of 

expectations and accept things as they are, we can find a measure of peace and 

maybe even some happiness in what is left.” These words had a profound effect 

on me.  For years, I had struggled under the belief that it was my duty to “fix” the 

troubles of others.  Many people struggle with this idea, but women and pastors 
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are particularly susceptible to it.  It’s not possible for anyone to “save” anyone 

else, but we can live in such a way that others are free to find their own way in 

our company.   

 

Our parents are our first gods, the guarantors of our life and well-being.  When 

we eventually discover that they are only human and that they are made of the 

same ordinary clay as everyone else, it comes as a great shock.  No wonder we 

have so much trouble learning to deal with it.  If we are unfortunate enough to 

have high-achieving parents, or very good parents, the lesson may be even more 

difficult to learn because of our exaggerated expectations, or we may see 

ourselves in competition with them.  Eventually, we have to learn to bring them 

down from Mt. Olympus so we can live with them in the real world.  When we do 

this, we have a much better chance to learn to get along better with others who 

certainly are not gods.   

 

To demythologize a relationship, we need to give it a proper burial.  I might say, 

“Okay.  This is what I needed, what I loved, what I hoped for and I had every right 

to do so.  My expectations of this relationship were natural and realistic, but they 

were not to be.  Things have not turned out like I wanted.  I am going to bury this 

attachment I had so I can move on with my life and, hopefully, I’ll discover a 

different relationship with this person and a different meaning that will have its 

own rewards because it will be not be based on what I need, but on the reality 

present and possible.”  I might buy flowers, light candles and pray for the 

deceased relationship, but eventually I’ll find closure and be ready to get on with 

my life.      
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Everything is flawed in some way or other.  Including the church.  There are no 

perfect institutions.   To be human is to be flawed, ”a child of ignorance and 

necessity.”  Next to family, nothing can cause us more grief than religion.  When 

people believed in magic and the supernatural, kings, priests and objects were 

endowed with powers outside the realm of normal everyday life.  The stories we 

told to try to understand and explain things took on a life of their own and we lost 

their sense of meaning as we began to objectify their details.  It’s immaterial, for 

example, how the Red Sea got parted to allow the Hebrews to escape from their 

Egyptian overseers who didn’t want to be deprived of their cheap labor source.   

 

It was a backward immigration, as if all the Hispanics in our country were 

suddenly to decide to go back to Mexico and Latin America and the Rio Grande 

dried up to give them a dry passage.  We’d be as mad as the Egyptians to be 

deprived of our nannies, maids, yard men, waiters, day laborers and cheap 

agricultural workers.  Our economy would be in shambles.  The point of the story 

is that God doesn’t like to see people exploited and eventually sets the record 

straight.  Oppressors don’t get away with it forever.  Walls fall, Iron Curtains get 

split and seas get parted and we start building televisions instead of tanks 

because the market for tanks fails.          

 

Religion and My Country Tis Of Thee need to be demythologized before we can 

live in a multicultural world.  Our instincts for partisanship derive from the same 

ancient survival genes that gave rise to tribal social units.  Our family, our 

country, our church are no better nor worse than any other, they are just ours.  

Nationalism and religion wield enormous psychological power because of the 

fictions that surround them.  It’s much easier to put faith in a hero who will save 



  

316 

you with a miracle or an institution that is The True Righteous Cause than have 

faith in a principle that requires hard work and sacrifice to sustain.   

 

We want to believe that our home teams are more deserving than other teams.  

We make saints out of our religious leaders forgetting that any institution that 

wields such enormous psychological power is a magnet for those who love 

power and that power corrupts.  The proper use of authority requires humility 

and an enlightened balance of viewpoint not often found in those who aspire to 

high office.  Jesus insisted his disciples not regard him as a master, but as a 

servant and friend.  He objected when people he healed wanted to broadcast the 

news because he knew how easily people were misled by sensationalism.  He 

reminded the disciples that only God was good and turned down rich and 

lucrative television contracts and book offers.     

 

The hardest thing I ever did in my life was to demythologize my church and come 

to terms with the pain she has caused me.  It was very similar to the process that 

I went through to demythologize my family, but a great deal more painful.  There 

is a connection!  I transferred my needs from a dysfunctional family to a 

dysfunctional church but I’ve found peace with both now.  I had to get away from 

both for a time to gain some perspective.  I’ve been able to return to my church 

with a new sense of my call and a renegotiated relationship.   

 

I’ve no idea if there is anything like an afterlife where I can meet my parents 

again, but I’d  like to think there is.  I would like to them whole and well and have 

the kind of relationship with them we couldn’t have while they were living.  This 

my be pure fantasy, but the thought of this makes my life better, makes me more 

accepting of the people I live with now with all their faults and hang-ups, makes 
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me more forgiving of myself for my own faults and hang ups.  Makes me more 

forgiving of myself.   

 

My church is no better or my religion truer or my family more dysfunctional than 

others.  They are just mine.  A child at prayer in a mosque or synagogue or 

temple or at a campfire has the same experience of awe and wonder as I had one 

summer night at a Southern Baptist revival meeting.  When my husband’s father 

died, his five-year-old grandson whose family didn’t attend church, solemnly 

stared at the grave following the service and said, “We should come here to 

pray.”  The yearning toward God is universal and innate.  If we deprive our 

children of this experience it’s akin to depriving them of love or food.  

Unfortunately, many people have been deprived of good  experiences both of 

family and religion.   

 

Many have rejected faith and family because of painful associations, 

misunderstandings and the fact that many families and religions behave very 

badly.  It doesn’t have to be this way.  We can start our own traditions, find our 

own families, create our own memories and discover meaning and pass these 

things along to our children.  And when time and circumstance change our world, 

when we move, or divorce,  grow older and the experiences and traditions of our 

earlier years no longer are available to us, we can find new ones.  Adaptability is 

the miracle of being human, love is the key to relationships and life and love can 

always be recreated new.  “Ask, and you’ll receive; seek, and you’ll find; knock, 

and it will be opened to you.”  The willingness to be open to something new, to 

wait for more insight, to live in hope for what each day might bring.  Wise people 

always have known these things, to suspend analysis in favor of synthesis.     
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We needn’t reject the ancient spiritual pathways because of bad guides who 

don’t understand the landscape.  We may just have to work harder to find the 

right teachers.  We can also read, do research, explore the web, experiment or 

visit different communities until we find one that feels right.  We can start our 

own groups.  Old concepts of family and religion are getting redefined in a 

rapidly shifting landscape where the old forms don’t always fulfill the need and 

where new ideas are emerging.  Intentional communities based on need and 

shared interests are one of the features of the new landscapes.  Family is based 

on shared responsibility, need, trust and commitment and can take different 

forms.  There are many people who have little interest in processing or marching 

to the church’s drumbeat, and yet they want to dance to the stirring of the spirit 

in their hearts.  Where do we start looking for God in a wired universe?  If we 

look to find God on the “net”, we have  gazillions of sites devoted to religious 

concerns.  A lot of it is good, a lot of it we need to be careful about.  That’s why 

we can feel safe with the ancient pathways, even if the data has been distorted 

by some groups.  Pick a pathway, but check out more than one guide book and 

debullshitfy the group presenting it.  Be careful about cults or anyone that claims 

to have an exclusive lock on truth.  The spiritual masters of all the ancient 

pathways know differently.  

 

Believe it our not, the practitioners of any religion are not all alike.  There are 

various denominations or schools in all religions that have widely differing 

viewpoints that range the full spectrum from very conservative to very liberal.  

With patience, you will be able to find a group that is 

 

 1.  Open to inquiry and respectful of science 

 2.  Accepting of differences 
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 3.  Aware of the present reality of salvation or enlightenment 

 4.  Is really concerned about the environment and helping the poor 

 5.  Practices charity 

 

You can go nuts sorting through the books in the spirituality section at the  

bookstore because everyone has an agenda they want to push and practically 

anyone can get anything published these days if they have an attractive enough 

gimmick.  Affluent modern seekers after spiritual truth go off to places like New 

Mexico or Nepal where they hope to find THE TRUTH.  All those people trying to 

get away from it all by escaping to the lake on weekends and enduring hours-

long traffic jams on freeways, screaming kids in the back seat and ruinous 

gasoline prices in order to get there are really looking for God.  Why else such 

costly sacrifice?  A retreat is a great idea for those who can spare the time off 

work and away from responsibilities, but it’s not really necessary.  Sir. Thomas 

More observed that all places on earth are equidistant from God.  People who 

learn meditation practices find that they can create their own spiritual space even 

in the middle of a bus terminal or a house full of noisy children.   

 

I wouldn’t want a world religion even if we could have one.  Diversity is what 

makes the world such a fascinating place.  I live in a part of East Texas where 

three major forest systems converge;  the Canadian pine, the eastern deciduous 

and the post oak savannah.  They occupy their separate niches and  coexist 

peacefully.  When I drive to Austin to visit the grand kids, I leave the woods and 

enter the Texas Blackland Prairie that has its own special beauty.  The prairie 

merges into the Brazos and Trinity River bottom lands with pecan and bois d’arc 

trees and these gradually give way to the rolling terrain over the ancient buried 

Oauchita Mountain Range and the black soil changes into white, limey Austin 
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Chalk where the marvelous live oak trees of Central Texas dominate the 

landscape. 

   

We don’t create religions or invent symbols; they emerge.  I think a new symbol 

has emerged in recent years that could draw us together in a kind of convergent 

symbiosis.  It’s the photo of the world taken from the Apollo 17 spacecraft, a 

world that one astronaut said looks like and acts like a single, living, breathing 

organism.  A new paradigm for a new world order that respects diversity might 

be a Universal Covenant Community of the world’s religions united by reverence;  

by the concepts of Encounter,  Community, Hospitality, Stewardship and 

Compassion.  A true global village, a virtual Pangaea of faith.  Interconnected is 

the new reality.  We won’t ever again live in isolation unless we destroy our 

civilization with our weapons of mass destruction.  The evolution of religion and 

culture will continue to fit into our geological, historical and cultural landscapes.  

We can’t force old ideas and forms on a new world order or store new wine in old 

wineskins.  They’ll break.  

 

When John F. Kennedy said, “Ask not what your country can do for you, ask 

what you can do for your country,” he was speaking as a prophet of the new 

world order.  We need to reclaim the concept of self-discipline and sacrifice.  The 

people for whom we have assumed responsibility deserve priority in our time 

and values.  Every child brought into this world deserves to be cherished and 

nurtured by a family, and the family composition is irrelevant.  Exposure to more 

than one adult viewpoint helps a child grow up healthy and better adjusted and 

divorcing parents need to learn to make peace with each other and put their 

children before their own needs.   
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The ancient spiritual texts provide reliable guides to help us understand 

ourselves and attain enlightenment but we need teachers to help us just as we 

need teachers to learn physics, music and mathematics.  These texts record the 

wisdom and experience of communities over thousands of years and are as 

challenging today as when they first emerged.  Current philosophies that make 

few demands on us and are designed to satisfy our craving instincts and approve 

of our sense of entitlement have little to offer.  Reading correctly the ancient 

religious texts requires deep humility and a willingness to change.  If we feel self 

satisfied when we read them and find ourselves in easy agreement with what 

they say, we’ve probably not understood them.  We don’t easily understand when 

we are challenged to renewal.   

 

Charity and forgiveness are keys to spiritual growth.  Trees in a forest make way 

for one another.  Their limbs and branches grow in such a way as to allow room 

for the light to reach the other trees.  Spirituality makes room for others in life 

and in ideas.  The physicist, Ian Barbour tells us that there are about a hundred 

trillion synapses in a single human brain and the number of possible ways of 

connecting them is greater than the number of atoms in the universe.  We have 

an almost unlimited potential to create, learn and change.   

 

Biology seems to run counter to the physical processes that govern nonliving 

things.  Geological processes are a closed system in which there is an increase 

of entropy, a measure of disorder.  Stuff erodes, disintegrates and gets 

reconstituted; boulders, rocks, sand, planets, stars, continents, all part of an 

ongoing creative process that is continually bringing the new into being out of 

the former and at the level of geology and chemistry, things are just getting 

rearranged.  But in living systems, something else seems to be happening.  
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There is a continual evolution toward higher, more complex forms.  It seems we 

all started out as some sort of chemical reaction, but something completely 

mysterious happened along the way that can’t be explained by chemistry, 

physics or geology. 

 

“SOMEWHERESOMEHOW" we started asking questions and trying to understand 

"SOMEGODTHING" which is PROCESS.  How we came to be able to do this is a 

miracle in itself.  It made us part of the cosmic creative process because to ask 

the question we had to have the ability to imagine an answer and to try to create 

a solution.  It’s inevitable that our theological and cultural plates eventually 

would collide because we come up with different answers.  As humans, we are 

wired not to live in a vacuum.  We want answers.   

 

What is amazing about ancient religious traditions is how much our ancient 

ancestors may have got it right!  Genesis starts out with "Let there be light". Big 

Bang stuff!  To advance from some sort of slime mold which members sacrifice 

themselves so their kin can find nutrition, to carving notches on sticks to the 

internet, now that is "SOMEGODTHING".  The ability to think in terms of geology, 

physics, mathematics, music, philosophy, religion, why that’s being able to peer 

into the mind AND the heart of God.  At least, to scratch the surface, and I think 

that’s what she wants.   
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Appendix A 

(Original e-mail chain that got this all going) 
Subject: Fw: "The God Hypothesis" 
Date: Fri, 8 Oct 1999 22:03:02 -0500 
From: "Kurtis Kent" <kkent@pn.netcom.com> 
To: "Uncle Burney" <LosEbanos@worldnet.att.net> 
 
Hello Uncle Burney and Marilyn, 
 
Long time no hear from. Hope all is well.  I have been pulled into a debate of 
sorts that I was wondering if you would like to put your thoughts forward into 
this.  Either way, please keep in touch. 
Kurtis 
 
-----Original Message-----  
 
Will Harris wrote : 
 
> Al, 
> 
> Sorry you couldn't get through...I was either on line, or talking to 
> Kathy, depending on when you tried to call. I was just wondering whether 
> that e-mail was actually meant for me (blind carbon copy), or just a 
> goof. I seem to have a passion for the topic of religious dogmatism, and 
> I just HAD to talk to you! Anyway, feel free to call or leave a message 
> anytime, provided I am not on the phone.....I am at work from noon 'till 
> whenever we get finished. 
> 
> Will 
> 
> p.s.  Are you an Atheist, too?  I quote.."...and you know what Bob, 
> there is no God and therefore no anti-god." Most intriguing..... 
 
>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 
 
Alfred Farias wrote: 
> 
> No 'fraid not an atheist.  Agnostic really.  I don't believe there's enough 
scientific evidence to prove either position. 
 
> The caution lies in the perceived magnitude of a common error.  For 
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example:  I can prove there is a God for there was Jesus (I've actually had 
this thrown on me as absolute proof).  Well by itself the statement is just 
begging to be torn to shreds ... there is no logic to it, therefore let's 
call it wrong.  Now, let's look at a different statement for example :  I 
can prove there is a God because there was a Jesus and he wrote the Bible 
and he created the universe in 7 days and named the animals.  Then Moses 
came along and built a big boat ... etc etc etc ... so now you must follow 
these rules because basically although there is no proof of what I'm saying, you 
just gotta ! 
> 
> OK, now then, sometimes the mistake atheists make is in taking this 
strange (although understandably human) notice.  The first statement is 
wrong.  So is the second.  Both equal in their "wrongness".  However, in the 
case of the second, it becomes more understandable if the person who finds the 
illogic of the statement then takes an proportionally inverse view.  Allow me to 
break it down. 
> 
> STATEMENT 1 : 
> Believer : I can prove there is a God. 
> Logical Observer : OK, let's hear it. 
> Believer : There was a Jesus. 
> Logical Observer : Whoops ... 
> 
> STATEMENT 2 : 
> Believer : I can prove there is a God. 
> Logical Observer : OK, let's hear it. 
> Believer : There was Jesus. 
> Logical Observer :  Whoops ... (starts to think - I thought he said PROVE) 
> Believer : and he wrote the Bible. 
> Logical Observer : ( thinking - Ouch !  Maybe it's the Martini's talking.) 
> Believer : and he created the universe in 7 days. 
> Logical Observer : (now gears really turning - prove : rings of 
 mathematical precision, where's my dictionary) 
> Believer : named the animals and then Moses came along ... 
> Logical Observer : (screw the Martini's, this has got to be Quaaludes or 
 some good hashish) 
> Believer : and so now you gotta do as I say you just gotta or you're going 
 to hell ! 
> Logical Observer : Oh, I see thanks (while looking to make sure there are 
no sharp objects around this half baked twit and now thinking - in 
proportion to the idiocy he's just been subjected to - This weirdo is soooooo 
damn illogical, so ridiculous, he is absolutely wrong and therefore there is no 
God.) 
> 
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> Whoops. 
> 
> See, now Logical Observer has made a position statement for which he now 
also has no proof.  The only reason for these situations (just an opinion) in which 
the LO falls into this trap is in the human need for a proportional response. 
> 
> You'd mentioned to me that an Agnostic was just a cowardly atheist. 
Humorous ... but mathematically wrong :) 
> 
 
Signed Al The Lost 
 
>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 
 
Will Harris wrote : 
 
Al, 
 
Aha! Let's see now...first things first. Nothing kills an argument like 
"factual" errors. Moses was supposed to have received the ten 
commandments from god on Mt. Sinai, after leading the "sheep" from 
Egypt. It was Noah, his wife and three sons who are said to have built 
the ark. Also, Jesus never wrote anything...his words are to have come 
to us from his disciples, and are full of contradictions.  Emotional arguments 
aside, I agree that it is impossible to prove or disprove the existence of a 
supreme being. However, belief in this god is supposed to be based on faith, not 
science. Science is the attempt to explain the workings of the natural world, 
through observation and experiment. Faith is the conviction, right or wrong, that 
something is the way you perceive it to be, even though you can't prove it. Since 
science assumes that god had no part in the creation of the universe, i.e. 
he/she/it doesn't exist, it is  
ludicrous to use science to prove the existence of god in the first place.  
"Screw your Darwin fantasies, brother... I just KNOW!" What I mean is this: There 
might not be any evidence to prove conclusively that god doesn't exist, and 
science does not have all the answers.  But the sum of accepted scientific 
knowledge in our possession STRONGLY suggests that god is very unlikely to 
have existed, or to exist now.  I am rather amused at your depiction of a "Logical 
Observer(?)." There is nothing logical about this person! A genuine LO would not 
listen to the believer and automatically assume that he or she is completely out 
of his or her mind. You listen to a person's argument, no matter how strange it 
may seem, and then you discuss whatever errors you may perceive in their 
"logic" one point at a time: 
 
Believer: I can prove that God exists. 
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Skeptic:  OK, what makes you think he exists? 
Believer: Well, I don't think that the universe was the result of an 
 accident...one big explosion at some point in the past. I mean, what   was going on before the big bang, anyway?  The universe had to start   somewhere. And if the universe was just an accident, then why are   the conditions in it just perfect for 
life? 
Skeptic:  So you believe that god created the universe at some point in the 
 past, with conditions that were supportive of life? 
Believer: Yes. 
Skeptic:  Do you think that god is omnipotent? I mean, is he all-powerful? 
Believer: Yes. And the bible teaches us that he is perfect and just, too. 
Skeptic:  Well, I read in the bible that he created the earth and the 
 universe in six days, and rested on the seventh.  If he was all-   powerful, why did it take him a whole six days to do this? 
Believer: I don't know. The bible doesn't say. I guess that's just the way 
 he decided to do it. 
 
And so on. Consider this: A scientific theory is an accepted model of 
some aspect of the universe based on observation, testing, and experiment. The 
theory is considered valid until new information comes along to challenge it, and 
if the new information proves more acceptable toward explaining the theory, then 
the old model is discarded. Thus, science is able to admit it was wrong 
concerning the old model, and can accept the new. And then the process of 
research and testing begins on the new model. Religion, on the other hand, 
cannot do this. It is trapped in it's own dogma. Have you ever heard of a religion 
forming a group to disprove the existence of their own god?  OK, I used to be a 
believer. I went through the whole routine...I prayed the sinner's prayer, I got 
"washed in the blood", I made my public profession of faith, went to church, read 
the bible, and BELIEVED EVERY WORD OF IT. But I started to have some doubts 
when I started reading so-called "proofs" of god, such as the flood, the 
atonement of Jesus, etc. To my intellect, it just didn't wash. Science made a 
whole lot more sense to me than some supernatural influences. I researched, I 
thought, I reasoned, and I decided. God was invented by man to justify his own 
nature. Jesus was invented by man to justify his own weakness. If a supernatural 
father figure brings comfort to some, so be it. You can believe what you want to 
believe; it is your right to do so. And I will not argue with you. But if you try to 
show me that I am wrong to not believe as you do, then we shall argue and 
discuss. 
 
"I cannot conceive of a god who rewards and punishes his creatures or has a will 
of the kind that we experience in ourselves.  Neither can I or would I want to 
conceive of an individual that survives his physical death; let feeble souls, from 
fear or absurd egotism, cherish such thoughts. I am satisfied with the mystery of 
the eternity of life and a glimpse of the marvelous structure of the existing world, 
together with the devoted striving to comprehend a portion, be it ever so tiny, of 
the Reason that  manifests itself in nature." 
  -Albert Einstein 
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>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 
 
Al Farias wrote : 
 
Dear Sir Will of Harris, 
 
A rather long diatribe sir basically stating that indeed my hypotheses is 
correct.  You can't prove there is a God to the EXACT SAME DEGREE as you can 
not prove there is no God.  I again submit to thee that the more logical 
statement is simply that one is no more provable than the other.  However I did 
find the following rather humorous : 
 
Aha! Let's see now...first things first. Nothing kills an argument like 
"factual" errors.  Moses was supposed to have received the ten commandments 
from god on Mt. Sinai, after leading the "sheep" from Egypt.  It was Noah, his wife 
and three sons who are said to have built the ark. Also, Jesus never wrote 
anything...his words are to have come to us from his disciples, and are full of 
contradictions. 
 
Dear Sir Will of Harris (henceforth shortened to Dopey) 
 
Please inform me that indeed you do see the irony in attempting to dispel my 
argument with the "FACT" that it was Noah and not Moses, and that indeed it 
wasn't Jesus who wrote anything but his disciples.  My point is that children's 
stories are children's stories (regardless of characters).  Their "facts" are not 
facts.  However, I propose to you another idea.  An atheist "fact" is equally not. 
 
I am a scientist.  I can not prove one .... or the other.  I am afraid of neither.  I am a 
proponent of neither.  I further propose to you that someone taking a position to 
one side or the other can no longer claim to be objective and therefore not 
following a scientific method but merely paying lip service. 
 
Both of the individuals you've quoted would nod at my statement and spin 
like turbohydromatics in situ at the thought that they where being quoted to 
buttress either side of these ridiculous arguments. 
 
Al Farias CNE, MCSE 
Engineering Operations Manager 
>>>>>>>> 
 
Will Harris wrote : 
 
Al, 
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Pretty good. Full of wit and sarcasm. A word of advice, however. 
Resorting to character belittlement makes your argument look weak, as if 
you can't counter the other guy's argument with facts, so instead your 
resort to trying to make him/her appear ignorant or foolish.....Dopey? 
Sir Will of Harris? Attack the argument, not the one arguing. It makes you sound 
more authoritative. 
 
Regarding your first reference, I also found it rather humorous. That's 
why I put it in the message in the first place. It IS important to get your 
information straight, even if the truthfulness of it is debatable, especially in 
arguments like this. Bible-thumpers love to jump on you if you misquote their 
sacred book. And yes, I do see the irony, but you apparently misunderstood the 
point of the message. I was not trying to "dispel" your argument, I was trying to 
show that I believe the bible is full of contradictions. Besides, if someone said 
that they could prove that God/YHWH/Jehovah exists, then proceeds to claim 
that Moses built the "ARK", I would question his knowledge of the ONE book that 
supports the argument. 
 
Ridiculous arguments? Perhaps.......People have been at this for thousands of 
years. And why is everyone asking the same questions? 
 
I guess God IS a ridiculous argument.....and I think the two individuals 
I quoted would agree with me. 
 
Will 
 
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 
 
>From Al Farias 
 
Not belittlement, reducto-ad-absurdum.  It is a technique of logic generally 
ascribed to the ancient Greeks  although personally I believe that the idea was 
probably developed well before that. 
 
I still believe the 2 scientists you've quoted would not think a God entity 
impossible.  Einstein's "God would not roll dice", no he's not advocating 
God either.  Sagan is even more elusive and rightfully so.  They were 
scientists and must look at both sides.  And sir, here is the rub. 
 
Atheists would appear at first logical screening to be correct in answering the 
statement ... they are both sciences, you must look at both sides .... with Bullshit, 
and rightfully so.  Religious belief should never remotely be confused with the 
scientific thought process.  Therefore, arguing for equal time is ridiculous. 
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If we look at "A Brief History of Time", we are taken to an infinitesimally 
small moment in time after the Big Bang.  And in a few years no doubt we'll be 
taken to an even shorter time frame closer to the actual moment of Bang. 
 
But you see, there in itself is a "problem".  We are  no where closer to the 
initiator.  In other words, we are getting closer and closer to zero, as in 
ground zero or time zero but no concept of how to even get to negative one. 
Our constructs of dimensional space and time break down absolutely.  And 
this then becomes the crux of the hypothesis of God.  A creation, as in the 
creation/origination/start of the universe by definition REQUIRES a creator.  True, 
that may mean as of yet some incomprehensible rift in a parallel universe for 
example.  That would be one idea in a sea of many others and this then is where 
the God concept rears its ugly head.  This God concept creates the universe.  
Perhaps ironically, by this ideology of God, the rift from some parallel universe 
could then be considered the God trigger.  To get from there to a figure of 
benevolence is a stretch but human psyche is excels at such leaps. 
 
Therefore, one could now scientifically propose The God Hypothesis and I do.  
Tear it up, have fun.  The only rule is that the arguments MUST be logical.  Any 
statements deemed illogical by the "other" party shall be taken to the remaining 
members not directly involved in making the argument.   Bring it. 
 
Al Farias CNE, MCSE 
Engineering Operations Manager 
 
>>> Will Harris <wharris@earthlink.net> 10/08/99 02:17AM >>> 
 
OK... 
 
In your last letter you stated a requirement for an initiator, which we 
may call "God", in the creation of the universe. For the purposes of debate, we 
will make a number of assumptions based on the biblical god, which seems to be 
the most popular. 
 
1) In order for God to create the universe, he had to have predated the 
universe, i.e. he existed before anything else. This leads to some questions: 
"What did God do before he decided to create the universe?" "How long did he 
wait before he decided to create the universe?" 
 
2) If God predates the universe, then we must assume he existed somewhere 
other than in his creation. If he existed in a "parallel universe", as someone has 
suggested, then why go to the trouble of creating THIS one? 
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3) This eternal being, the writers of the bible claimed, had no beginning, and has 
no end. It can therefore be said that he waited for an eternity before performing 
this feat. 
 
4) They also claimed that god is, among other things, omniscient. And so 
we ask: "Why would an all-knowing being need an eternity to come up with 
the idea of a universe? 
 
5) God was, and is, attributed with perfection. Perfect thought, perfect 
intellect, perfect methods. Why then is the universe imperfect? Stars 
explode, galaxies collide, black holes consume planets and other stars. 
Some stars form but never achieve thermonuclear fusion in their cores, 
etc. One supernova explosion could destroy life in many stellar systems. 
A asteroid or comet impact wipes out life on one world, while another is 
untouched.  Death and disease take their toll. And on and on. Did this 
perfect being botch the job?  Why would a god incapable of error create 
an imperfect universe?  And so, here is one hypothesis:  An eternal god, existing 
who-knows-where, after an eternity of waiting, (I doubt he was pondering what to 
do.  
 
He already knew what he was going to do. He's all-knowing.) decides to create 
the known universe. Then this all-powerful god spends SIX DAYS (so they said.) 
doing an apparently half-*ssed job of creating the universe! (Then he took a day 
off!  Why would an omnipotent being get TIRED? But I digress.....) 
 
Thousands of years later, he is aghast, even ASHAMED, of the job he has 
done, so he proceeds to kill off almost the entire biological population of the 
earth, and start over. (Remember Noah?) 
 
So here we are, in our imperfect universe (Which will someday END!), with our 
imperfect bodies (Yes, I consider US as a part of the universe. A part that 
thinks.), supposedly created by a perfect, flawless god. Perfect indeed..... 
 
MY idea of a perfect god would have done the job right the first time. 
 
Tear it up. Have fun. I am !;-) 
 
More to come...... 
 
Will the Heretic (Member of the Evil Atheist Conspiracy since 1997.) 
 
>>>>>>>>>>> 
 
Al Farias CNE, MCSE 
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Engineering Operations Manager 
From: Alfred Farias<farias@erudite.com> 
> 
Date: Friday, October 08, 1999 10:11 AM 
Subject: Re: "The God Hypothesis" 
 
Will, Will, Will, Will, Will, 
Chaos theory does pretty good at explaining our perception of time. 
Although pre-time can be "seen" through very large mathematical models, it is 
not a construct we deal well with since we can only perceive time 
linearly. 
 
On a separate note, once again you've gone off into some wild hinterland of 
a biblical God even though my hypothesis makes no mention of either Biblical,  
Quranish, or Sutric origin. ... hmmmm .... Ever notice that believers see what isn't 
there ? Mull that one over.  I submit to you again sir, that while your position 
purports to be scientific it is almost certainly the opposite.  You simply with 
religious devotion believe there is no God.  The same logic which is so 
eloquently heaved onto one side of believers can just as easily be placed on the 
other as neither side is logically supportable. 
 
Are people weird, yes.  Are people weird in their beliefs, oh absolutely. 
Perhaps this is the base of your argument.  To get from that point to there 
is no God is not logic but a counter belief.  There is not enough evidence 
to support either construct. 
 
For those of you who've joined us,  it looks like from this message that 
Will has neglected to include my original proposal.  Here for you now is 
the genesis of our debate :).  It reads from the bottom up, oldest message 
is on bottom.  I've known Will for a long time and enjoy very much engaging him 
in any way other than sexually, he's not that good. 
 
>>>> 
 
Al Farias CNE, MCSE 
Engineering Operations Manager 
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Appendix B 

The Emergent Church 

Throughout history, religion undergoes periods of reform.  These reforming 

movements generally arise outside existing structures and can eventually force 

institutional change.  The monastic movements were reform movements as was 

the Protestant Reformation which was followed by a period of reform in the 

Roman Catholic church.  Vatican II was a reforming movement in the Roman 

Catholic Church in the 20th Century which in turn brought about changes in 

Protestant churches.  Reform movements sometimes produce backlash 

movements so the church is continually in a process of reacting to change.  As a 

result there is a proliferation of denominations, schools and sects within the 

larger structure.  Rarely do reforms result in new religions as the reform 

movements are usually spinoffs of established spiritual pathways.  If the reforms 

gain widespread acceptance, after awhile the institution catches on and catches 

up.  These movements usually begin in private homes as small groups who are 

disappointed in what they perceive as a lack of spiritual commitment in their 

church seek a deeper and more meaningful spiritual experience.  The Christian 

church arose out of a reform movement within Judaism and existed as a house 

church for many years before it became the official religion of the Roman Empire.  

Buddhism arose as a reform of Hinduism.  The Jewish synagogue was a reform 

movement that replaced the temple when it was destroyed and similarly began in 

private homes.   
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New movements arise when there is a significant change in the cultural and 

economic landscape and are highly fluid.  Today, there is a great deal of 

dissatisfaction with religion that has failed to respond to the legitimate spiritual 

aspirations of people and the knowledge we’ve developed about science and the 

history of culture.  We don’t have to have institutions to have organization.  If 

you’ve been unable to find a spiritual home, I’ve outlined some ideas for making 

it work in a small group.  The World Wide Web is also a rich resource.  It’s not 

necessary to disassociate yourself from your church to strengthen your family’s 

spiritual life.  Just renegotiate your relationship.  The church has a lot to offer in 

terms of community and continuity.  Many of the mainstream Protestant 

churches have all but given up studying the Bible, but home Bible study is 

proliferating.  These are just some ideas.  You’ll come up with your own.   

1.  Define a sacred space at home.  Set it apart by using candles,  

flowers, water or other symbols that set a mood of reflection and  

make the space and occasion special.  Worship basically is theater, a 

displacement of the senses from the ordinary events of life and a  journey 

into mystery.     

 

 2.  Define a sacred time.  Gather the family at same time each week for 

your ritual and be intentional about this.  Don’t let anything interfere with 

this sacred time.  Part or spirituality is learning the discipline of managing 

our schedule and adjusting our priorities.  If something truly is important 

to us, we’ll make time for it and require other things to wait.  Woody Allen 

said.  “Ninety percent of success is showing up.”  It’s easy for people 

whose time schedules are overloaded to forget to prioritize and allow 

trivial pursuits to intrude on quality time.  Mealtime 
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  might be a good time.  We’re finally beginning to relearn the importance  of family meals for building community, healthy family interactions and  for training our children.  One meal a week could be extra special.  It  used to be Sunday, but it could be whatever 

works with your schedule.  You’ll have to be disciplined to resist attempts 

at sabotage of this time by family or members of the group.  Turn off the 

television and cell phones and let your answering machine take messages. 

  

 3.  What do you do as part of your special time?  You could read, pray, tell 

your stories or just talk about what is important to you.  If you want some 

structure, read your religions sacred texts.  Read from more than one 

religious tradition.  The Psalms work well for these occasions.  Christians 

could use the daily lectionary from the Book of Common Prayer, or the 

Catholic or Lutheran liturgies.  Use the web as a resource for material. 

  

 4.  Reclaim the holidays as the Holy Days they started out to be and avoid 

getting enmeshed in secular activities that cost a lot of money, put you in 

debt and infringe on the true spiritual meaning of the occasions.  Start 

your own traditions or research the traditions of your religion. Again, the 

web is an outstanding resource.  Involve your family in doing something 

deeply meaningful that brings hope and cheer to others.  

 

 5.  Form a study group or meditation group of friends with similar interests.  

If you’ve thrown in the towel on organized religion, remember to provide 

something for your children.  If you don’t teach them now, they aren’t 

going to care later.  Religion needs to be learned young and children need 

structure and intentionality.   

 

 6.  Practice keeping Sabbath.  This is one of the treasures of the Jewish 

religion.  The concept is based on the understanding that we have to work, 
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sweat and struggle six days a week to earn our bread, but one day a week 

is for our pleasure alone and we can trust God to take care of things in the 

meantime.  It’s not a religious day.  It’s a people day. Remember that 

everything is a trap so there is no need to get anxious about what to do or 

not to do.  The idea is to have fun with your family avoid unnecessary 

chores, enjoy the beauty of nature, the pleasure of friends and the wonder 

of just being.  Read “I Asked for Wonder” byAbraham Joshua Heschel.   

 

My favorite Sabbath story is about the rabbi who was walking in his 

orchard one Sabbath and noticed that part of the fence was falling down.  

He thought, “I’ll have to fix that tomorrow,” but then he remembered it was 

the Sabbath and he wasn’t supposed to be worrying about anything that 

day and said to himself, “No, since I thought about it today, I’ll just let it 

lie.”      

 

 7.   Get intentional about stewardship.  There is nothing more important 

that we can do than get really serious about protecting our environment 

for the enjoyment of future generations and making a world safe for our 

children.  It is a holy quest.  We need to care deeply about the plight of 

people who lack the basic means for life and who struggle to survive, 

about what is happening to our youth who are being poisoned by the 

unrestricted violence, sex and drugs in our culture.  We need to put ethics 

in government and economics at the top of our list of concerns. We need 

to learn some history and to develop some understanding and humility 

about the extent to which our country’s economic and foreign  policies 

have contributed to the unrest and misery in many Third World Countries.  

Our children will be unimpressed by what we teach them if we don’t 
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practice the principles in person in everything we do. Set aside a portion 

of your income for charity.  Make private contributions to world relief 

organizations, especially those that promote self-help, education and 

health. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix C 

Stewardship for a Small Planet 

Raised awareness about environmental issues may be one of the most important 

spiritual developments of the twentieth century.  These issues have inspired 

many groups to issue calls to alternative lifestyles and values that protect the 

environment, enable the spiritual life and promote world peace and a more 

responsible use of natural resources.  The following two groups have been 

instrumental in raising public awareness to these concerns.  

 
THE SHAKERTOWN PLEDGE 

 
The Shakertown Pledge originated when a group of religious retreat center 
directors gathered at the site of a restored Shaker village near Harrodsburg, 
Kentucky.  A number were personally moved by the global poverty-ecology crisis 
they saw all around and covenanted together to reduce levels of consumption to 
share personal wealth with the world’s poor, and to work for a new social order in 
which all people have equal access to the resources they need.   
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 “Recognizing that the earth and the fullness thereof is a gift from our 
gracious God, and that we are called to cherish, nurture, and provide loving 
stewardship for the earth’s resources, 
 
 And recognizing that life itself is a gift and a call to responsibility, joy, and 
celebration, I make the following declarations.” 
 
 1.  I declare myself to be a world citizen. 
 
 2.  I commit myself to lead an ecologically sound life. 
 
 3.  I commit myself to lead a life of creative simplicity and to share my 
personal wealth with the world’s poor. 
 
 4.  I commit myself to join with others in reshaping institutions in order to 
bring about a more just global society to which each person has full access to 
the needed resources for higher physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual 
growth. 
 
 5.  I commit myself to occupational accountability, and in so doing, I will 
seek to avoid the creation of products which cause harm to others. 
 
 6.  I affirm the gift of my body, and commit myself to its proper 
nourishment and physical well-being. 
 
 7.  I commit myself to examine continually my relations with others, and to 
attempt to relate honestly, morally, and lovingly to those around me. 
 
 8.  I commit myself to personal renewal through prayer, meditation, and 
study. 
 
 9.  I commit myself to responsible participation in a community of worship. 

 

 

 

VOLUNTARY SIMPLICITY 

  
From The Pierce Simplicity Study Home Page edited by Linda Breen Pierce  

[The Pierce Simplicity Study] 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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What Is This Simplicity Trend All About, Anyway? 
 
 This approach to living calls into question our society's tendency to equate 

money and material possessions with the good life. Adherents to this way 
of life reject the notion that our life goal should be tom ass as much 
material wealth and prestigious accomplishments as we possibly can. 
Their lifestyles tend to involve patterns of working less,  wanting less and 
spending less. 

 
 This way of life cannot be strictly defined. It means different things to 

different people. What may be a simple, enriching life for one person could 
be a life of deprivation and suffering for another. You will find people living 
simply in large cities, rural areas and everything in between. Simplicity 
involves unburdening your life, and living more lightly with fewer 
distractions that interfere with a high quality life, as defined uniquely by 
each individual. 

 
          Some of the values that are important to those who embrace this way of 

life include: 
 
             * eliminating excess possessions and activities that produce  physical 

and mental clutter, or are incompatible with our highest  values, 
 
            * limiting consumption of material goods to items that are truly needed or 

valued, focusing on items that have the least impact on nonrenewable 
resources, and are durable, functional, and aesthetically pleasing, 

 
            * engaging in meaningful, satisfying work that serves as a platform for our 

unique, creative talents and skills, and which also makes a contribution to 
the community, 

 
             * developing an interest in preserving the earth’s resources, living in 

ways that contribute to that goal, including recycling and pre-cycling 
(avoiding purchases that are wasteful of the earth’s resources), 

 
             * developing compassion for poor and disadvantaged people, making 

financial contributions or volunteering for this cause when possible, 
 
            * investing time and energy to develop close, rewarding relationships with 

family and friends, 
 
            * experiencing the splendor of natural beauty, feeling the connection 

between nature and our inner selves and to the spiritual presence we feel 
when we are quiet in nature, 
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            * exploring our spiritual selves, through meditation, journal writing, 

mindfulness, yoga or other spiritual practices, 
 
            * developing a deep sense of peace and joy by learning to live in the 

present and enjoy the everyday wonder of our lives, 
 
            * taking good care of our bodies by eating a diet rich in healthy, 

unprocessed foods, with little or no meat, and by exercising regularly, 
often by walking, bicycling, running, yoga or other activities which 
enhance our awareness of the body and are non-competitive in nature, 

 
            * becoming self-reliant in our daily needs, such as repairing our 

possessions and home, or exchanging services with others, such as baby-
sitting, hair cutting, and car repairs, 

 
            * depending less on the one-car-per-adult form of transportation, focusing 

on alternative methods such as walking, bicycling and public 
transportation. 

   - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

 

BIBLICAL PRINCIPLES OF ENVIRONMENT STEWARDSHIP 

 

1.  We are God’s designated caretakers - Genesis 2:15 

2.  All creation has inherent value - Genesis 1, Job 38-42 

3.  Understand natural processes - Leviticus 25:3-4 

4.  Sustain fruitfulness - Deuteronomy 22:6, Psalm 104:24-25, Ezekiel 34:18,  

 Isaiah 5:8 

5.  All creation needs a Sabbath - Exodus 23:10-12, Leviticus 25 

6.  Forsake materialism - Psalms 119:36, Matthew 6:-25-34,   

 Mark 10:17-25, Hebrews 13:5 

7.  Delight in God’s work - Psalms 95-97, 104 
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Appendix D 

SPIRITUAL PRINCIPLES BASED ON ALCOHOLIC ANONYMOUS 

 

The Twelve Step program of Alcoholics Anonymous is based on sound 

psychological principles that can help anyone deal with an inappropriate 

attachment or any other kind of problem in all kinds of life situations.  Two 

elements that are key to the success of the program involve making a moral 

inventory of the situations in our life that need to be changed and sharing this list 

with another person.  The Sacrament of Confession in the Christian Church used 

to serve a similar function, but has been largely discontinued.  Excessive 

individualism in our culture has resulted in the belief that we can fix anything 

ourselves and that individuals have far more control over their lives and actions 

than actually is the case.   

 

The making of the moral inventory involves putting down in writing the exact 

nature of our problem in terms of observable behaviors and describing how it 

has caused pain to ourselves and others.  The value of doing this in writing is 

that unless we can state a problem or situation with precision and objectivity in a 

way that it can be evaluated and measured, we are avoiding the issue and 

engaging in meaningless intellectual avoidance.  When we share the list with 

another person we demonstrate our seriousness about addressing the issues  

and finding solutions; that we truly want healing and are willing to be held 

accountable for making necessary changes. 
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The steps basically involve 

 1.  Acknowledging that we suffer and cause others to suffer because of our 

inappropriate attachments 

 

 2.  Believing that a higher power or a higher principle (God, the Tao) can 

help us find a solution and conquer our problem 

 

 3. Making a decision to turn our life over to a higher power or principle 

(God, the Tao) 

 

 4. Making a moral inventory of the things that cause our suffering and the 

suffering of others 

 

 5.  Sharing this inventory with another person we trust who can help  hold 

us accountable to our decision to change (confession) 

 

 6.  Making restitution to people where possible except where to do so 

would cause more harm 

 

 7.  Continuing to take inventory of our thoughts and actions and work to 

make changes 

These steps also echo the basic structure of a liturgical Christian worship 

service which begins in acknowledgment of God’s supreme importance followed 

by confession, listening to God’s word to us (scripture) and accepting the 

challenge to mission and renewal.  Stated in various ways, these steps are basic 

to spiritual transformation in all religions. 
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