INTRODUCTION:
NOT ONLY A FAIR WEATHER FAITH

Religion is our human response to the dual reality of
being alive and having to die.

F. Forrester Church

Religion and Life’s Crises

The story is told that before the birth of Gautama, who
was to become the Buddha, his parents were told that he
would be either a great emperor or an extraordinary reli-
gious leader. Determined that his son become a great em-
peror, the father tried to prevent the boy from becoming
interested in religion by shielding his son from awareness of
old age, disease, and death. The father built three palaces
for Gautama, surrounded him with young, healthy atten-
dants and thousands of dancing girls, and made sure that
whenever he went riding, his path was cleared of any who
were ill or elderly or dying.

Even so, one day as he was out riding, the prince saw a
bald, toothless and feeble old man and asked what was
wrong with him. He was told that the man was simply old
and that when people become old they lose their hair and
teeth and become feeble. The next day the prince saw a
person suffering from an incurable disease, and he learned
for the first time that pain and suffering belong to the
human condition. The third day he saw a funeral procession,
and the young man learned the dreadful fact of death.
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all seasons. My purpose is to make clear a liberal religious
perspective on several of the important issues all of us face
at one time or another. If Unitarian Universalists cannot
speak adequately to these crises, then I would agree with our
detractors that our faith fails us. However, this is not the
case. A liberal faith does provide satisfying answers to the
crises of life, specifically to the struggle for meaning and
purpose, the problem of pain and suffering, and the crisis of
loss and death.

To be human is to endure pain and loss and the separa-
tion of death — both separation from loved ones who die
and finally our own separation by death from all that we
love and enjoy. No religion eliminates pain, loss, separation
or death from human life, and no religion prevents those
realities from causing us suffering and grief. Unitarian Uni-
versalists, like other religious people, find in their faith a
perspective that gives meaning to personal crises and com-
fort and strength in times of crisis. Religious faith does not
of course eliminate the crises of life; it does reduce the
anguish they bring and provides resources to cope with their
impact.

To be human is also to question the reasons for and the
meaning of suffering, loss and death. The answers of the
liberally religious to these “why” questions are not the same
as those given by the more traditionally religious, but they
are both honest and satisfying. ,

It is sometimes said, perhaps in the interest of promoting
a superficial tolerance or unity, that it does not matter what
we believe. I disagree. What we believe shapes our attitudes
toward life and our responses to specific events. What we
believe about life and its meaning, about suffering, loss and
death influences deeply how we live and what we do when
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Humanists and liberal theists may make quite similar re-
sponses to the crises dealt with in this book.

Mystery lies all around us: the mystery of life itself, the
mystery of the universe, the mystery of love and the mystery
of human intelligence. Even with the great discoveries of
modern science, there is still much about life and the world
that we do not understand, cannot explain, and may never
understand or explain. With Einstein the humanist affirms
that awareness of that which is impenetrable to us is the
source of true religiousness. And with Dag Hammarskjold,

the open humanist agrees that

God does not' die on the day when we cease to
believe in a personal deity, but we die on the day
when our lives cease to be illumined by the steady
radiance, renewed daily, of a wonder, the source of

which is beyond all reason.?

The major components of naturalistic theism may be
outlined as follows.

Naturalistic theism shares with non-theistic humanism the
view that we human beings are free and therefore responsi-
ble for our own actions. Its God is neither a Calvinistic God
who foreordains and predestines everything nor the God of
the pietist who regards whatever occurs as the will of Deity.

The naturalistic theist maintains that we humans are
responsible for the world as well as for our own individual
lives. God does not violate human freedom to save us from
our own mistakes or malice. The naturalistic theist agrees
with Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the young German pastor and
theologian executed by the Nazis for his involvement in the

plot on Hitler’s life. In his Letters and Papers from Prison,
Bonhoeffer wrote that for many God was a deus ex machina
to be called on in times of crisis to rescue them, as in Greek
drama when the author of a play introduced a god to resolve
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may be understood as the Ground of Being (Paul Tillich);
that is, as that Life in which all things are rooted and from
which all things draw nourishment and sustenance. This type
of imagery is also found in feminist theology which suggests
the Earth Mother image.

Or, the relationship of God and the world may be thought
of as analogous to the relationship between air and living
things. God is like the air we breathe; it is everywhere,
invisible, and that upon which we depend for life. (It is
interesting to note that in both Greek and Hebrew the word
for breath is the same as the word for spirit.)

While such metaphors are only very partial representa-
tions of the holy in life (they involve no moral dimension, for
example), they offer images of God quite different from the
traditional image of an all-powerful Father. The immanence

of God or the identification of God with the world represents
a paradigm shift now occurring in the way many people
conceive of God. Evidence of such a shift can be cited from
a number of sources, but I will mention only two.

Albert Einstein wrote:
The religion of the future will be a cosmic religion.
It should transcend definitions of God, and avoid
dogmas and theology. Covering both the natural and
the spiritual, it should be based on a religious sense
arising from the experience of all things as a mean-
ingful unity.*

In an extraordinary passage of The Color Purple, by
Alice Walker, Celie and Shug talk about God. Celie has
spoken of her rejection of a God she regards as white, male,
distant, and unhelpful. Shug, however, has a very different

conception:
Here’s the thing . . . The thing I believe. God is
inside you, and inside everybody else. You come into
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the world with God. Byt only them that search for it
inside find it. And sometimes it just manifest itself
even if you not looking, or don’t know what you
looking for, . .

It? [Celie asks]
Yeah, It. God ain’t a he or a she, but a It.5

Then follows a passage in which Shug refers to her
mystical “feeling of being part of everything, not separate at
all. T knew that if T cut a tree, my arm would bleed. . . i

An important implication of this worldview for a theology
that deals with life’s crises is the inter-connectedness of all
life and particularly of a]] humankind. Moreover, the God of
naturalistic theism may be understood not as complete and
unchanging, as in traditional theology, but, like al] creation,
as in process. God can be thought of as participating ac-
tively in the vast ongoing evolutionary process of the uni-
verse, pulling it toward maturation, or perhaps better, inspir-
ing and empowering all living things toward the good.

God is that concept we use to point to the mystery and
glory in and behind the universe and life, what Rudolf Otto
called the mysterium Iremendum et fascinans. The liberally
religious, theist and non-theist, like all religious people, is
filled with awe and wonder at the inexpressibly vast and
beautiful universe in which we live. Such wonder leads to

worship, and the liberal theist calls the object of worship
God.

Postscript

Since individual freedom of belief is a cardina] principle
for Unitarian Universalists, no one can articulate the Unij-
tarian Universalist answers to the crises of life. My intention
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Assuming it was the light of an airport, Saint Exupéry
began to bank the plane in the direction of the light only to
see it twinkle and go out. They saw other lights, but with
each their hopes rose only to be dashed as the light proved
to be that of another star.

. . . And with that we knew ourselves to be lost in
interplanetary space among a thousand inaccessible
planets, we who sought only the one veritable planet,
our own, that planet on which alone we should find
our familiar countryside, the houses of our friends,
our treasures.

What a fitting and poignant metaphor of our situation in
the midst of a crisis'! We experience a feeling of being lost,
groping in the dark, looking for a light to show us the way,
and finding none, or perhaps like Saint Exupéry, finding
first one then another, none of which saves. But the story
continues.

Flying blind and often in dense fog, not knowing where he
was but knowing he could not make his destination, Saint
Exupéry now began to set his course so he would not have to
come down at sea. Then suddenly the airport at Cisneros,
their destination, made contact with them. They now knew
the direction they needed to follow although they did not
think they had enough fuel to get to Cisneros.

But the airports one by one had been waking each
other up. Into our dialogue broke the voices of
Agadir, Casablanca, Dakar. The radio stations at
each of these towns had warned the airports and the
ports had flashed the news to our comrades. Bit by
bit they were gathering round us as round a sick-

bed. . ..

And suddenly into this conclave burst Toulouse, the
headquarters of the Line three thousand miles away,
worried along with the rest. Toulouse broke in with-
out a word of greeting, simply to say sharply, “Your
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Unitarian Universalists hold central a belief in the dignity
of each person including oneself. With this goes a faith in
one’s ability to tap one’s own deep inner resources, or, if you
wish, to draw strength from the Power of Love and Creativ-
ity. This is very different from “toughing it out”, from a
kind of Stoic resignation and stiff upper lip attitude. What I
am talking about has more of the character of grace. It
involves the faith that life is good and worthwhile, though it
is often unfair and includes pain and loss and ultimately
death. It involves gratitude for what is, without bitterness or
resentment for what is not and cannot be.

We usually think of faith as assent to a set of teachings
for which there is little empirical evidence. But that is belief,
not faith. Faith refers to a basic trust that life is good and
worth living and that the context in which we live is gra-
cious and trustworthy. To a person with this basic trust, life
is a gift, a gift to be enjoyed and cherished and developed
and used for the benefit of humankind. This basic trust
cannot be demonstrated by reason; nor is it a doctrine. It is
an attitude, a basic confidence in or loyalty to life, and a
deep resource in facing the crises of life.

A second resource available to Unitarian Universalists is
the caring community. In times of personal crisis we need
the help of others, and we can depend on others. Saint
Exupéry was saved by the efforts of other people who finally
succeeded in making radio contact with him. Others were
reaching out, trying to help.

Few of us can get through our most serious personal
crises without help from others. No matter how deeply we
draw on our own reserves Or inner resources, we need the
support, encouragement, advice, comfort, and reassurance of
others. Sometimes we simply need another perspective, a
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cance or that we cannot find joy after the death of a spouse
or after divorce.
What we believe matters; what we think about an event
or a situation influences how we feel and what we do in
response to it. Our expectations play an important role in
our attitudes. As long as Saint Exupéry believed he could
not make it to Cisneros, he followed one course. When he
learned that he had extra fuel and could make it, he
changed course. If I believe that my life can be meaningful
and of value only if I rise to the top in my profession or
make a lot of money, I will live one way. If I believe that
my life becomes meaningful because of daily acts of
kindness and helpfulness, I will live another way. What we 5
believe about suffering plays an important role in how we
respond to suffering. What we believe about death influences
our response when another dies and as we anticipate our
own death.

So what we believe about these human experiences makes
a difference in how we respond when we confront these
matters. That is why much of this book deals with matters
of belief, with theology.

I conclude this chapter with a final insight drawn from
Saint Exupéry’s experience which applies to us when we
confront a critical situation in our lives. Even though Saint
Exupéry was not sure where he was or how to get to his
destination, he steered his course in the way that seemed
best; he flew on in the hope that he would find the right
course.

Sometimes that is the best we can do, too. In a difficult
situation, unsure where we are or where we are going or how
we can get there, we need not give up nor lose hope. Rather
we can continue to steer our course in the best way we know
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in the hope and faith that it will soon become clear, that we
will get through the crisis somehow. Sometimes all we can
do is to “hang in there,” with very little faith and very little
hope, but with Jjust enough that we don’t give up on our-
selves or that we don’t despair. ‘

At such times it is terribly important to be able to draw
upon the faith of libera] religion that human life is sacred
and worth living and that there are resources deep within
which will sustain us and see us through. It is also crucial to
have the support of a caring community. A liberal faith

offers much by way of both insight and support when we
face difficult times.

PART II

THE CRISIS
OF
MEANING AND PURPOSE



SESSION ONE :A FAITH FOR ALL SEASONS
Shared Ministry / Scheduled for October 27, 2002

Preparation: Please read Part I of the book (pp. 3-18)

Questions we will address in our discussion:

1. The book says that liberal religion has sometimes been said to fail to
offer adequate response to people who have experienced a crisis
involving suffering or loss. Have you known people who have felt this
way or have you felt this way yourself?

2. The perspective of the book includes both open humanism and
naturalistic theism. What is the difference between these points of
view? (humanist beliefs?/theist beliefs?) What do you personally
believe about God and the role of God in personal crises? Is the God
of naturalistic theism too impersonal a God to be a source of solace?

3. We will divide into pairs and discuss a personal crisis and the
resources that were offered by our personal faith perspective and/or
from the church community. After partner sharing, we will reconvene
to compare experiences. Concluding questions we’ll ask is :To what
extent is our church a “caring community?” Are there ways we can be
more effective?



