A FAITH FOR ALL SEASONS
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PART I

THE CRISIS
OF
MEANING AND PURPOSE
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THE PROBLEM OF MEANING
IN THE MODERN AGE

We live not by things but by the meanings of things.
Antoine de Saint Exupéry

There is but one truly serious philosophical problem,
and that is suicide. Judging whether life is or is not
worth living amounts to answering the fundamental
question of philosophy.

Albert Camus

The business of religion is meaning.
Dean M. Kelley

Tall, good-looking and in his early thirties, Tim had just
sturted coming to my church when he asked to see me. He
got straight to the point. “I'm looking for a reason to live,”
he said. “I have a decent job; I make good money; I have
[riends and a woman I enjoy being with. But I have no
direction, no purpose in my life. Making money and having
4 pood time aren’t enough. I want my life to count, but I
don't feel that it does.” '

Ile went on to say that he had felt this way for as long as
he could remember, but that he had previously buried such
thoughts by keeping busy. Recently, however, his yearning
for meaning and purpose had refused to stay buried. He had
sturted coming to church hoping to find a spiritual founda-
{lon and direction. He could no longer believe in the tradi-
tlonal Christianity of his childhood and was looking for a
teliglous philosophy that would make life worth living.
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As. I probed further, I concluded that
emotionally, but felt keenly a void in his
t? fill. Tt seemed to me that he arti
situation that many people feel but do

he was quite stable
life that he wanted
culated clearly the
not always express.

purpose or direction.

" :;(:s chim lfl;ld.for many people the search for meaning and
n life 1s neither an intellectua] i
; j : game nor a dispas-
:lllonat.e ex?rmse. It is a matter of life and death — nolt) isn
: e blol?glcal sense but in the spiritual sense. To find an
f;llsglfge ;i t; b: ';)n tl;c road to a life of satisfaction and
- 10 fail to find an adequate answer j
: : to exper-
lence a lack of fulfilment and 5 ’

‘ perhaps despaij
chArkegaard called “the sickness unto death.” et O
ol l.bifrthCam.us, in The Myth of Sisyphus, put it dramati-

dy. 'cre l.S 'but one truly serious philosophical problem
?n- that is suicide. Judging whether life is i ’
ving amounts to answering the fi
philosophy.” ! : N

Carl Jung believed the source
problems was meaninglessness.

About a third of m i
bo y cases are suffi
clinically definable neurosis, but frome?l?eg sgl(;giesré(-)

ness and emptiness of their I i
. 1ves. . . [T]his can
be described as the general neurosis o%' o]ur time.zweu

. Jl;ng and Camus wrote in the 1930s and early 40s of a
Imeless human concern. I know of no one who has ex
gressed th?\; concern better in recent years than New York‘
overnor Mario Cuomo who, a ‘
. » at the Commencement
. ex-
ercises of Iona College in 1985, said of the graduates

They will have to de
— whether or not t

of many of his patients’

ciqe soon the ultimate question
o live for something, or simply

THE PROBLEM OF MEANING IN THE MODERN AGE 23

go from experience to experience, concerned about
nothing more than what’s in it for them. . . . They’ll
have to deal with the most fundamental question of
all: Why do we make the effort? Why do we work?
Why do we try? . .

Then, speaking of his own generation and the parents of
the graduating class, he went on.

Can we, who found the ultimate truth so elusive for
so long, tell them with confidence now of the futility
of gathering up riches and the things of the world?

Most of us have achieved levels of affluence and
comfort unthought of two generations ago. We've
never had it so good, most of us. Nor have we ever
complained so bitterly about our problems. The
closed circle of pure materialism is clear to us now
— aspirations become wants, wants become needs
and self-gratification becomes a bottomless pit.

All around us we have seen success in this world’s
terms become ultimate and desperate failure. . . .
Entertainers and sports figures achieve fame and
wealth but find the world empty and dull without
the solace or stimulation of drugs. Men and women
rise to the top of their profesions after years of
struggling. But despite their apparent success, they
are driven nearly mad by a frantic search for diver-
sions, new mates, games, new experiences — any-
thing to fill the diminishing interval between their
existence and eternity. . . .

Do you think they would believe us if we told them
today, what we know to be true: That after the
pride of obtaining a degree and maybe later another
degree and after their first few love affairs, that
after earning their first big title, their first shiny
new car and travelling around the world for the first
time and having had it all . . . they will discover
that none of it counts unless they have something
real and permanent to believe in.

We human beings differ from other animals in that we
need something to live for, as surely as we need food and
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By providing an overarching meaning in ultimate terms,
cligion makes sense of everything that happens to its follow-
'rs and provides them a reason or reasons for living. If our
hild dies and we ask, “Why do bad things happen to me?”
wur religious faith should help us answer that question.
When we question why we should keep on working day after
dny or why we should not just look out for ourselves and
sy, “To hell with everyone else!” our religion should give us
an answer. Liberal religion also offers ultimate meaning and
purpose for the lives of its members.

Before describing what a contemporary liberal faith gives
un, let us look at the answers our western religious traditions
have given in the past.

I'he faith of Israel was grounded in the idea that Yahweh
tiod had chosen Israel as his people. Yahweh had made a
covenant with them, if they followed his commands, He
would bless them. The meaning of their life as a people
tonuisted in obedience to their God. Later their purpose
expunded to include the task of making Yahweh known to
the rest of the world. Their purpose as a people was to be “a
Hight unto the nations” as the prophet Isaiah put it, and each
individual Israelite could view his or her life as meaningful
solar as he or she participated in this larger purpose which
ieluded the perpetuation both of the nation and its religion.
However, with the conquest and dispersal of Israel by her
neighbors, another myth became operative. God would send
4 Messinh who would re-establish the kingdom of Israel and
festore the people to their homeland. In each case the
meaning of life was bound up with the purposes of the

Aliighty and would be fulfilled in the future. The life of
the Individual attained significance by contributing to the
divine plan,




26
A FAITH FOR ALL SEASONS

In his book The Coyrg
. ge To Be, liberal P :
thec.)loglan Paul Tillich characterized what he o o
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The anxiety of meaninglessness is anxiety about the
loss of an ultimate concern, of a meaning which
gives meaning to all meanings. This anxiety is
aroused by the loss of a spiritual center, of an
answer, however symbolic or indirect, to the question
of the meaning of existence.’

Drawing on the ancient figure of Sisyphus, Camus de-
picted this modern experience. Sisyphus was a greedy tyrant
vondemned by the gods to push an enormous boulder up the
side of a mountain. A punishing task, it was made worse by
the fact that just as he got it nearly to the top, the boulder
tolled down, and he had to start all over again. Sisyphus was
tondemned to this never-ending, purposeless task for eter-
ity

Il Sisyphus depicts the human situation, it means that all
we do leads nowhere. Life is without meaning or purpose. It
i simply “the same thing over and over and over again.”

Most of us would admit to feeling that way at times. We
Wy experience our jobs as a treadmill; no matter how hard
W& work, we get nowhere. We may question the worth or

‘alue of our work, or our personal and family life may
Snetimes seem to be pointless. For most of us the meaning
4 ur lives is not a problem when things are going well, but
i soncerns us when we experience some kind of difficulty, as
when we lose our job, or our marriage falls apart, or one of
St children gets in trouble, or death takes someone close.

thin Iv what happens to television producer Mickey Sachs
W the movie Hannah and Her Sisters. Early in the movie,
W& see Bachs, played by Woody Allen, working at a frenetic
paes, producing shows, creating new shows, making a great
#8al of money and on his way to the top of the ladder of

sitess and fame.




and to agk what its meaning and purpose
have been o ought to be,

Haunted by the threat of death and the emptiness of his
life, he is unable to work; so he leaves hjs Jjob and devoteg
himself ¢ Searching for ap answer to hjs question. He
desperately wants to believe in God apq in life after death,
and to the bewildcrment of his Jewish parents, he trieg to
convert to Catholicism. But his efforts fail; he cannot be-
lieve. He reads philosophy trying to accept the arguments
for the existence of God, but that doesn’t work either, He
looks at other possibih’ties, but nothing satisfies him, '

Then he learns that he has no tumor. Thjs brings relief,
but it does not give him Peace. For he hag been confronted
with death and the question of the meaning of hjg life, and
his life hag been forever changed. He Cannot gjve up his

search untj] pe has found 4 Meaning to Jife that satisfjes his
deep need.
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Intest endeavor, writing. Later they marry, and we see a new
4 Mickey Sachs, a man who has found happiness, contentment
and peace in a life centered on his family and friends. At
the end we see a more relaxed Mickey enjoying his wife’s

WOODY ALLEN, ECCLESI4 STES siccess and finding meaning and satisfaction in human rela-

AND THE SEARCH FOR MEANING tlonships.
v it [ ‘ I'he movie says several things I find important from a
Ve not just from mom 3 liberal religious perspective. It points up the emptiness of the

but i ;
greaigsttrz:egoziﬂousness of our CXiS. B lives of those who pursue fame and fortune, whose lives are
find meaning in oyr tontered on themselves. Secondly, the film depicts the

fedemptive function of pain and loss. They often shake the
wenk foundations on which we have built our lives and force
us to seck more solid ground.

And finally the movie suggests that even when the tradi-
Hunal structures have crumbled, that does not mean life can
luve no meaning. Life’s meaning is not simply a given, not
Wherent in life itself. But that is not a cause for despair.
Wather, it represents a challenge and an opportunity, for
HUW I i up to us to create or discover meaning. We are the
meaning makers; we are the ones who make our lives worth
Hving. Dr. Harry Emerson Fosdick, distinguished liberal
£ litistinn minister of a generation ago, put it this way:

Nobody ever finds life worth living. One always has
to make it worth living. All the people to whom life
Present, to enioy liv: _ has been abundan_tly worth living have made it so b_y
with oth Joy hv-mg atnd to have : ; an interior creative, spiritual contribution of their

ers. He decides it is not nec « ; : own, Is life worth living? Most people seem to think
that is a question about the cosmos. No, my friend,
these matters have not changed | ‘l‘|llll‘ll| | :l a question about the inside attitude of you

) Ihe question is shifted away from the metaphysical to the
nah’s sisters, a Woman who h l;ey me_et§ one of Han- saistentinl, The quest for meaning is not a matter of discov-

as had difficulty finding #1y but a creative task. Moreover, there is no one answer to
encourage her in he the question of life’s meaning. For what will satisfy one
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matter . :

person must discern what makes » @5 on others, that caclig olthers. We need to learn, when it snows, to take time to
se i . .

Téason and experience offer some n§§ t.o him or her. Byf enjoy the loveliness of the snowfall rather than cursing it
guidelines as to how wel because it disrupts our routine. We need to learn, in the

¢an make our lives meaningfu

tw;J :its:::: rUniversaliSt mim’;ter Richard Gilbert gy ests wnnui tot talkelktil'netltlo apprcg;ate thljaﬂeo‘t"g:’ tzndl,a inwtiltllt:
. esponses to the search for Bt g8 nmmnu.r, 0 walk 1n the grass In our r 5 play

I arise in the morning torn betu 8 our \_'luldren or grandchildren; to let ourselves feel awe e%t

%0 save the world and to sayoy ifeithe desire # 'l sight of a soaring bird or an airplane lifting off. “Life is

Tg :erve life or to enjoy it — A weries of moments,” wrote Corita Kent. “To live each one

e Z;%rsttil;z \g'orld or save it? I to succeed.” ®

0 savor the S::;f ::s:l ep glfl g’; (;’:’:rl;tigg moment — I'his is the conclusion of Rabbi Harold S. Kushner in his

T ; gl:ﬁ?;f;ﬁ? b1t.ter cup of my neiJgh}i)or; Wk, When All You've Ever Wanted Isn’t Enough. Kushner

I to struggle f% rwtlltllé ?ﬁ‘:b:frz:gt ite ranwn upon the book of Eccles.iastes in the Bijble to illustrate

T e ; . € heavy laden?’ the futility of .many of t.he options we.choose in our attempts

seed hoth 1o . (El our lives to be most meaningful, we i minke our lives meanmgfu%. Ecclesmstes‘, hfa suggests,. \Yas

PUL it 0 contuiper ¢ world and to saye 1t, or, as I woulg Wiiiten by a man who had tried to make his life worth living

? c? to enriching the lives of oth W severnl ways. He had sought wealth and apparently suc-

Illllsall:lzad very busy lives Someone hag said “V(:’e f;fje ISVIO;t 1 sesdded in making a good deal of money. But his wealth did

gOalsnéraoﬁ:;zlgv we <Iilont have time to enjoy living \;)/e lez sl bring him happiness, for he writes, “God sometimes

and i woe o (:)s which demand long hours ang hard work Brants a man rich.es, property and wealth, s th.at he dc.)es

if we just atain :)lfleg:irwe set another, ever pelj eving the ol \T"HI for anytéu;)g, but God does not permit him to enjoy

i © rung on the lad " (Heclesiastes 6:

:Zg;g:f'blyi;zagkef the S‘.’Vimmer who Sw;i;:lr ’t: ee ;:: lgllx: He pave himself to pleasure, but th.is too he found futile.
diately bt G Ol savoring that accomplishment, jmme B ushner notes that young people, feeling they have a lot of |

nng to attempt to Swim it in b Hine ahead, can justify spending their time in pleasure, but

:::ﬁi SOme. of what we do is worthwhjje andnvalzildlrtfc B People grow older and become more concerned about

selves llsmr}l)(:)tr’t:r?:nzrcggzlsm of fruitless efforts to makeeou: whether or not lhe.ir liv::s co.unt, pleasure-seeking.does r%ot

Ty to exercise power anspéz:ie lor to prove our worth or B :MM\ I\ushnutr writes, “Having fun Ca¥1 l')e the spice ?f llft;

Instead of constantly workirrl(; Z:exr-uOtherS. l:::'ll::;:”\||ll“tn(|n:'l::1 ::i(::r’s’e; e L T RS

lue remains.
the next goal like Mickey Sachs ma DLt or reaching fog It nelther wealth nor pleasure could provide what Eccle-

Sstes wought, perhaps knowledge and wisdom would. He
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it 8. . .
toi’;z ft;f'hhe ISCovers thay knowIedge an’ d ;penences futil @ not look for one big meaning to life which, once discovered,
. *€y do not uar Wisdom are trang Vill satisfy us for the rest of our lives. Instead, like eatin
Finally 8Uarantee contentmen e Y ’ £

hree meals a day, we will find life’s meaning by savoring
finy everyday experiences.

Life is not a problem to be solved once; it is a
continuing challenge to be lived day by day. Our
quest is not to find the Answer but to find ways of
making each individua] day a human experience.?

Kushner’s conclusion is similar to the Hasidic emphasis on
dincovering the holy in the events of daily 'living and to
Murtin Buber’s teaching that religious living is a matter of
hallowing the everyday. That is how Mickey Sachs finds
Meaning in his life, too, although his language is secular, not
teligious.

0 savor each moment and each €xperience, to hallow

author of EC'C'leSlast e pf;:;a;gmgfu]? ushner Says pih relationship, to make the most of every event — this is
1s found jp What we ave cajj e; o JSWer, and ¢ PRIl F we are to find life worth living. Does that seem
Go, eat your breaq i, IedsaVOrmg & WVIous? Yet it is a way many of us find difficult to follow.
goloy, for your 'ong adness apq drink Your wipe We are products of a goal-directed culture. We are always

d. T oo Was long 4
your heg 5;‘2:; rCllotl}(es always pe fres%(l)ya‘ggsrgzsda bg
a womg you Jo 110 mt;n ont. Enjoy happinegg wiltlh

Celing days of 1:
YOU under tp, sun, hatel‘lrii Itfl ?st
0 doing, N0 learnjp alrll your migh_t. For
o ;

lwking ahead and planning the next task or accomplish-
et In that way, we often fail to appreciate the present, to
lve In what Paul Tillich called “the eternal now.”

We can find meahing in simple, ordinary human exper-
Whees of love and beauty. Like Mickey Sachs we can find
eaning and purpose in our relationships with those we love.
Bir devotion to the care and nurture of our family can be a
Mnjor source of meaning because it is in the family that we

and fip in each ; Nt that €an savor each el loved and needed, and it is in the family that we are
Precious, . re{atlonshxp and eacp ®Xperience “omeng whle 1o give ourselves to others in meaningful ways. The
answer, by wftlll]canmg of life jg 4 questjop wit;omeﬂnng ot lens day-to-day tasks connected with the nurturing and
Megll i At Many Jitt)e answers, we don’t" one by growth of our children, the Joys and even the disappoint-

ety of sharing and Supporting each other which a couple
BAperience these things help to make life worth living. I
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Ws o her life has direction and value. He or she lives at a
level deeper than the life devoted merely to material abun-
dunve and self-indulgence.

lung wrote that the second half of life must concentrate
i the growth of the self. Jung believed that the first half of
Iif¢ centers on gaining competence and mastery in a field of
sideavor such as engineering or raising children. The second
ull of life must focus on the soul, the development of one’s
perwonal and spiritual life. If growth does not occur, Jung
Welieved, the individual will not achieve a sense of fulfilment
anid completeness when death comes.!* The so-called mid-life
utluls which many experience lends credence to Jung’s view.

Personal growth and self-realization provide an important
dlmension of meaning to my life. If it were not a major
pirpose of my life, I would feel an emptiness and a lack of
Alrection. But I have to ask what value my personal growth
lius beyond my own satisfaction. I find that I want to grow,
not only for my own sake, but so that I can be of greater
ublime. The ordi service to others.

Similarly, if we look closely at the reasons people find
meaning and purpose in their work, we will find that even
more than from their ability to savor each moment and task,
uitisfaction comes from the fact that their work contributes
(0 something larger than their own happiness. For, important

financia] Te€wards of the job

Persona]

rowth j . o :
making jt Hf)re th ls'yet anot s it is to learn to live in and savor the present, that is not
novel, My g am:;:’fmgfu] enough. Here I part company with Rabbi Kushner. We need

larger goals and purposes which give our lives a meaning
(hat transcends the self. It is these larger goals or purposes
(hat make our lives truly worthwhile, and which make it
possible to savor the world. Dick Gilbert reminds us,

What is that you say?
To savor one must serve?
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To savor One must saye?

D this sense, 4 [human bemgs] live by faith be-
Cause they gare [human bemgs] and cannot hel
themselves, . i

iving, byt always think of it as made worth living

by something op which we rely,16

Life is made worth living by our Commitment ¢, ang

Involvement in causeg which contribute tq human welfarg

and world betterment. It is when We are trying to “save the

world” that oy lives become meaningfy]. Only then can we
truly sayor life.

So, persona] 8rowth js Important not merely a5 ap end i

itself, but ag a way of making jt possible for yg to contribytel

more to oyr family apq friends ang to the larger commu
nities of which we are a part. It jg true, paradoxicaﬂy, thaj
We realize oyr highest potential selyeg only when we focus of
Some other goa| than sclf-realization. '

Those who find Meaning and value in thejy Work are mgg;
likely to be Cngaged in work that contrj

business Woman [ know who spends a great dea] of her spar
time working in 4 Soup kitchen, T thi
Who have dedicated their lives to wor

of a map retired from 8overnment ge

nk of a retired couplg
king for peace. I think
TVice who jg working in
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ing and purpose
you that their lives take on greater meaning
Because of these volunteer activities.

Alfred Adler wrote: o -
! human being strives-f'or s1gn1ﬁcancei, E:et ﬁ?:t
Irlvcrzflways make mistakes if they do 'notheir by
:;nf:ir whole significance must consisl;n enrln L S
(ribution to the lives of others. . . .

] le."
contribute to the who

whole

What we do for other people and the world as a
wur lives worthwhile. . ' s
"“‘A" “'; l‘n Governor Cuomo states it Yvell 1r; t;l;evalues *

qum:cl earlier. Having decried the emptiness oto o

S on .

4 iany contemporary people, Cuomo goe

i St. Francis,

ilosophers were right. . . | S

1} I;II:ZC l{){}:)hamrr)ned, Maimonides — all S;Is);ltseis e

ml ilen they said the way to serve you; -

e v:therS' and Aristotle was right be oxl'f happi-’

w'u::-; l(lc saic’i the only way to assure yoF]{;ee o o

"~ is to learn to give happiness. . . . g e
:il‘n‘:nunly way to be fulfilled and pleased a

Wan to give instead of trying to get.'® -

As I reflect on my own life, the times most 1}111elamsl<1)§n :one

¢ those times when I have been able t<.> e pd neone
. "" #e times when something I have Sflld or. 0111 A ve_
:':'-. :»lmvuluc to another, and those times in t;lv:l(:hh so:ial
Paiicipated in efforts to create a better wc()jrldire rot ft, -
shange. And as I think oftth(:)sret 1113;(1)11;11: IIat Iﬁlnk mest, whose
g ntited fociti ,ose who have contri-
S m“utthw;(;rct)lrlnn,est’h::et :vfh(t)hserved others ?r in-
v "“““}YI ('usticc Those who have centered their en-
i mml'h Jmsclv.es, whose sole purpose has been
.".g.::llz;':‘cutlo‘:l are not people I respect or wish to emulate.
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T uch eing
And, when | think of works of art, musjc and literature, of van find meaning a.nd purposel mwi)lrf;i:lzr?-org the things that
of architectura] masterpieces, or of philosophies, scientifig ||, lnrger community of peolsz’ul more just, more livable,
discoveries, technologijca] triumphs and advances in Psychol® \,uke life better, more beau 111 ’eople- Life is worth living
08y, I realize that these are the contributions of otherg and more truly 'human for. a ofpa cause or purpose greater
many of whom are pg longer aljve. What survives of thenl® when It is used in the service

" '

Dag Humnmrskjold put it this way.

Only what you have given

8 salvaged from the nothing
which some day

will have been Your life,

fred Adlers, the Martin Luyther Kings, ang the Marijc
Cuomos to say these things, byt what about the rest of y,
who cannot make so memorable a mark on the world?

which we can participate whjch might have , significan,
impact on oy Community, natjon or world. In 4 word,
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THE LARGER CO
NTEXT:
A THEOLOGICAL PERSP]?(%‘IVE

Imits of our present
If you li_kc, you can

Freeman Dyson
stupendous whole
1s and God the soul.

Alexander Pope

It is ]m
portant to put the lib .
meanin ; 1beral faith perspecti
& and purpose in a larger context Iche I;::)Cttwe 4
ntext of

All are parts of on
e
Whose body Nature

pPower to motivate yus, Myths

i
provide a context for both meaning and ethics

Joseph Campbell, in that
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myth. It is a two-dimensional myth inspired by a modern
scientific understanding of the universe.

The theory of evolution gives us the temporal dimension
of the myth. This is the vision of all reality as a single whole
in an ongoing evolutionary process. In contrast with tradi-
tional western religion, with its dualism of natural and
supernatural worlds, this view posits one world, one unified
whole. And, instead of conceiving the “truly real” as static
and eternally unchanging, all things are in process. This new
vision is found in the process philosophy and theology of
Alfred North Whitehead and his followers, in the writings of
{he Jesuit paleontologist Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and
physicist Freeman Dyson, in the work of Sir Julian Huxley,
and in the work of Unitarian Universalist minister/
{heologian John Ruskin Clark and many others.

In this world view the world is imperfect and incomplete.
Humanity’s task is to work toward its completion. As long
44 (here is hatred, oppression, poverty, hunger, disease, ig-
wirance, suffering and evil, there is work to be done. In
dulng the unfinished business of the great evolutionary pro-
Wt our lives find meaning and purpose. According to this
Walon, evolution involves three stages.

Ihe first, or inorganic stage, saw the emergence and
Weienning organization of matter. There was the formation

W slars, planets and galaxies, of mountains, seas and rivers. .
~ Plhysleal and chemical interactions which produced these and

Shieh continue to cause them to change have been going on

j h 4l least six billion years and are still evolving.

I the second stage life forms emerged, at least on planet

b ﬁom {1 process of natural selection produced increasingly

furms of life. This organic stage culminated in the
L ol mind and self-consciousness in human beings.
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And we are to be responsible to and for ourselves. In this
context that means nurturing our own growth and self-
realization. Through personal growth and self-realization, we
can contribute more both to the enhancement of others’ lives
nnd to the life of the world. Florence van Straten puts it this
way.
What this means to me is that every human being is
now charged with a new responsibility. The evolu-
tionary process for us is no longer a matter of
passing on “good” genes to offspring but a duty to
pass on the results of our creative activities —
artistic, scientific, inter-personal — to the coming
generations. . . . This is where the evolutionary

ladder takes on a new twist and reaches into a new
dimension. This adds a new dimension to what gives

our life meaning.'®
In Julian Huxley’s words, we are “the trustees of evolu-
tion.” It is our responsibility to chart a better future. We are
purt of a Great Living System and our lives gain meaning
iwolar as we participate in life-enlargement and life-
sirichment and oppose all that would diminish and destroy
e Some of us will be leaders and some will be followers.

As lar as the question of meaning is concerned, it does not
mutter if our contribution is large or small. What matters is
nut the quantity but the quality of our contribution. What
Mintlers is that we are part of the process, that we identify

Suinelves with those communities and movements that are
Aiing toward human betterment.

I'he wecond myth, or perhaps second dimension of the
Wivth emerging today, is the unity of all things. This spatial
dimension of the myth points to the interconnectedness and
Wierdependence of all life linked together by shared re-
Sltees and common needs, rooted and grounded in a com-

Wl Source, This myth finds expression in one of the princi-
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Wald writes that biologists have recently become acutely
aware of the kinship of all living organisms. Few changes
have occurred in the structures of the proteins and genes
constituting the basic building blocks of all life. Wald points
out, for example, that in the remote past humans shared a
common ancestor with yeast.

From that remote ancestor, yeast went its way, and
we went ours. The journey has been made twice, yet
has resulted in such minor differences. So, all life is
akin; and our kinshi;z) is much closer than we had
ever imagined before.””

Even breathing exhibits our relatedness. One estimate
holds that owing to the thorough mixing of the Earth’s
atmosphere, each of our inhalations contains at least one
atom breathed by each person on Earth within the last few
weeks. “That air is carried by the lungs into the blood-
sream. It becomes a part of you” and that means that our
hrenthing constitutes nothing less than “a low-frequency
ohain of chemical contact between all living humans and
with all humans past and present.” 24 1t may be an exag-
goration to say that each time we inhale we take in one
slom exhaled by every other person, but the point that we
hrenthe common atoms is valid. Our lives are inter-
ponnected.

[nn this global village of ours, we are becoming more and
more aware that what happens to one person or group

affects all of us. When there is oppression and violence in
{ eniral America, we suffer, too. When the Solidarity move-
went in Poland wins an election and seats a Prime Minister,
we win, too. That lone student who dared to face a tank in
Hunanmen Square did not stand alone. Millions all over the

wirld stood with him in spirit.
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Each time I buy a box of cereal in the grocery store or a
gallon of gas at the service station, I know that I stand at
the end of a long process to which many people have
contributed. We may feel like separate and distinct
individuals and we may too often act as though we are
separate and distinct individuals. We are not. We are inter-
dependent and interrelated.

Norman Cousins has written,

I am a single cell in a body of four billion cells. The
body is humankind. I glory in the miracle of self,
but my individuality does not separate me from the
oneness of humanity . . . Human unity is the fulfil-
ment of diversity. It is the harmony of opposites, a
many-sided texture with color and depth.”

Quite different from the highly individualistic perspective
of liberal religion heretofore, this is an increasingly accepted
perspective among Unitarian Universalists.

Earlier I quoted Albert Einstein suggesting that “the
religion of the future . . . should be based on a religious
sense arising from the experience of all things as a mean-
ingful unity.” * More and more there are signs that such a
rcligioﬁs sense is emerging. If it is, we may be standing at
the threshold of a sea-change in the human spirit, a revolu-
tion in our thinking and world view comparable to those
ushered in by Moses and Copernicus. And as with the
Mosaic and Copernican revolutions, it comes with enormous
ethical implications, for change in our thinking must inevi-
tably lead to changes in our actions. At least two ethical
implications follow.

First, awareness of our unity with and dependence upon
nature should lead to greater respect for the interdependent
web of all existence, which in turn should lead to increased
efforts to conserve our precious resources. Conservation will
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require us to reduce our level of consumption, which is
currently gross over-consumption, to waste less anc.l re-cycle
more, and to stop filling the air and the water with pollu-
tants.

But the sense of unity and interdependence among all
human beings leads to even more basic changes. Instead of
every person serving primarily himself or hersel'f, all of us
must learn to put the good of the whole community ahead of
our own private welfare. Instead of looking out for number
one, we must learn to look out for one another. We must
learn to make decisions not on the basis of what is best .for
me, but what is best for us. We must learn cooperation
instead of competition. '

We cannot continue to adhere to the creed that “greed is
good,” for the world has shrunk and our greed and selfish-
ness are harmful to others, as theirs is to us. We are
inter-related. We must learn not only that “when I cut .a
tree my arm will bleed,” but that when anoth'er- person 18
gunned down by an assault rifle, my life is diminished, that
when the democratic movement in China is crushed, a part
of me is crushed as well.

This emerging myth of the unity and interconnectcd'ness ‘
of all life may be understood from the perspective- o'f elth'er
an open humanism or 2 natural theism. A naturalistic theist
would simply add that the sense of oneness is founde'd upon
and grounded in belief in the kind of God fiescrlbed 1.n
Chapter One, God the Power of Life and Love 1mm£.1nent in
the world, God the Source of all, God the Sea of which each
individual life form is but a momentary wave. '

This God — understood not as a supernatural being
separate from humankind and the world who relates to us .as
o powerful lawgiver and parent — is, rather, the creative
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power within all that is, or the magnetic force that energizes
and pushes us toward goodness, love, beauty and truth. God
is immanent, not other. Moreover, God is not complete and
unchanging as in the traditional Western conception, but is
also evolving and involved in the evolutionary, ongoing cre-
ation. And, God is neither omniscient nor omnipotent. God
learns and grows as the universe unfolds.

Charles Hartshorne has referred to the world as “God’s
body,” a phrase reminiscent of Alexander Pope’s lines:

All are parts of one stupendous whole
Whose body Nature is and God the soul.?

When we understand our individual lives as part of one
great universal process, we see that, rather than discon-
nected, unrelated individuals, we are each part of a greater
whole, a universe of all other people and other living things
as well. The meaning of our lives is not therefore so much a
matter of our own individual achievement as it is a matter
of how we can work together with others to contribute to the
whole. Our manner of living, the decisions we make, and the
actions we take play a role in the ongoing process of the
Great Living System. Although our individual contribution
may seem slight, it is part of the sum of all those actions
which together shape the course of history.

We have come full circle. For at the outset we suggested
that the modern world has lost the sense that life is mean-
ingful because it is part of a divine grand design in which
cach person has a role to play. That loss of faith in a
meaningful life is rooted in loss of faith in a divine being,
traditionally understood. The old myths and symbols have
lost their power for our age. We need a new form of
conceptualization, a new mythos, a new symbolization com-
patible with the modern world view. The vision described
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above, drawing on a _modern scientific world view, offers a
new way of understanding our lives as meaningful in a
larger context. Our lives do play a role in an ongoing divine
process.

Conclusion

We are the beings who ask the question of meaning.
Much of the time the question remains in our subconscious,
and we are not aware of meaning as a problem. We take it
as given that life is worth living. But from time to time,
often when we experience grief or shock, the question in-
trudes, and the problem of meaning becomes crucial. When
that happens a religious perspective becomes important, as
does a community which lifts up a vision of what makes our
lives worth living. We cannot count on a chance revelation
from an unexpected source, as in the Woody Allen movie.

We have suggested a perspective on the question of mean-
ing and purpose, a liberal religious view. But it is important
to have more than a theoretical approach, a theology. Reli-
gion involves appropriation by the self and assimilation of
what one believes. It also involves the continual reinforce-
ment of one’s beliefs and values. In this, the religious com-
munity plays a vital role.

Religious communities point the way to meaningful living
and reinforce our belief in life’s meaningfulness by means of
songs, stories, myths, symbols, rituals, sermons and readings,
celebrations of the passages of life, and through the love,
friendship and support of others who share our lives and
experiences in a meaningful way. The liberal religious com-
munity provides these kinds of support through worship
services, support and growth groups, one-to-one relationships,
and social service groups.
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Tim, the young man who came to me seeking a reason for
living, recently left his job in business and went back to
school to prepare to teach math in an inner city high school.
He feels that he has found the meaning and direction he had
previously lacked. He is excited and very happy; for he sees
his new work as a way of contributing to the enrichment of
individuals and of human life as a whole. I believe it will
also enable him to savor life more.

Everyone of us needs to feel a sense of meaning and
purpose in living. To find and live that sense is a religious
task. Within the broad context of the liberal religious per-
spective, there are many kinds of work and many ways to
find and live a deep and satisfying sense of meaning and
direction, ways in which we contribute to the ongoing uni-
versal evolutionary process of life-enlargement and enrich-
ment.

PART III

THE CRISIS
OF
PAIN AND SUFFERING




SESSION TWO

THE CRISIS OF MEANING AND PURPOSE

PREPARATION FOR THE SESSION
Participates should have read Part II (pages 21-52) before this session.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1)

2)

3)

4)

Discuss: The book suggests that traditional religious beliefs that once gave meaning to life no
longer operate for many people today. Do you agree? Do they work for you?

Ask each person to relate a recent experience that gave meaning or purpose to their lives and
made them feel that life was worth living. If the group is larger than 8, do this in pairs or
triads; then ask some members to share their experience. (10-15 minutes)

Optional: Rent the video tape of the movie “Hannah and Her Sisters.” Watch it as a group
and discuss Mickey Sachs’ struggle to find meaning. [Note: This will require an entire (extra)
session. ]
Harold S. Kushner in his book, Wher All You’ve Ever Wanted Isn’t Enough, as summarized on
pp- 33-35, draws on the Biblical book of Ecclesiastics to suggest four ways in which people try to
make their lives meaningful. They are:
e through pleasure;
e through wealth;
e through knowledge and wisdom; and
e through religion.

Discuss these, asking group members what they think about each of these four options.

a. Hand out paper and pencils and ask each person to write a brief response to the following
question: “What gives meaning and purpose to your life?” or you may prefer to state it as:
“What makes life worth living for you?”

The response may be either a list of things or a descriptive paragraph. If it is a list, ask them
to number their responses in order of importance to them. Allow about ten minutes for this.

b. Next, break up into groups of two and ask them to discuss what they wrote with each
other, giving examples from their own life. Again, allow ten minutes.

c. Call the group back together and ask each person to share one thing from what they wrote.
The leader might want to list these on newsprint or chalkboard. After all responses are
recorded, ask the group to categorize them into “savoring life” or “saving the world” (serving

others).

Ask which of the two categories gives greater meaning to their lives? Do they find the
experiences that fall under “savoring life” to be adequate to make life worth while? Or do they
agree with the idea that “to savor one must save?”




5) In one of the groups led by the author the point was made that one’s emotional situation
determines how one finds meaning and whether one is able to give to others at all. So, for

some, the most meaningful experience may be to try to understand oneself better. What do
you think about this idea?

6) The book suggests that a new myth with two dimensions is emerging in our time. The
temporal dimension of the myth understands life as part of a universal evolutionary process in
which humankind now consciously participates. The author maintains that what each person
does to enrich life and the world contributes to the cosmic evolutionary process, and that that
gives a larger meaning to our lives.

Discuss whether the members of the group find this concept to be meaningful or helpful. The
spatial dimension of the new myth involves a sense of the unity and interrelatedness of all
things. Ask the group if they agree that such a concept is emerging and whether they find it
helpful.

PREPARATION FOR THE NEXT SESSION
Assign Part IIT (pages 55-86) for the next meeting.

CLOSING
Dag Hammarskjold wrote (as quoted on page 40 of the book):

Only what you have given

is salvaged from the nothing
which some day

will have been your life.

Ask the group to reflect silently on the quotation for a moment. Then conclude by reading the
two quotations (by Freeman Dyson and Alexander Pope) found at the beginning of Chapter 5

(page 42).



