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and writer

the spiritual a

one. In Sta
gy (thea is
the Goddes

awk’s poetic thealo-
eck for “goddess™),
the source of

the material.

ter.” The God Self is “our deepest level of
and compassion”—it “is conceived of as bot
and female” because their opposite
opposed) energies balance each other.

Starhawk’s ecstatic paganism, Fuller’s pat
of suffering and solitude.

Aspiring to the self-reliance championed by
friends Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo
Emerson, Fuller wanted, above all, religious self-
determination. Her innermost self, she believed,
had been warped by the male-dominated teach-
ings of Unitarian Christianity. The masculine
Christ had to be deposed from his place at her
center before her female divine (the Goddess of
her poem “Leila”) could emerge. She described
this agonizing process in “Raphael’s Deposition

DAMIEL NEVINS

from the Cross.” Other writings reflected this as
well—Fuller scholar Jeffrey Steele observes that
her 1840-1844 poems focused on the tomb and
on “spiritual death and resurrection, psychological
burial and rebirth.”

Through her pain, Fuller expected to give birth
to a transfigured self, a spiritual child born of a
“sacred marriage” between the masculine and
feminine aspects of her being. Thus freed, she hoped
to achieve a life of harmony with the genderless
central soul—the God of Emerson’s understanding.
Snapping back to contemporary times, we turn
erich, whose God-
Spirit s ds o alrea and  always
Guengerich, senior minister of the Unitar
Church of All Souls in New York City and a pop-

UA General Assembly speaker, describes

dAot as separate from the world but as an expe-

flence— ‘the experience of being connected, ulti-
mately, to_everything.”

Drawing on the process thought of twentieth-
century philosopher Alfred North Whitehead
(1861-1947), Guengerich holds that God is refy
hope, and possibility. Our loves,Joys sufferings, and
rrows are preserved for eterni en into the
harmony - completed whole”
Because nothing we say or do is lost to the ages,
every moment is meaningful. And Spirit, or God,
serves as the “ground of novelty, the source of pos-
sibility,” beckoning us with a desire for a more ful-
filling tomorrow.

Go ahead, ask Siri: “What does spirit mean?”
She’ll explain that spirit is an alcoholic beverage—
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rimal Reverenc

Reverence is an organic human experience

that requires no supernatural explanations.

by Kendyl Gibbons

HE SITUATIONS ARE SO FAMILIAR
that they are pretty much clichés.You
stand at the shore, with the waves
beating out their rhythmic crash, and
the water rushing almost to your
feet, seeing nothing but a thin line of
horizon where sea and sky meet. The distances sug-
gest infinity, the ocean’s unfathomable depth and
power, its ceaseless, primordial force and mystery.
The air, too, moves in a huge current, and the soar-
ing gulls catch light on the back of their wings.
Something within us unlatches and expands in that
immensity, catching some hint of our finitude, the
oneness of all life emerging from the sea’s embrace
eons ago, the sovereign beauty and freedom of so
much overwhelming space and light and sound.
Perhaps for you it is the stars at night, somewhere
beyond the reach of our puny, interfering city lights,
the whole sky filled with uncountable rays originat-
ing from trillions of light-years away, planets and
galaxies beyond imagining, made of the same stuft’
we are made of, and you stand amazed in the show-
er of brilliance. Or perhaps your taste runs to the
deep forest, or the towering redwoods, or the stun-
ning ribbons of color in the Grand Canyon, or the
suspense and drama of a thunderstorm, or the
reflection of sunset on a hidden lake, or even the
first unfolding green of the garden, coming back to

life after winter’s severity, or the mystery of a pair of )\

sky-blue robin’s eggs.

Somewhere this planet has a show-stopper for 4

you that takes your breath away and makes you tug
on other people’s sleeves to make them see what
you see: the whirling autumn leaves with their wed-
ding song of death and beauty; the heartbreaking
call of the loon, or the wolf, or the whale; the nuz-
zling of newborn creatures after the labor of birth,

or the struggle of the monarch out of the chrysalis
into unfamiliar wings. For me, it is waterfalls. I could
stand all day, dumbstruck by the vision of such end-
less abundance, the living energy of creation poured
out unceasingly before my eyes, seeming to promise
a truth that something in the world, and therefore
something in me, 1s never and can never be exhaust-
ed. It makes me want to weep, want to dance, want
to fall on my knees and be one with whatever that
is, in everlasting praise.

, Let me promise you: As clearly as I am capable of
knowing what I know, none of that has anything to
do with Jesus. Or Buddha. Or silly people who want
to burn assorted writings, or equally sﬂlv people
e violent exception to of their

favorite texts. The primal experience of reverence in
and for the 1'1'1tural world precedes theology of any

Varlu:y [t 15 an orgamc hum‘m Lkpellcnce that

bout the N, our. aesthet-
ic qcmlbxlltles are a product or a by product of the
evolutionary pressures that hwe shaped us for r repro-

it not be to help us appreciate our home planet, and
find sustenance in its beauty? The v1scer'1] response

of reverence is as real and as functlonal to the kind™~

lgif creatures we are as our hunger, our fear, our sex-

| ual impulses, our protection of the young. And just
as our hunger and our fear can make us cruel and

4 dangerous, just as our sexuality and our parental
& concern can be perverted into_destructive self-serv-
b ing, so_can our Ma@mir reverence be

twisted into_oppression and misery.

Perhaps the most essential tenet of liberal religion,

Cross aH\n\Vthol 1E5 an itual vocabularies, is that
'1I: we do with,

‘--—L\-
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and about, and because of fhat experience of rever- |
ence. It is not society’s job, it is not our parents’ job,
it is not even ultimately the church’s job or any
minister’s job, but but yours alone, to dec/dﬁ how. _you..

‘iﬂ%/:cs_pgld to that%reﬁWh con-

_sists partly Trthefecognition that hat you and the world .

around v f the whole

universe are embedded in the same source, and are

in some profound way the same thing.
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HE PRIMAL EXPERIENCE OF REVERENCE
also comes in the stories of human lives
that move us with their courage, with their

dedication to justice or beauty, with their

_embrace_of sacrifice_for_some larger good. It is
found in the story of Paul Rusesabagina, the
Rwandan hotelkeeper who risked his life to shelter
his countrymen from genocide at the hands of their
neighbors. It is in the story of Harriet Tubman, lead-
ing her fellow slaves to freedom. It is in Gandhi’s
witness against the brutalities of British occupation
in India. It is in the endurance of Aung San Suu Kyi,
living for decades under house arrest and threat of
worse in order to offer a democratic alternative }
Myanmar. It is in the stunning mercy of Nels
Mandela, leading South Africa’s reconciliation afte
generations of apartheid violence and oppression.

It is in every mother who has ever gone hungry
so that her children might eat, in every soldier who
has ever died so that his comrades might live, in
every rescue worker who ran up the stairs of the
World Trade Center on that awful day. It was in
Michael Servetus, who gave himself to the flames
rather than deny the freedom and truth of his con-
science. And it was in the life of a radical Jewish
peasant who called for a community of love and jus-
tice that took no account of Roman authority and
followed his scorn for oppressive power to the cross.
There may be a little bit about Jesus in this one, but
he’s not alone, not by a long shot.

One of these stories, or one of the thousands liké
it, brings a lump to your throat. Somewhere ther¢ is
a hero—living or dead, close or distant, historical or
mythologized—a hero of conscience or mercy, of
generosity or duty, whose story whispers to your
secret heart, “This is the life you were made for; this
is the kind of person you ought to be. Reach for
this. Grow into this. Prepare yourself for the
moment, you know not when or how it may come,
that you will be offered a choice between the nobil-
ity that is possible, and the sleepwalking path of least
resistance. Learn courage; learn wisdom. Practice the
highest values you know. Be ready.”

That whisper, too, is reverence. That lump in your

roat is the counterpart of the gasp elicited by

ature’s breathtaking beauty and power. Neither
one has anything to do with an old man sitting on
a cloud with a long beard keeping score. For heav-
en’s sake, let go of that picture. Even if you are a
believer in God, that portrait does your belief no
justice. In the name of all that is holy, set that image
aside, and start over, with the reverence that is real
for you. Perhaps in time it may lead you back to the
story of Jesus and the Christian God, and you will,
as T.S. Eliot put it, “arrive where you started, and
know the place for the first time.” But if not, if that
place turns out not to be the home of your soul,
then welcome. Welcome to this larger, longer, more
pathless journey that we Unitarian Universalists, we
humanists, we religious liberals share. I promise: You
will not be, alone.

So many' of our inherited religious traditions want
to put the cart before the horse. They want to start
with the vocabulary of ritual and the structures of
behef before we have a chance to reflect on what it

/) ..'r“ v oy “'Q/A"VC}/@" —
e e RS Meay
\2—J

i 7Ts all rote_and drudgery and uilt.
wonder we resist it, reject it, find it full of hypocris

1 o

~ anasbitrary, meaningless_rules.—Neo—wondeT the

((integrity matters,

everence 1S SO pr

skeptical mind and contorted conscience rebel, and
contend that it must all be nonsense. Good for the
mind and the conscience. Good for the heart that
will not embrace merciless virtue or saccharine
piety. Good for the body that will not deny its
hunger or kneel to authority or dance for the sake

""""" Kepticism is actual-
ly the most reveren posture there is: the !oné,mg_, to
now urselves, not tg be misled; the willingness

to take responsibility for discovering what, if any-

ctwall worthy of our worship, and
nothing less.
se nothing is sacred. No,

yent to ynproven claims because

thing-might be-sctual

G EIVC O

WltTf ur

everence and/so powerfu that it must_
St _be ¢ m exploited for lesser purposes.
ML il b bow e ol e Tt
Must we 51mp1y wait for those flashes of beauty to
arrive unbidden, for heroes of the human spirit to
appear in our midst, inspiring us with their honor?
This brings us to the question of spirituality for
skeptics. It is not just those who are confident of
their orthodox certainties who might wish to culti-
vate the capacity for reverence, to expand the ways

in which our lives are enriched through those
breathless, lump-in-the-throat moments.

No

because fthe re eal_experience of —
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