SERMON Opening Words: pg 117 of Prayers to An Evolutionary God - W. Cleary
Prayer: one from the above book
Reading: “Walking Toward Morning" pg 2 of Walking Toward Morning, V.Safford
Benediction: “We are Called” Natalie Fenimore pg 13 of Voices from the Margins
Intro: The story of the dream I had in college about asking for a dream about the
answer to the “Big Question?” Response I received was “Forget about the Big

Question. You’'ll miss the backs of ankles ...a grape.”

What does it all mean?

As a previous chaplain for 8 years to college students, I felt steeped — delightfully so —
in the questions of “Why are we here?” (The Search for Meaning)

and “How Then Shall We Live?” (The Search for Purpose).

These 20-somethings were craving digging deep into these questions.

Often times the question of meaning remains in our subconscious - - we take it as a
given that life is worth living. But sometimes we have a crisis of meaning - perhaps at a
crucial juncture like turning 3, or going to college, or experiencing deep loss or

struggle.

A lay leader at my previous congregation: Harry Nutter, once said in a sermon:

“Meaning is what allows us to persist even though we do not know everything.”
Especially during a crisis of meaning, we need community - - especially a community in

which we can be held in our questions and find a shared commitment to something

worth living for.
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Some say that liberal religion — meaning any religion which emphasizes reason, liberty,
and ongoing revelation — falls short during these crises because it doesn’t have black
and white answers about truth, suffering, & death. Our tradition embraces mystery,
paradox, diversity, and ambiguity instead of ONE, certain “capital T” Truth. How can

fuzzy gray sustain you when you are flailing for a foothold?

My colleague Bruce Clear says that Unitarians’ “fuzzy gray” thinking is justified because
the world itself is fuzzy. He quotes the author Bart Kosko: “The fuzzy view says that
almost all truth is gray truth, partial truth, fractional truth, fuzzy truth.”

Let’s do an experiment: I'm going to ask a series of questions. I invite you to raise your
hand for each. Raise it super high if you say yes 100%. (Etc etc)

How many of you are tall? How many of you are honest? How many of you are rested?
How many of you know 100% what you believe theologically? How many of you know
100% what happens after you die? How many of you know 100% how the universe
began? How many of you know 100% how to solve the problems of racism and classism
and ableism and all the -isms? How many of you know 100% what acting from Love

really requires in the face of injustice and inequality?

I present to you the Coastline Paradox — Benoit Mandelbrot, a mathematician,
(because math is the one thing that is black and white, right??) - well, he asked the very
sensible question, “How long is the Coast of Britain?” He imagined measuring it. My

colleague Bruce Clear summarizes it well:
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Take a picture from an airplane or satellite and use reference points to measure it,
and you’ll get a measurement, but you’ll miss all the subtleties of small inlets. So you’ll
need to get closer and measure the inlets, and your measurement will be longer. If
you get close enough, you'll see the water flowing around large boulders that jut out
into the bays, so you’ll need to measure around the boulders, and your measurements
will be longer. But the coastline includes not just boulders, but also rocks and pebbles,
and you’ll need to measure the water flow around them, and your measurement will
get longer. And don’t forget the grains of sand. And the grains of sand contain a
molecular structure that juts out, just as boulders jut out. Theyre much smaller, but
they should still be measured. In this imaginary measurement process, each step
toward precision reveals how much more still needs to be measured. Each attempt to

be precise reveals how imprecise the answer is.

Thus, Lofti Zadeh, chair of the engineering department at UC Berkeley, said: “The

closer one looks at a real-world problem, the fuzzier becomes its solution.”

So, how do we UUs, those champions of the gray, the spectrum, the complexity, the
mystery, the fuzzy ... How do we find meaning? How do we find purpose? How then

shall we live?
How does mystery sustain you or direct you when you're at death’s door, or when baby

Kohen Wiley was shot by police this week in Mississippi?, or when you lie awake at

night wondering why am I even here? And how then shall I Live??
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Another Story - -
This story comes from my dearest funny and wise friend Rev. Dr. Sarah Taylor Peck.
This is a story that her parents used to tell every boyfriend on the first “meet the

parents” night.

She was nine and her dad coached a baseball team that she was part of. She says she

had no athletic ability. But she was a really good student of baseball so she studied all

the rules and procedures excessively and mastered them. She understood the key
procedure for her position in the outfield is that you catch the ball with your mitt (Left
hand), pass it to your throwing hand and throw it home, and if you miss catching the

ball, you pick it up with your mitt, pass it to your throwing hand and throw it home.

So the story is that a very overdeveloped third grader finally hit the ball to her outfield,
and when it landed at her feet, she realized she didn’t have her glove. But she knew the
procedure. So she started running back to the dugout to get her glove to pick up the ball
and throw it home, while all the angry moms yelled at her to just pick up the ball. But
she wasn’t even bothered because she knew this was her time to shine regarding the
procedures and rules of the game. By the time she got back out there, the game was

over.
What does this story have to do with the question of How then Shall we Live?
Well, whether it’s in stubborn certainty or fuzzy gray, we can get stuck there and focus

more on our “no’”’s than our meaningful “yes’s.” - or our questions and opinions more

than our actions. 20-something me was the dreamer who was stuck in that question of
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“What’s the BIG answer” and my dream told me to focus on the here and now - the
grape and the back of an ankle. Little 9-year-old Sarah was the one so focused on the
black and white rules that she didn’t throw the ball home. We get stuck in our heads

and don’t act.

After all, Unitarians are the ones who historically were proud of the sign in front of
their buildings: “Freedom, Reason, Tolerance” (!) I'm not hating on our ancestors -
those were important - even heretical - ideas for the time - - and/but those ideas

allowed us to evolve!

The theologian Henry Wieman said religion is not only about our ultimate concern but

also our ultimate commitment. Meaning and Purpose.

He was a process theologian. Y’all ready for more process theology?

Two weeks I ago I started a sermon series about process theology. (Don’t worry, there’s

only one more after this.) A quick refresher:

In process theology, God is not a personal or supreme Being but a process - always
evolving toward life, creativity, love - and luring us to be co-conspirators in co-
creating more life and love and justice. As Unitarian Theodore Parker said - and later
Martin Luther King: the moral arc of the universe is long but bends toward justice...and

we are called to help bend it.
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Process thinkers who are not theists still share the view that we humans are free and
responsible, that we are wound and bound together in an interdependent web, and that

we create the ever-changing world together.

As Antonio Machado said: Caminante, no hay camino, se hace camino al andar.

Traveler, there is no road; you make the road by walking.

Back to Henry Wieman- that process theologian. He described a four-stage relational
process called "creative interchange.” Listen to how closely this aligns with how we
strive to live as a covenantal community:
1. Awareness: An individual experiences a novel, divergent perspective from another
person.
2. Integration: The individual absorbs and integrates this new perspective into their
own worldview.
3. Expansion: The individual's capacity to appreciate the world and form deeper
connections is broadened.
4. Community: This continuous mutual transformation builds wider social solidarity
and peace.
For Wieman, this process transforms humanity, saves us from self-destruction, and

serves as a natural form of divine grace.
Wieman was a Presbyterian minister but guess what happened to him at the age of 65?

One of his students asked him why he wasn’t a Unitarian. He responded by joining his

local Unitarian church that very year, and ... becoming a UU minister.
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I have one more thing to say: Recently I learned that Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
did his dissertation on Wieman! I thought - - ooh, another one of my heroes could be a
process theologian? But... then I read that King used his dissertation to critique
Wieman. King said that Wieman’s God wasn’t personal enough - - that the courage to
act in the face of the evils of this world requires a more personal relationship with a

supreme God.

So, I remind us that there are many ways to theologize about how to find meaning and
purpose in this world. As UUs, we know this, and we covenant together to do that
important work to engage in the unfinished work of the great evolutionary process.

Let’s keep picking that ball up with our hands and throwing it home to our teammates.

May it be so.
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