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Reading:

Religious humanism is a life stance that exults in being alive in this unimaginable vast and breathtakingly beautiful universe and that finds joy and satisfaction in contributing to human betterment.  Without a creed but with an emphasis on reason, compassion, community, nature, and social responsibility, it is a way of living that answers the religious and spiritual needs of people today. [Rev. William R. Murry, in UU World, Winter 2006].
Sermon:
My first telephone call of the morning yesterday was to inquire of a friend whether they had news of another friend who is living in Japan – did they know yet whether he had been heard from?  When I heard that yes, he was alright, I began to cry in relief of a fear I had not known I was holding – and in sorrow for the thousand people dead, for the lives upended – and for the horrible irony of the nuclear danger in a nation that will never, ever forget Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  My second phone call was to my brother, who has friends and colleagues and mentors in Japan, who lived in San Francisco during and after the 1989 Loma Prieta quake, and who knows exactly what it is to live through weeks and months of aftershocks that shake you to the bone, and through months and years of fear and mourning and recovery and rebuilding.  And then my daughter called, asking how much money I thought she could afford to donate to the Red Cross for earthquake-tsunami-relief.  I hadn’t even thought to do that.

News reports, phone calls, text messages, e-mails – an earthquake in Japan shook the ground beneath my world in North Carolina.  It shook me out of my complacency, confronting me with the reality of my connectedness with a place I have never been and may never go.  It raised questions that are, in reality, questions about what it means to be human, to be at once connected and limited in my abilities.  What can I do?  How can I make a difference? However can I reach out to comfort, to console?  And do I have energy to give?  Do I have reserves of compassion?  Even before the earthquake, I was feeling as though I was just barely keeping up.

When it comes to responding to the needs of others, what do I have to give?  When it comes to healing the world, how is it possible to say no?  When it comes to honoring my own limitations, how can that be OK?

For myself – and for every human being - the answers to all these questions – indeed, the roots of the questions themselves – lie in the narratives that are the way that we make sense of the universe around us, and our place in it.

Here in Carteret County, in North Carolina, in the United States of America, we find ourselves largely immersed in a Judeo-Christian religious milieu.  And in that milieu, the prevailing religious narrative is a story of the interplay between perfection and imperfection.  Judaism and Christianity have in common a sense of time as linear (time moves forward, with no turning back, from past, through a fleeting present, into a future).  And they have in common a narrative that begins in a state of perfection – the Garden of Eden in which humanity and all of creation lived in a state of harmony – that was abruptly shattered, giving way to a state of imperfection.  In Judaism, it is said that “time exists so that [human beings] can grow better, and, in growing better make the world better.  Time will reach its goal when everyone in the world is absolutely good, when every person will do only that which is absolutely fair and just, when there will be no hunger, no war, no injustice or meanness of any kind.  Then, in a way, time will end.” [Harry Gersch. When A Jew Celebrates.  p.9].

Many Christians look forward to a future when perfection will be restored, perhaps in this world or perhaps in another realm entirely.  The Christian narrative is complicated and there are several variations.  Premillenialists look forward to a judgment day (the millennium, which is yet to come, so we are living in the premillenium).  On that hoped-for judgment day, those who are worthy will be restored to that original state of perfection and harmony, and premillenialists focus their attention and their efforts on preparing for that hoped-for day.  There are side-conversations about who and how many will be worthy; and about how, in what form, God may restore unity, harmony, perfection.  But if this imperfect world is only a way-station along the journey from past perfection to future perfection, then there may be lessons to be learned here, or temptations to be resisted, but the world itself and all that it holds is of little importance.  By contrast, post-millennialists, more like the Jews, believe that future perfection can not happen until human beings, by diligent effort, work to create the Kingdom of Heaven here on earth, ridding this world of poverty, injustice, inequity.  Only after a millennium of preparation, in which humans have done their work, will God act to restore us to harmony with all that is.

All these narratives have at their center the relationship between humanity and God: God as creator, God as restorer, God as judge; human beings as the unique focus of divine love, of divine judgment; human beings as co-creators of the Kingdom of God or the Commonwealth of Man – and Woman.

But there is another narrative to which we are heir, a narrative with its roots in the post-millennialist Social Gospel movement that grew up in American Protestant Christianity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, a narrative with deep roots in Unitarianism in the 1930s.  In 1933 a group of thirty men, professors, writers and ministers, many of them Unitarian, one a Reformed Jewish Rabbi, one of them the educator John Dewey, released a document they called “The Humanist Manifesto.”  “The time has come,” the manifesto begins, 

“for widespread recognition of the radical changes in religious beliefs throughout the modern world. The time is past for mere revision of traditional attitudes. Science and economic change have disrupted the old beliefs. Religions the world over are under the necessity of coming to terms with new conditions created by a vastly increased knowledge and experience. In every field of human activity, the vital movement is now in the direction of a candid and explicit humanism.” [http://www.americanhumanist.org/Who_We_Are/About_Humanism/Humanist_Manifesto_I] 

Now, this Manifesto did not emerge full-blown in 1933.  There were decades of debate and discussion before the Manifesto was written, and the writers drew on the philosophies of ancient Greece and Renaissance Italy, on the religious traditions of Taoism, Confucianism and Buddhism, and on the exciting growth of scientific and technological understanding.  For these pioneering humanists, religion was neither static nor eternal but rather evolving.  Religion was not limited to the supernatural, but firmly embraced the natural and the mundane.  Religion was not otherworldly, but was entirely concerned with this world.  Religion was not centered on the relationship between humanity and God, but was entirely a human endeavor.  And the focus of religion shifted from divinity to humanity.  

The first affirmations in the Humanist Manifesto pointed to the humanist narrative about the universe: “Religious humanists regard the universe as self-existing and not created,” and “[humanity] is a part of nature and …has emerged as the result of a continuous process.”  No creator, no special status, and no special relationships for humans here.  And the seventh (there were fifteen in all) substantially redefined religion itself: “Religion consists of those actions, purposes, and experiences which are humanly significant. Nothing human is alien to the religious. It includes labor, art, science, philosophy, love, friendship, recreation--all that is in its degree expressive of intelligently satisfying human living. The distinction between the sacred and the secular can no longer be maintained.” [http://www.americanhumanist.org/Who_We_Are/About_Humanism/Humanist_Manifesto_I]

The American Humanist Association traces its history back to 1927, to the group who published the 1933 Manifesto.  Today the Association defines Humanism in these words, found on their website:

“Humanism is a worldview which says that reason and science are the best ways to understand the world around us, and that dignity and compassion should be the basis for how you act toward someone else. 

“Humanism is nontheistic. By this, we don't mean to say that there is no God. Instead, we say that there is no proof for the existence of God, any gods, the supernatural or an afterlife. 

“Therefore, we take very seriously the idea that "No deity will save us; we must save ourselves." We are living the only life we'll have, in the only world we know about. The responsibility for the choices we make are ours and ours alone.” [http://www.americanhumanist.org/who_we_are/about_the_AHA/Frequently_Asked_Questions]

Like humanism itself, the humanist narrative about the universe has evolved over the years. In this twenty-first century, the focus is shifting again, from humanity to the universe, in all its complexity and interconnection.  In 2001 Unitarian Universalist humanist David Bumbaugh said, “When the original Humanist Manifesto declared that we are part of nature and we have emerged as the result of a continuous process…it… gave us a doctrine of incarnation that suggests not that the holy became human in one place at one time to convey a special message to a single chosen people, but that the universe itself is continually incarnating itself in microbes and maples, in hummingbirds and human beings, constantly inviting us to tease out the revelation contained in stars and atoms and every living thing.” [Dean Grodzins, Language of Reverence. Pp. 13-14].
Unitarian Universalist humanist William Murry agrees with Bumbaugh, describing in 2006 “a new humanism” emerging among Unitarian Universalists, a humanism that he calls “humanistic religious naturalism.”  This “new humanism” affirms only one reality – the natural universe – and in that reality it is nature rather than humankind that is ultimate.  Human beings are an integral part of nature; we are not dominant over nature, as we once believed, but rather we are its stewards and trustees.  There is room in this new humanism for both reason and reverence, but, Murry writes, “it is only reverence, understood as feelings of respect and awe, that can save us from the hubris [the exaggerated pride or self-confidence] that would destroy all the good we have accomplished.” [http://www.uuworld.org/ideas/articles/6558.shtml].  And, says Murry, this emerging religion of the future must – and does – affirm those values that make our lives more human, that, in the living of them, make us more fully human.  To be more fully human is to see oneself as part of a larger whole than just the narrow range of our own self-interest, larger than just the rational or the reverent, larger than the here or the now or even the human, writ large.

David Bumbaugh, writing not explicitly as a humanist but rather as a Unitarian Universalist, frames this human – or, humanist – imperative in this way: “We believe that our location within the community of living things places upon us inescapable responsibilities. Life is more than our understanding of it, but the level of our comprehension demands that we act out of conscious concern for the broadest vision of community we can command and that we seek not our welfare alone, but the welfare of the whole. We are commanded to serve life and serve it to the seven times seventieth generation.” [http://meadville.edu:80/journal/v9_Bumbaugh_MarketingLiberalReligion.pdf].
Humanism tells us that we are woven seamlessly into the web of life – and that this weaving carries inescapable responsibilities.  Humanism tells us that no deity will save us; we must save ourselves – and each other.  Humanism tells us that we are finite – in our knowledge, in our understanding, in our powers – and that we must beware of hubris – of exaggerated pride or self-confidence.

When it comes to responding to the needs of others, what do I have to give?  When it comes to healing the world, how is it possible to say no?  When it comes to honoring my own limitations, how can that be OK?

Parker Palmer, who is not a humanist, nonetheless offers a narrative that can hold both connectedness and limitation, both responsibility and the possibility of being – not doing – as a response.  “…community,” Palmer writes, “cuts both ways: when we reach the limits of our own capacity to love, community means trusting that someone else will be available to the person in need.” [Let Your Life Speak, p. 49].  
When it comes to responding to the needs of others, what do you have to give?  When it comes to healing the world, how is it possible to say no?  When it comes to honoring your own limitations, how can that be OK?

Take a moment, now, in silence, to sit with these questions.  The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

