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The Religious Impulse

May 16, 2010

©Rev. Sally B. White

Reading:
Religion is our human response to the dual reality of being alive and having to die.  We are not the animal with advanced language or tools as much as we are the religious animal.  Knowing that we must die, we question what life means.   The answers we arrive at may not be religious answers, but the questions death forces us to ask are, at heart, religious questions: Where did I come from?  Who am I?  Where am I going?  What is life’s purpose?  What does all this signify?  [Forrest Church. Love and Death: My Journey Through the Valley of the Shadow. p. x].
Sermon:

It probably won’t surprise you to learn that I was a thoughtful and curious little girl.  From a young age, I liked school and I enjoyed reading.  I particularly enjoyed history, which, in elementary school, was presented much like a story, and I identified with characters in the story.  Phoenician sailors explored the Mediterranean Sea and traded in a precious dye called “royal purple;” I had a piece of purple velvet cloth that was my most favorite dress-up material, and now wearing it made me feel absolutely royal.  I was a pioneer girl traveling in a covered wagon or living on the prairie (mud pies and prairie chickens in the form of curled-up leaves from the sycamore tree in our front yard were staples of my pioneer diet).  And I could picture in my mind’s eye the panorama of early civilization unfolding: hunting and gathering people gradually learning to cultivate wild plants and domesticate wild animals for food – and dogs and cats to become their companions.  In the wake of farming and herding, people settling down in villages, to be near their fields and flocks.  Food supplies becoming more dependable and more plentiful, so that some people could be relieved of the burden of scrabbling for food and could specialize, supported by the labor of others in a collaboration that benefited everyone.  Villages growing into towns, and then cities.  A ruling class emerging, and a legal code; a learned class that developed writing, and mathematics to measure the boundaries of fields, and to keep accounts.  And a priestly class, interceding with the gods on behalf of the people, creating a legacy of sacred art and mysterious temples.  I usually saw myself in one of the supporting roles in this grand story: planting, or herding, or housekeeping, or maybe, maybe a scribe.  It didn’t occur to me that I might be a princess, or a priestess.

Thus, years before I ever thought of going to seminary and studying to become a minister, I learned that religion was something of a luxury, part of the complexity of culture that only becomes possible when the most basic physical needs of a people are satisfied, and a confederation of competing individuals develops into an organized society.  This theory is distilled from archeological artifacts and logical, scientific thinking; it matches the available facts – agriculture is older than villages, which are older than towns, which are older than temples – and it makes sense.  Unitarian Universalism acknowledges the power of such logical, rational knowing as one of the sources from which our own living religious tradition draws naming it as “humanist teachings which counsel us to heed the guidance of reason and the results of science, and warn us against idolatries of the mind and spirit.”

But there is another kind of human knowing, one that is rooted less in concrete evidence and more in our lived experience of this world and perhaps of something that is not quite of this world.  If we can suspend our disbelief, we may know, however wordlessly, that there is a religious feeling that comes not from culture, not from any priest or temple, but from a sense of awe or fear or wonder that links us to all humanity, to all creation, and to something older, larger, and far more powerful than ourselves.  Perhaps we encounter this something older, larger, and far more powerful most dramatically at the thresholds of life: at moments of ecstasy, fear, or longing, at times of birth and death, when we are confronted with – and we confront – those religious questions that Forrest Church posed in our opening reading: Where did I – and we – come from?  Who am I, and who are we?  Where am I going, and where are we going?  What is life’s purpose?  What does all this signify?

And when we look, in fact, we also find archaeological evidence for the very earliest of religious practices here: perhaps 100,000 years ago humans and pre-humans buried their dead with flowers, food, beads, weapons, pets, or, heartbreakingly, toys.  Perhaps 32,000 years ago, humans painted on the walls of caves, with great reverence, pictures of the animals they hunted.  In graves or in caves, suggests mythologist Joseph Campbell, the spirit enters into the womb of the earth from which it emerged, and from which it will emerge again in a cycle older than memory, older than fear.  Each of us whose life has been touched by death, or birth, or monumental emotion may know, in our bones, and in our tears, the power of that experience to take us out of this world and into eternity, infinity, divinity.

Perhaps we encounter this something older, larger and far more powerful in particular places on the earth.  Unitarian Universalist minister William Houff writes about these special places which evoke the emotional experience that says there is something special and powerful about this place.  “When we are there,” he writes in his book Infinity in Your Hand, “we instinctively fall into wonder, if not into a silence distinguished by reverence.”  Houff makes a distinction between what he calls a “sacred places,” “made so by human beings – either through long association or because of some special event that occurred there,” and “holy places,” which “[seem] to simply be that way; there is about [them] an almost palpable spirit which wells up and permeates the area.” [pp. 179-80].  Perhaps you have known a mountaintop or a wooded place, a clearing, or a stone, or a still spot of water where you have felt a silence, a reverence, a presence.  I have, more than once.  Thus, all my life I have known, not so much in my head as in my soul, that religion is a basic necessity; woven into the very fabric of my being and of human being; older, deeper, truer than any cult or culture; and inextinguishable as long as life endures.  Unitarian Universalism acknowledges the power of such elemental knowing as one of the sources from which our own living religious tradition draws naming it as “direct experience of that transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to a renewal of the spirit and an openness to the forces that create and uphold life.”

So I was “caught” a couple of months ago when I came across an article in Newsweek magazine titled “History in the Remaking: a temple complex in Turkey that predates even the pyramids is rewriting the story of human evolution.”  Göbekli Tepe is described as “a vast and beautiful temple complex, a structure so ancient that it may be the very first thing human beings ever built.” [Newsweek, March 1, 2010. p. 46].  It is a layer-cake of massive dressed stone pillars arranged in circles ranging from 30 to 100 feet in diameter, some with low stone walls encircling them, some with floors of hardened limestone.  The largest pillars stand 16 feet tall, and weigh between seven and ten tons.  Many of the pillars are carved with realistic figures of animals that were central to the imagination of hunter-gatherers: wild boar and cattle, lions, foxes, leopards, snakes, scorpions, and vultures.  Many – like the one on the cover of your Order of Service – are T-shaped, and are carved with arms, including shoulders, elbows, and jointed fingers.  But there are no eyes, no mouths, no faces; only the hint of heads in profile.  Perhaps these T-shaped pillars supported roofs over the circles.  Perhaps they are representations of gods.

This temple complex was built 11,500 years ago – 7000 years before the Great Pyramid and more than 6000 years before Stonehenge.  These ruins are so early, the article says, “that they predate villages, pottery, domesticated animals, and even agriculture.” [Newsweek, March 1, 2010. p. 46].  Ancient as the home is the temple; ancient as the workbench is the altar.” [from this morning’s opening words; STLT # 647 by W. Waldemar W. Argow].
Göbekli Tepe – the name of the site means “potbelly hill” in Turkish – is located on the summit of a human-made hill – the layer-cake, which contains more than 20 stone circles, each one built and, some time later, buried, by its makers, and then surmounted by other circles placed nearby or on top of the older rings.  Located in southeastern Turkey, it is at the northern edge of the Fertile Crescent (which you may remember from your history classes as the area where agriculture is thought to have first developed.  Indeed, at a prehistoric village just twenty miles away, geneticists have found evidence of the world’s oldest domesticated strains of wheat and radiocarbon dated them to about 500 years after Göbekli Tepe’s construction. [[http://www.smithsonianmag.com/history-archaeology/30706129.html].
The first page of the article sketches out the working theory of German-born archaeologist Klaus Schmidt, chief scientist on the dig, and the man who first began working this site in 1994.  Schmidt suggests, in Newsweek’s words, “it was the urge to worship that brought mankind together in the very first urban conglomerations.  The need to build and maintain this temple, he says, drove the builders to seek stable food sources, like grains and animals that could be domesticated, and then to settle down to guard their new way of life.  The temple begat the city.” [Newsweek, March 1, 2010. p. 46].  That got my attention!

For one of the things that Schmidt has not found at Göbekli Tepe is evidence of dwellings.  “There are no traces of daily life,” he says.  “No fire pits.  No trash heaps.  There is no water here.”  This site is not a village.  [Newsweek, p. 48].  Schmidt speculates that even before the first stones were cut, nomadic bands of hunters gathered here for rituals, feasting, initiation rites and, perhaps, burials of the dead.  Wild animals were sacrificed here – perhaps to ensure the success of the hunt, or to thank the spirits for the gift of food.  And the prevalence of carrion birds among the carvings suggests that perhaps the dead were brought to this hilltop for consumption by vultures, much like the “sky-burial” traditionally practiced by Tibetans and some Native Americans.  “The religious purpose of the site is implicit in its size and location,” Newsweek writes, and then quotes Schmidt: “Temples like to be on high sites.  Sanctuaries like to be away from the mundane world.” [p. 47].
Göbekli Tepe is itself situated on the highest point of a mountain ridge. [http://www.dainst.org/print.php?id=624bc6a4bb1f14a195450017f0000011].  A 2008 Smithsonian article on the site describes what the landscape would have looked like from the summit 11,000 years ago, before “centuries of intensive farming and settlement turned it into the nearly featureless brown expanse it is today.  Prehistoric people,” Smithsonian writes, “would have gazed upon herds of gazelle and other wild animals; gently flowing rivers, which attracted migrating geese and ducks; fruit and nut trees; and rippling fields of wild barley and wild wheat varieties such as emmer and einkorn.  ‘This area was like a paradise,’” Smithsonian quotes Schmidt. [http://www.smithsonianmag.com/history-archaeology/30706129.html].  This place, I venture to guess, is a sacred place, made so by human beings.  This place, I imagine, is a holy place, imbued with a power that called people together and inspired them to work together.  Schmidt felt this, I infer, the first time he saw the site.  First reported by an American archaeologist in the 1960s, the hill, littered with broken slabs of limestone, was assumed to be an abandoned medieval cemetery.  The American walked away.  But in 1994 Schmidt followed the American’s notes to the hilltop, saw carved flint everywhere, and knew.  “In one minute – in one second – it was clear.  I knew I had two choices: go away and tell nobody, or spend the rest of my life working here.” [Newsweek p. 48.  http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2008/apr/23/archaeology.turkey].
Newsweek suggests that the exploration of Göbekli Tepe is rewriting the story of human evolution.  “Religion now appears so early in civilized life” Newsweek writes, “earlier than civilized life, if Schmidt is correct – that some think it may be less a product of culture than a cause of it, less a revelation than a genetic inheritance.” [p. 47.]  “In my opinion,” Schmidt told a reporter for The Guardian newspaper, “the people who carved [the T-shaped stone pillars with their arms and hands] were asking themselves the biggest questions of all.  What is this universe?  Why are we here?” [http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2008/apr/23/archaeology.turkey].  

“Religion is our human response to the dual reality of being alive and having to die,” suggests Forrest Church.  “Knowing that we must die, we question what life means.   The answers we arrive at may not be religious answers, but the questions death forces us to ask are, at heart, religious questions: Where did I come from?  Who am I?  Where am I going?  What is life’s purpose?  What does all this signify? … We are not the animal with advanced language or tools as much as we are the religious animal.”

We may argue over terms: religion, spirituality, faith.  We may practice in solitude or in community.  We may create complex religious doctrines and elaborate religious institutions, build monumental temples, or stand alone in silent reverence.  But we are human, and the religious impulse within us will not be denied.  This we know: in our heads, in our hearts, in our very souls.  “Because we are human, we shall ever build our altars; because each has a holy yearning, we offer everywhere our prayers and anthems.” [from this morning’s opening words; STLT # 647 by W. Waldemar W. Argow].
Take a moment now, in silence, to touch into the religious impulse, the holy yearning, that lives inside of you.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music, the ancient music of the shakuhachi, will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Amen and blessed be.

