 The Stairway Of Existence

     We Are not 

In pursuit of formalities 

Or fake religious Laws, 

For through the stairway of existence

We have come to God’s

Door.

     We are

People who need to love, because

Love is the soul’s life.

     Love is simply creation’s greatest joy.

     Through 

The stairway of existence,

O, through the stairway of existence, Hafiz,

     Have 

You come,

Have we all now come to

The Beloved’s  Door.

B. Alan Wallace   Tibetan Buddhism from the Ground Up

Imagine a very poor man living in a decrepit little shanty, the only thing he owns in the world. What he does not know is that beneath his shanty, but hidden in the dirt, is an inexhaustible vein of gold. As long as he remains ignorant of his hidden wealth, this pauper remains in poverty; but when he attends more closely to his own dwelling, he is bound to discover his own fathomless wealth. Similarly, all we need to do is unveil our own nature, and we will find an inexhaustible source of wisdom, compassion and power. It is nothing we need to acquire, from anywhere or anything. It has always been there.

Seen in this light, the Buddha nature requires no additions. One does not have to memorize sutras, recite prayers, or accumulate virtues to create it. All one needs do is unveil it.

Wisdom’s call from Proverbs, Chapter 8

Does not wisdom call out?

Does not understanding raise her voice?

To you, O men, I call out: 

I raise my voice to all mankind.

The Lord brought me forth as the first of his works, before the deeds of old.

I was appointed from eternity, from the beginning, before the world began.

When there were no oceans, I was given birth, when there were no springs abounding with water;

Before the mountains were settled in place, before the hills, I was given birth,

Before he made the earth or its fields

or any of the dust of the world.

I was there when he set the heavens in place, when he marked out the horizon on the face of the deep,

When he established the clouds above

And fixed securely the fountains of the deep,

When he gave the sea its boundary so the waters would not overstep his command, and when he marked out

the foundations of the earth.

Now then, my sons, listen to me; 

blessed are those who keep my ways.

Listen to my instruction and be wise,

do not ignore it.

If you are wise… 

your wisdom will reward you.

     I took inspiration for this message from something that happened at our church in Black Mountain a few months ago. For years my “Christian friends” have been telling me that my choice of faith is a mistake. Some have attended my services and always comment on the how they feel out of place in their “Sunday go-to-meetin’ clothes” while some people show up in Bermuda shorts and loud print shirts while others drink lattes during the service.

     But what got me on this particular Sunday, sitting there quietly in the pew, dressed as always in MY “Sunday go-to-meetin’” shirt and tie, was what happened before the service. Our guest speaker was obviously from a Christian background, and had a reading of scripture for her opening words. She asked the Board person handling announcements if she could borrow a Bible. We watched the Board member go down the aisle, row by row, asking if anyone had a Bible, anyone, anyone… 

     A Bible was finally found in RE, and the rest of the morning went smoothly except for a fairly intense discussion about a hymn she had chosen, “How Great Thou Art.” God forbid we sing about God in a UU church… This is a sign I once held up as a choir member at the Concord, New Hampshire church when the choir director said we needed to hum and not sing the word God in the hymn we were doing.

     Why does it seem we have given up God and the Bible to the fundamentalists much as we gave up the flag back in the 1960’s? Is there a way to turn to the Bible for inspiration in a world dominated by what some refer to as “fundamentalist yahoos” who use their particular religion as a battering ram instead of an olive branch? Surely the Bible has some source of inspiration for UUs to embrace and that source very well may be Wisdom, also known as logos, the word…Sophia. 

Psalm 90:12 Teach us to number our days, that we may apply our hearts to Wisdom.

Proverbs 3:13-18   Happy is the man that finds wisdom, and the man that gets understanding.  For it is more profitable than silver, and it gives greater return than fine gold. Wisdom is more precious than rubies, and all the things you desire are not to be compared to it. Length of days is in its right hand, and in its left hand are riches and honor. Its ways are ways of pleasantness, and all its paths are peace. Wisdom is a tree of life and a blessing to those who lay hold upon it.

Proverbs 19:8    He that gets Wisdom loves his own soul. 

Ecclesiastes 9:17   The quiet words of wise men are heard more than the cry of a ruler of fools.  

Proverbs 23:23   Buy the truth and do not sell it, get Wisdom, discipline and understanding.

Isaiah 11:2    The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him—the Spirit of Wisdom and understanding…

Jeremiah 10:12   But God made earth by his power; he founded the world through Wisdom…

Luke 2:52   And Jesus grew in Wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.

Romans 11:33   Oh, the depths of the riches of the Wisdom and knowledge of God.

Corinthians 1:30   It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us Wisdom from God.

Collossians 1:2-3 My purpose is that they may be encouraged in heart and united in love, so that they may have the full riches of complete understanding, in order that they may know the mystery of God, namely Christ, in who are hidden all the treasures of Wisdom and knowledge.

James 3:13 Who is wise and understanding among you?? Let him show it by his good life, by deeds done in humility that comes from Wisdom.

Daniel 12:3 Those who are wise will shine like the brightness of the heavens.

     Often we UUs are thought of as “thinkers,” more than “religious or spiritual.” It has been said by some who don’t know us very well that people who find our congregations, they finally feel like they have found a God as smart as they are. One UU minister offered this analysis:

An Irish Catholic and a Protestant consulted God about their land. They asked:“Will the Protestants and the Catholics ever be able to live in peace in Ireland.“Oh yes,” replied God, “but not in your lifetimes.”
A Jew and a Palestinian asked God, “Will there ever be peace between Jews and Palestinians in the Holy Land and throughout the world?”

“Oh yes,” replied God, “yes, but it will not happen in your lifetime… or that of your children.” 

A Unitarian Universalist then asked God, “Will Unitarian Universalists ever share a common theology?”God thought for a moment and paused, and then responded, “Oh yes, but not in MY lifetime.”

     But maybe we DO have a common theology… From the principles of the Unitarian Universalist Association, we are asked to acknowledge the inherent worth and dignity of every person; seek justice, equity and compassion in human relations; aspire to a goal of a world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all; and demonstrate a respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part. 

     A new interpretation of the nature of spirituality is apparent, and what it means to be divinely human and humanly divine are joining and often replacing more codified beliefs.  Organized religions have a lot to offer us, but more and more, people are discovering that ultimately we are responsible for our own souls and the path we travel, and need to keep our hearts and minds open. Many of these people are part of what Paul Ray, recently named Director of Wisdom University’s Institute for the Emerging Wisdom Culture refers to as the “cultural creatives.” They number some 50 million people in the United States, are even more numerous in Europe, and there are ever-growing numbers around the world. 

     We cannot become so rigid in our belief system that we dismiss the spiritual disciplines followed by other “believers,” choosing to ignore world Wisdom teachings, including the Bible, that might touch our hearts in ways we had never imagined. His Holiness the Dalia Lama  believes

Everything starts with us, with each of us. The indispensable qualities are peace of mind and compassion….We can reject every form of religion, but we can’t reject and cast off compassion and peace of mind.

     We may be reinventing the wheel on our spiritual paths, but it is becoming a wheel of our own making, and we seem to enjoy this endeavor… Every time we pray or meditate or find our spiritual center, we must feel that moment. We must embrace it on behalf of all beings everywhere, for we are communing with all others who are sharing in a region of “sacred space” that singular moment of transcendence of the mundane and ordinary in our lives.

     We must be aggressive in working toward a more compassionate and peaceful world and resist the temptation to allow others to “hide” behind any faith or doctrine that professes to have “the only answer.” We need to step forward in a shared faith in pursuit of that dream… Matthew Fox asks,

Is it not time for our religions to get back to their essentials—which is meant to be the teaching of spirituality—and to contribute wisdom to an increasingly despairing world? This is not a time for denominational 

one-upmanship. It is a time to call wisdom from any and all its sources and let folly go.

     Fox teaches deep ecumenism, an understanding that all religions flow from One River, and the source of that One River is the Godhead. We were not created to be a reservoir that is always collecting, but rather a river that is always flowing; a reservoir becomes stagnant, especially if it has no source of fresh water, and nothing flows out to humanity… Celtic spirituality addresses the importance of finding a source for these divine, healing waters: 

The land of Ireland was understood in ancient times as the body of the goddess. Wells were reverenced as special apertures through which divinity flowed forth…

     These wells continually draw from one river, Wisdom, and are available to anyone in need. When we connect with Wisdom and feel her waters rush over us, our hearts fill with the desire to reach out to others with true compassion. In this moment we need to focus our eyes on Sophia. Hildegard of Bingen tells us to “dwell in the house of wisdom” for Sophia “arouses every soul for living” and “resides wonderfully in the Godhead’s heart.” Thich Nhat Hanh believes:
If we cling to our idea of hope in the future, we might not notice the peace and joy that are available in the present moment. The best way to take care of the future is to take care of the present moment…the well is within us. If we dig deeply in the present moment, the waters will spring forth.  

     Maybe we need to be less concerned about the extinction of our planet as we know it and address an even more critical threat, the loss of our understanding of who we are. Peter Kingsley, in his book Dark Places of Wisdom, tells us

 …we’re not just twenty of forty or seventy years old. That’s only an appearance. We’re ancient, incredibly ancient. We hold the history of the stars in our pocket.

     We are our past and future living in this present moment. Some would like to step in to the future and leave the past behind, but instead, as Kingsley reminds us, “We only move into the future when we turn to our past and become what we are.”

     We must understand that our many world Wisdom teachings are more alike than different. We live both in our imagination and our feelings, and the longer we live together the more love and respect we will need to have for others. Understanding the nature of our place in time is essential. Our past is ahead of us, not behind us, and the caravan approaching is our ancestors pulling us forward, not pushing from behind. Marimba Ani writes in Let the Circle Be Unbroken: 

… we become our ancestors, and so transcend the boundaries of ordinary space and time, and the limitations of separation that they impose.
     There is a spiritual energy flowing from the beginning, and as mystic artist Alex Gray posits, “we are expressions of spiritual energy.” We need to acknowledge ourselves as vehicles of light and relate to this “great community of the universe” in a way that is a reflection of the Oneness.  

     One might think of the Oneness, this ancient wisdom, this spiritual energy instantly available to us, as a “wisdom tabernacle.” Ervin Laszlo refers to this body of information as the “A-field,” similar to the Akashic Field and the Hindu concept of ether, or what Jung referred to as a collective unconscious.
     Information available to us from this A-field, encompassing the 96% of dark matter in our Universe, is our means of connecting to the community of one. Matthew Fox says we must “draw inspiration from our shared silence” and “look for common threads in spirituality” while still understanding our “sense of unity as mystical.”

     Persons who pray or meditate enter this “shared silence.” Here they become silence, connect with Sophia, and enter a mystical union with “the Word, the Sound, and the Light.” We may come to the realization that our old current belief system no longer serves us in our journey to embrace primordial Light. Although this transformational process takes place as part of our seemingly solitary journey, many who have taken such a journey before have left signs and tools for our use. 

     Their knowledge rests in the wisdom tabernacle. This tabernacle provides a means by which we may enrich our spiritual journey with words, art, music and memories accessible there. Matthew Fox believes 

“We need to be swept out of our individual pools into the ocean of divine wisdom, the wisdom imbedded in cycles of existence.”  
     There is a Sufi story about a council of fishes that gathered to discuss a topic important to them all: whether or not a substance called “water” existed. Fish “scriptures” had taught that their kind took life and breath, in fact every aspect of their very existence, from water. Water both sustained their lives and was the source of all life.

     The council seemed divided on the question, however. One fish said that fish had no business trying to understand water. It was too mysterious. Another said water could only be understood through one’s intuition. Third fish demanded absolute proof, insisting there was no such thing as water. Yet another fish said they would never understand water if they tried to describe it in words… instead they must experience water.

     Finally, the council decided to seek out a wise fish in the deepest reaches of the sea who they felt could settle this issue. They made the long journey and asked, “We have heard that water is the source and origin of all, but none of us has ever seen or experienced this water. Can you demonstrate its reality to us?”

     The wise fish floated in silence for a while and then said, “Oh, fish, if you could bring me one thing that is not sustained by water, then I might show you the essence you seek. But, understand this, water is everywhere. This endless ocean that surrounds us is made up of it. Water has held us up from the very moment of our creation. Your voyage is but an inward journey, and in the entire ocean, none is swimming beside you, under you, over you, except for the all, the one… this Water of life.”

     This endless, all-encompassing ocean calls to mind Indra’s Net:

In the abode of Indra, Lord of Space, there is a net that stretches infinitely in all directions. At every intersection, each “eye,” of the net there is a jewel so highly polished and perfect that it reflects every other jewel in the net. 

     And Black Elk’s offers his thoughts on the presence of the divine within each of us:

The heart is a sanctuary at the center of which there is a little space, wherein the Great Spirit dwells, and this is the Eye. This is the Eye of the Great Spirit by which he sees all things, and through which we see him.
     This ocean described by “the wise fish,” this “wisdom tabernacle,” is the repository of wisdom teachings and life experiences from throughout all of space and time, portable in the sense that it is available to move to our field of consciousness at any moment and guide, nurture and heal us as we follow our spiritual paths on this plane. Our paths lead to and from Sophia, her radiance bringing to our vision the light of universal intelligence and creativity. Ibn AL-Arabi, a 13th Centery Sufi mystic tells us 

…it is in the image of the Creative Feminine that contemplation can apprehend the highest manifestation of God, namely creative divinity”… and Rumi believes “Woman is a beam of the divine Light… She is creator.”
     Here and now is the only place on the space-time continuum we can experience this one light of universal consciousness from both the future and the past, and understand we are all part of one continual community of consciousness. We are in a continuous cycle of creation and incarnation and resurrection. Sophia is firmly imbedded in these cycles of existence.

     It is said in the Tao te Ching;

Seeing into darkness is clarity.

Knowing how to yield is strength.

Use your own light 

and return to the source of light.

This is called practicing eternity.   

     When we return to the source of light we really are all interconnected—we are literally all ONE. Our sense of individual identity is merely an illusion. This interdependent web of existence of which we all are a part might well be the wisdom tabernacle. We are all, simultaneously, a part and parcel of that original flash of light of universal consciousness. 

Sufi poet Hafiz says:

I have made that journey into nothing. 

         I have lit that lamp that 

                  Needs no oil. 

 I have made the journey into nothing. 

 I have become that flame that needs 

                      No fuel.

     William D. Watley discusses the concept of light in one of his sermons,

 “…when we walk in the Word of God, that’s light. Service is the Word of God, and that’s light. Enlightenment is the Word of God, and that’s light. 

     In Christian terminology, it is said that the world was created through the word--- through sound. Let us turn to the gospel of John, Chapter one: 
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. In him was life, and life was the light of men. That was the true light that gives light to every man who comes into the world.                                                                               
     In the Hindu tradition it is said that … “in the beginning was the sound.” Laleh Bakhtiar explains ‘the Word’ in Sufi Expressions of the Mystic Quest…  
Symbols connected to sound, light and the Intellect are among the most profound expressions (of Sufism.) The Word is both a sound and a light, for the light is the meaning of the Word. The Word is a mirror where the Divine reverberates outwardly.”
     In the beginning was this flash of both sound and light in which everything was known and seen… in that moment was the beginning, the end and everything in between. Sophia is the center of this circle of light.   May we recognize this primordial light as Sophia, and may we bathe in her radiance. Hafiz muses: 

Like a starving beast… My body is quivering… Fixed…On the scent… Of… Light   

     The Arabic word bismillah references our journey from the original word, and that word could very well be Wisdom. Neil Douglas-Klotz offers this literal translation of bismallah: “with, along with, or within the sound atmosphere, name or light of Unity or the One Being (ALLAH). Or, more poetically translated, 
We begin by remembering 

the sound and feeling of One Being, 

the wellspring of love.

We affirm that the next thing we experience 

shimmers with the light of the whole universe

     May this light of the universe continue to shine upon our paths, and may we walk that path hand in hand with Sophia, for as we are reminded in Proverbs 4:7…

Wisdom is the principle thing, therefore get Wisdom, and with all thy getting, get understanding...

Closing Words of Sariputra, a leading disciple of the Buddha…

The perfection of wisdom gives light, O Lord. I pay homage to the perfection of wisdom!  …   She is a source of light, and from everyone in the triple world she removes darkness, and leads them away from the blinding darkness caused by defilements and wrong views. In her we can find shelter. Most excellent are her works. She makes us seek the safety of the wings of enlightenment. She brings light to the blind, so that all fears and distress may be forsaken… She cannot be crushed. She protects the unprotected, with the help of the four grounds of self-confidence. She is the antidote to birth and death.
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