
A World of Wonder

If you are not an absolute newcomer to our faith, it’s likely that you are familiar with
our Unitarian Universalist Principles. In fact, we sometimes lean too heavily on
these principles, as if they are - as they most surely are not - creedal positions. Our
7 Principles, the first being “belief in the worth and dignity of every individual,” loom
large, and we are hard at work on our proposed 8th Principle - a transformative
commitment to building an anti-racist, equitable world for all.

But ask those same Unitarian Universalists about our six sources, and you are likely
to get a blank look. Six sources? What are those?

Our covenant to each other as Unitarian Universalists says: “The living tradition we
share draws from many sources,” and the first of these is “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 uphold and create life.”

The six sources of our liberal tradition are our Unitarian Universalist way of
explaining: on what authority do we base our faith? We do not say unequivocally:
The Lord God is the source of our faith, and this holy book is our evidence for it. Far
from it. So we have spent time, as a religious movement, working together on the
question of authority or source. You can see how difficult this might be on the face
of it: how can a people with such a diversity of spiritual views find a common
bedrock, from which we agree that our shared faith springs?

I want to talk today about our first source: “Direct experience of that transcending
mystery and wonder.” This is a fairly direct inheritance from our Transcendalist
forebearers, and like our principles, it quickly affirms the primacy of the individual’s
experience.

The Transcendentalist heresy or awakening, depending on your perspective, was
the affirmation that we do not need clergy, priests, or religious institutions to
mediate our experience of God or to discover meaning and truth: rather, it is the
inalienable right and duty of every soul to approach God directly. Further,
Transcendalists would add that there is no other way to know the holy or the Divine
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than to experience it directly through nature. Emerson, one of the greatest
Transcendentalist interlocutors, put it this way in his piece, “The Oversoul”:
“Let us learn the revelation of all nature and thought, that the Highest dwells within
us, that the sources of Nature are in our own minds. As there is no screen or ceiling
between our heads and the infinite heavens, so there is no bar or wall where we,
the effect, cease, and God, the cause, begins. …There is a deep power in thich we
exist and whose beatitude is accessible to us….The soul’s health consists in the
fullness of its reception. …Within us is the soul of the whole, the wise silence, the
universal beauty, to which every part and particle is equally related - the eternal
One. When it breaks through our intellect, it is genius; when it breathes through
our will, it is virtue; when it flows through our affections, it is love.”

Here is one of Emerson’s many attempts to speak of this ability or duty or need. So
we say to one another, we heirs to that particular liberal religious impulse, See! This
is the source of our faith: when we meet God face to face in the desert or in the
night sky or on the written page. Direct experience. This is how we know we have
found our truth. You may have one experience of God or meaning and I another,
but when we enter into this sanctuary, we sit down together agreeing that the first
way we grant authority is by bowing our heads respectfully in acknowledgement of
personal confidence in matters of faith. “We need not think alike to love alike.” We
also need not experience alike to worship together, either.

The authority of direct experience is very personal. What we come to believe, given
our experience, can vary so widely. There’s a little story that goes like this:
“Twins, a sister and brother were talking to each other in the womb. The little sister
said to the little brother, ‘I believe that there is life after birth!’ Her brother
protested: ‘No, no, this is all there is. This is a dark and cozy place, and we have
nothing else to do but to cling on to the cord that feeds us.’ But the little girl
insisted: ‘There must be something more than this dark place, there must be
something else where there is light and freedom to move.’ Still she could not
convince her twin brother. Then...after some silence, she said hesitantly: ‘I have
something else to say, and I am afraid you won’t believe that either, but I think there
is a mother!’ Her little brother now became furious: ‘A mother, a mother, what are
you talking about? I have never seen a mother and neither have you. Who put that
idea in your head? As I told you, this place is all we have so let’s be content.’ The
little sister finally said: ‘Don’t you feel this pressure sometimes? It’s really
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unpleasant and sometimes even painful.’ ‘Yes,’ he answered, ‘what’s special about
that?’ ‘Well,’ the sister said, ‘I think this pressure is there to get us ready for another
place, much more beautiful than this, where we will see our mother face to face!
Don’t you think that’s exciting!” (unknown author)

If both these twins are UU, then the story ends with the brother saying, “Well, it’s
been interesting learning what you believe. Thanks for sharing. Let’s have some
coffee!”

This first source of our faith refers to something that Huston Smith, that great
chronicler of the world’s wisdom traditions, calls “religious musicality,” by which he
means that in many people there seems to exist the ability and the desire to know
God or the divine in some personal, experiential manner. In his song “Magic Every
Moment,” the great singer-songwriter Dan Fogelberg sings:  “On a high and windy
island, I was gazing out to sea/when an old forgotten feeling came and took control
of me/it was then the clouds burst open, and the sun came pouring through/when
it hit those dancing waters in an instant all eternity I knew.” Fogelberg in this way
describes an experience which is common rather than uncommon.  People all over
the world and across time have described similar experiences of a transcendent
Oneness. Others just as quickly have argued to explain the experience away
phenomenologically, but people who have had this experience tend to hold strongly
to it, considering it legitimate and often transformative. This sense of wonder and
transcendence can be experienced in many different ways…perhaps during
lovemaking, or watching children at play, listening to Handel’s Messiah, or maybe
while sitting with a terminally ill loved one. It is felt in forest groves and in the sight
of a full harvest moon. I believe our first source grants a mere truth: that the
presence of the Holy can be experienced in as many ways as there are people who
desire the experience. Unitarian Universalists do not dictate the manner in which a
person may come to know God or the Divine or that which someone holds to be the
Ultimately Meaningful. We are not that arrogant. Instead, we affirm that direct
experience is one of the ways in which we might determine what is spiritually
meaningful.

When I’m talking with people unfamiliar with our faith,  I am constantly made aware
that we see the world as our oyster, spiritually speaking. I am as encouraged to
chant and raise a cone of energy to know the feminine face of the divine as I am to
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practice Raja yoga, the Hindu path most in line with our first source. This radical
freedom leaves us always at risk, however, of falling prey to the tendencies of our
attention deficit culture – we risk remaining spiritually shallow if we treat the great
spiritual traditions as some smorgasbord at which we taste a bit of this and a bit of
that, lingering greedily over the sweets.

When our first source underscores our own experience of God or the divine, what
makes the greatest difference for our success as a people of faith is whether we
build strong relationships with one another, and whether we participate actively in
those aspects of our faith community where spiritual growth is intended:
workshops and classes, Coming of Age services and Sunday worship, Friendship
groups and service projects. A congregation is always built on the unique
combination of strength found in our respect for the individual experience and our
deep commitment to being accountable to one another in relationships of
mutuality. Direct connection with the divine, human experience tells us, is more
likely when you find a meaningful spiritual path or practice and stick with it,
through tiredness and boredom, through discomfort or fear, through the millions of
distractions that will arise along the way. We need the encouragement and insight
of a community to keep us faithful.

When you are not held in the bosom of your congregation, our first Source reminds
you that it is the world herself which is your church. Nature is an endless source of
wonder and mystery: from an octopus escape artist or mold that can solve mazes;
from fungus that can transmute toxic waste into clean soil to the incredible
language of trees. From the way wind shapes the very substance it touches, to the
different songs it sings as it blows through grasses or across the face of the water.
From the northern lights to frost flowers and fractals, the very nature of nature is
wonder. We are each called to read the Book of Life as it is written in blood and
stone.

The first source of our Unitarian Universalist faith is: 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 which create and uphold life. I
cannot tell you what to believe or even confirm whether you have had an
experience of the divine. Only you can tell me. It affirms our faith as a “prophethood
of all believers”: We bow our heads to one another as free seekers and knowers of
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truth. We do not offer interpretation; we do not insist on a common understanding.
It is perhaps, one of the greatest gifts Unitarian Universalism offers to the world.
And so today, may each of you be blessed by direct experience of that transforming
mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, and find your faith in the book of the
world. Amen, my love to you all, blessed be.
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