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The opening words are from Diane Ackerman's book, A Natural History of the Senses.
How to Watch the Sky.
I am sitting at the edge of the continent, at Point Reyes National Seashore, the peninsula north of San Francisco, where the land gives way to the thrall of the Pacific and the arching blue conundrum of the sky. When cricket-whine, loud as a buzz saw, abruptly quits, only bird calls map the quiet codes of daylight. A hawk leans into nothingness, peeling a layer of flight from thin air. At first it flaps hard to gain a little altitude, then finds a warm updraft and cups the air with its wings, spiraling up in tight circles as it eyes the ground below for rodents or rabbits. Banking a little wider, it turns slowly, a twirling parasol. The hawk knows instinctively that it will not fall. The sky is the one visual constant in all our lives, a complex backdrop to our every venture, thought, and emotion. Yet we tend to think of it as invisible-an absence, not a substance. Though we move through air's glassy fathoms, we rarely picture it as the thick heavy arena it is. 

Without thinking, we often speak of "an empty sky." But the sky is never empty. In a mere ounce of air, there are 1,000 billion trillion gyrating atoms made up of oxygen, nitrogen, and hydrogen, each a menagerie of electrons, quarks, and ghostly neutrinos. Sometimes we marvel at how "calm" the day is, or how "still" the night. Yet there is no stillness in the sky, or anywhere else where life and matter meet. The air is always vibrant and aglow, full of volatile gases, staggering spores, dust, viruses, fungi, and animals, all stirred by a skirling and relentless wind. There are active flyers like butterflies, birds, bats, and insects, who ply the air roads; and there are passive flyers like autumn leaves, pollen, or milkweed pods, which just float. Beginning at the earth and stretching up in all directions, the sky is the thick, twitching realm in which we live. 

The reading this morning is from Robert Solomon's book, Spirituality for the Skeptic:  The Thoughtful Love of Life

Whatever else it may be, spirituality is passion. The spiritual life is a passionate life. What I am calling the passionate life is neither exotic nor unfamiliar. It is a life defined by emotions, by impassioned engagements and quests, by embracing affections. Spirituality is a mode (or many modes) of being-in-the-world. . . .It begins with our knowing our place in the world.  It begins with and is anchored by our concrete sense of self and is characterized by the transcendence, not abandonment of the self. . . .Transcendence should not be understood as a leaving-behind . . . but rather as a reaching beyond, an expansion of self. . . . It means that we see beyond ourselves, first to other people and then to nature as spirit and as spiritual.
Spirituality without Supernatural Spirits

This past January, in a class at Meaville Lombard, the Unitarian Universalistic seminary in Chicago, one of my classmates expressed surprise that I, the vocal, dyed-in-the-wool humanist had a spiritual advisor.  Her assumption was that as a humanist I would not be into spirituality.  My response was that as a humanist I was comfortable with equating a sense of wonderment and amazement with the term spirituality while at the same time rejecting that this had anything to do with supernatural spirits.  I explained that I work with my spiritual advisor to be better able to recognize and enhance spiritual moments.  

I would like to begin with three quick examples of what were for me intensely spiritual moments.

As a Peace Corps Volunteer in the Philippines I had ridden with folks from the village where I was assigned in the back of a large truck to the village of Poonbato near the top of Mount Pinatubo. It was January 24, 1969, the feast day of "Ina Poonbato" also called the Virgin of Poonbato and our Lady of Peace.  It was already getting dark when we arrived and joined thousands of pilgrims gathering at a very small and plain shrine.  Many had been walking since before dawn to arrive before the end of the day.  The story of the image of "Ina Poonbato" is fascinating. The indigenous people of Mount Pinatubo are the Aetas, people who are shorter and darker than lowland Filipinos and sometime incorrectly called Negritos.  The Aetas legend was that before the Spaniards had arrived in the Philippines, a famous Aeta hunter had encountered a beautiful woman dressed in shimmering gold. She commanded him to "Come and take me home with you."

As he drew closer she vanished leaving behind only an image carved on a piece of shining wood. When he reached home, his wife seized the wooden image and cast it into their fire pit. Flames shot up instantly, reduced their small home to ashes. Children, who were poking the glowing embers, discovered that the image was not burned but was still shining like gold. The Aetas enshrined the image on the rock where the hunter had discovered it.

Many, many years later when the first Spaniards arrived in the area and had set about replacing the indigenous religion with the Catholic religion they presented the Aetas with an image of the Virgin Mary.  The Aetas were delighted to see that it was a replica of their "Ina Poonbato" and showed their image to the Spanish missionaries.  The missionaries concluded that the Virgin Mary had preceded them.  The Aetas had credited their "Ina Poonbato" with many miracles, including brining rain.  Overtime lowland Filipinos also came to believe this was proof that the Virgin Mary had visited the Philippines before the Spaniards had arrived and credited her with miracles.  Lowland Filipinos than began the tradition of making the pilgrimage to her shrine to seek her favor.  
And thus I found myself in the midst of thousands of pilgrims.  Many were reciting the rosary in any one of numerous Filipino languages while some were making their way to the image walking on their knees with the hands outstretched holding their rosaries.  The only light was the hundreds and hundreds of candles of the pilgrims. I stood just inside the open door of the small shrine and was overcome by a powerful sense of reverence, awe, amazement, and wonderment.  This was a most powerful experience. Was I in the presence of God?  I think not!  What I experience can be explained to my satisfaction by what I know of psychology and brain chemistry.  This does not in any way diminish the power of the experience.  I do not have a problem identifying this as a spiritual experience without needing to find in the experience the presence of supernatural spirits. I will return in a few minutes to why I have chosen to identify this as a spiritual experience.
As a footnote, in June 1991, Mt. Pinatubo erupted blasting away the top 500 feet of the mountain and burying the village of Poonbato.  However, the image was rescued by the fleeing Aetas and is not enshrined in a lowland village.
A second amazing spiritual experience for me was being present for the birth of my son in 1975.  I was overwhelmed with joy and compassion as I held him and shared with my wife a commitment to work together to provide for him.  We joked about what college tuition might be when he was college bound but fortunately did not have even a clue as how much it turned out to be.  It has only been in the last two years that researcher have identified a near-universal change that occurs in brain chemistry, especially in men, when they are in the presence of babies and young children.  This change in brain chemistry has been shown to reduce aggression and to promote kindness.  It has been suggested that this change in brain chemistry contributed to the survival of the species. 

A third wonderful spiritual experience was the first time I stood at the bottom of Multnomah Falls on the Columbia River near Portland Oregon.  Multnomah Falls is the second highest year-round waterfall in the nation. The water of the Falls drops 620 feet. Sunset in early March adds a glow to the multi-sensory experience of the falls.  As I stood there I was aware of the touch of the mist and the breeze.  My eyes took in the splendor of the falls and the surrounding including the 1914 stone bridge built by Italian stone masons that crosses the falls between its lower and upper cataracts.  I could hear the sounds of the water and the breeze and a passing nearby freight train.  A subtle aroma of moist nature permeated everything.  I was at the falls with some of my students from Oregon State University after we had presented a paper at a conference and we all realized that we were sharing a magical moment. 

Each of these experiences was wonderful.  
Each required that my senses be open to multiple, almost overwhelming input and each involved the presence of others.  
This morning I am going to focus on the role of a love for life and increasing the sensitivity of the senses for creating spiritual moments.  I look forward to an opportunity in the future to explore the role of others and the importance of community for creating spiritual moments.  
I am indeed fortunate to experience regularly naturalized spirituality of varying intensity.  It is my hope that something I share this morning will facilitate you having more spirituality in your life.  
I know that the use of the term Spirituality causes problems for some Unitarian Universalists.  It is my contention that this results from confusions about the meaning of the word.  
Mark Bellitini, senior minister of the Columbus, Ohio UU congregation, has collected a number of different ways the word is used by Unitarian Universalists.  Here are restatements of some of them in my own words.  
The first several uses of the word assume that Spirituality is based on the supernatural.  

Spirituality is a code word for God or Goddess and is a way of sneaking God talk into UU services.  

Spirituality carries with it the negative issues associated with the traditional Christianity that many Unitarian Universalists are recovering from.  In this context talk about Spirituality reminds them of painful, disagreeable, and embarrassing events. 
For some who do not go this far in associating Spirituality with traditional Christianity, Spirituality is seen as talk about the immortal human soul or about the relationship to the eternal.  
Spirituality has been used by some to refer to everything linked with "New Age" including crystals, guardian angels, entities, various divinations, etc.
Various uses of the term Spirituality even without reference to the supernatural can create problems for some Unitarian Universalists.  

Some use spirituality to describe historic or freshly created religious art forms in our congregations such as prayers, litanies, guided meditations, special holidays, water ceremonies, flower rites, liturgical dance, bells, sacraments, vestments, candles, communions.  In this sense, Spirituality stands for things sensual and colorful.  It also stands for not dealing with social issues.
Spirituality is also used as a code word for respecting silence, letting go, and the attitude that most if not all religious assertions are just expressions of hubris and thus empty, unreliable, or even silly.
For each of these understandings, Mark Bellitini notes, there are those who invite such usage and those who condemn it. Consequently he has virtually abandoned the word spirituality. 

I am not prepared to abandon the term.  I need a word that both describes experiences I have had and that allows me to work to increase such experiences.  I have chosen to embrace the concept of Spirituality while rejecting the idea that it must be associated with supernatural spirits. 
My understanding of Spirituality has been significantly influenced by the book, Spirituality for the Skeptic: the Thoughtful Love of Live by Robert C. Solomon.  I highly recommend this book to anyone interested in what Solomon refers to as "naturalized" spirituality as opposed to supernatural spirituality.
Solomon reminds his readers that the word spirit is associated with "spirited," being enthusiastic, passionate, and devoted.  As most often used, spirit refers to states of mind, as in "being of good spirits" or "needing one's spirits raised."  For Solomon spirit also refers to a "nonmystical shared passion," as in such phrases as "team spirit" and the "spirit of the times."  In this sense Spirituality is a distinctively social conception.  Solomon contrasts these meaning of spirit with supernatural spirituality based on muses, gods and goddesses, angels, devils, and ghosts and concludes that he knows nothing of this realm except that he has read in books and seen in the movies and thus has nothing to say about it.  
Solomon also notes that "spirits" refers to those high-alcohol drinks that tend to make most of us rather spirited.  According to him there was an intimate link in ancient Greek religion between the two kinds of spirits, gods on the one hand and booze on the other. He suggests this relationship can provide insight about the presence of spirit within us as opposed to being external to us, especially when "we have drunk of our lives to the fullest."  
I especially like Solomon's statement included in today's reading that "The spiritual life is a passionate life."  Solomon argues that naturalized spirituality is not opposed to but embraces the material world, the appetites, sex and sensuality, the body, and possibly even fast cars, money, and luxury, all in their proper place. 

Unitarian Universalist minister Kenneth Phifer of Ann Harbor Michigan has written extensively on Spirituality.  He notes that humans must deal consciously with mortality, brevity, and littleness. For Phifer, Spirituality helps us confront and cope with the threats of non-being and meaninglessness and allows us to live courageously in spite of them. 
A long-time leader of the Humanist movement, Khoren Arisian (KOR-EN AR-I-SI-AN), writes: “I’m convinced . . . that we are a spiritually predisposed species. . . . I believe that as sentient beings we generate such spirituality as there is from within ourselves and that. . . we may then choose to project such feeling outward and objectify it.”

To paraphrase Kenneth Phifer, There is nothing external to this reality. There is no Supernatural. 
This is what I believe.

But whether my interpretation or that of someone who believes in supernatural spirits or any other view is correct, is not as important as the realization that all humanity has the potential to experience spirituality. 
We experience it differently. We describe it differently. We react to it differently. We think about it differently.

Peter Morales argues that "Spirituality is about how I perceive, how I feel, and how I act. It is about the quality of my life and your life and our lives together.”

Spirituality is about learning how to pay attention and then practicing what we have learned.

Nature calls on us to notice what is going on around us.

Look at sunsets and pilgrims worshiping at a shrine on the side of a mountain.

Listen to the sound of a waterfall or a robin singing or the whisper of the wind.

Feel the warmth of the newborn baby.  

Notice and enjoy our own contribution to life’s loveliness: 
Just as Solomon's Spirituality for the Skeptic has influenced my thinking about Spirituality, Diane Ackerman's book A Natural History of the Senses has provided me with tools for better noticing what is going on around me.  I have given this book as a gift to numerous people who are special to me and highly recommend it to you.  
A reviewer called Ackerman's book "An aphrodisiac for the sense receptors.  Read a chapter, then step outside and voila, the sky is a deeper blue, the birds sing a sweeter song."  Another reviewer praised the ability of the book to "arouse awareness and appreciation of sensual life."

In order to wet your appetite, I would like to share with you several paragraphs from her book discussing why leaves turn color in the fall.     
The stealth of autumn catches one unaware. . . . Early-morning frost sits heavily on the grass, and turns barbed wire into a string of stars. . . . At last the truth dawns on us: Fall is staggering in, right on schedule, with its baggage of chilly nights, holidays, and spectacular, heart-stoppingly beautiful leaves. Soon the leaves will start cringing on the trees, and roll up in clenched fists before they actually fall off. 
Where do the colors come from? Sunlight rules most living things with its golden edicts. When the days begin to shorten, soon after the summer solstice on June 21, a tree reconsiders its leaves. All summer it feeds them so they can process sunlight, but in the dog days of summer the tree begins pulling nutrients back into its trunk and roots, pares down, and gradually chokes off its leaves. A corky layer of cells forms at the leaves' slender foot, then scars over. Undernourished, the leaves stop producing the pigment chlorophyll, and photosynthesis ceases. 

A turning leaf stays partly green at first, then reveals splotches of yellow and red as the chlorophyll gradually breaks down. Dark green seems to stay longest in the veins, outlining and defining them. During the summer, chlorophyll dissolves in the heat and light, but it is also being steadily replaced. In the fall, on the other hand, no new pigment is produced, and so we notice the other colors that were always there, right in the leaf, although chlorophyll's shocking green hid them from view. With their camouflage gone, we see these colors for the first time all year, and marvel, but they were always there, hidden like a vivid secret beneath the hot glowing greens of summer.

An odd feature of the colors is that they don't seem to have any special purpose. We are predisposed to respond to their beauty, of course. They shimmer with the colors of sunset, spring flowers, the tawny buff of a colt's pretty rump, the shuddering pink of a blush. Animals and flowers color for a reason--adaptation to their environment--but there is no adaptive reason for leaves to color so beautifully in the fall any more than there is for the sky or ocean to be blue. It's just one of the haphazard marvels the planet bestows every year. We find the sizzling colors thrilling, and in a sense they dupe us. Colored like living things, they signal death and disintegration. In time, they will become fragile and, like the body, return to dust. They are as we hope our own fate will be when we die: Not to vanish, just to sublime from one beautiful state into another. Though leaves lose their green life, they bloom with urgent colors, as the woods grow mummified day by day, and Nature becomes more carnal, mute, and radiant.
Children love to play in piles of leaves, hurling them into the air like confetti, leaping into soft unruly mattresses of them. . . . Walk down a lane overhung with trees in the never-never land of autumn, and you will forget about time and death, lost in the sheer delicious spill of color. Adam and Eve concealed their nakedness with leaves, remember? Leaves have always hidden our awkward secrets. 

If we are really going to pay attention to the world, we need time and space in which to reflect, to hear the inner voices, to think about life without distractions. Even if it is only a few minutes a day, even if it is not as organized as a meditation or prayer, some regular contemplation is vital for our well-being.

Moses went into the wilderness and later up to the mountain-top.

Muhammed went into a cave and there met Allah. 

The Buddha sat under the Bo tree and became enlightened.

There is a time and a place for being alone, for calming down, for letting memory, and conscience, and hope speak within us, to consider, to be thoughtful, to contemplate without doing anything.

Solomon rightly notes that solitude may be necessary in small doses for spirituality but cautions that spirituality is ultimately not solitude but social.
There is also a time for action. 

There is a time when sitting still is not enough, when the very meaning we may have glimpsed in our contemplation would be betrayed by our unwillingness to act on it. 

Alison Boden, a chaplain at the University of Chicago, writes that “the moral test of spirituality is justice. I challenge students with that. The primary test for religion is not about feeling good about yourself. It’s about being good, which means doing good.” 

The story goes that Moses went off into the wilderness, but he came out of the wilderness to go back to Egypt at the risk of his life to lead his people out of slavery.

Muhammed spent time in a cave, but then came forth with one of the world’s great sacred texts, and he himself took on the political and military leadership of his people.

The Buddha did not remain under the Bo tree but, enlightened, he spent the remainder of his long life traveling about sharing his awakening.

My experience teaches me that the Spirituality associated with action requires the involvement of others.  As Solomon noted, Spirituality is social.  There are ways of genuinely listening to others and sharing community that produce transcendence.  As I noted earlier, more on this aspect of Spirituality will have to wait until I have another opportunity to explore a topic with you.  
For now, I invite you to consider embracing the concept of Spirituality, to explore the richness of what Solomon calls naturalized spirituality and to join me in working on ways to increase Spirituality in your own lives.  
I would welcome your comments and thoughts about the ideas I have presented.

A copy of this sermon can be found as a link on my web site:

www.jamesbeebe.net    

There you can also find instructions sharing your comments with me by email. 

My invitation for comments during my last service three Sundays generated numerous thoughtful responses.  I am still working my way through them, but be assured I will get to all of them! 
The closing words are from Kenneth Phifer who provides the following response to the question, "How shall we speak of spirituality?"
Spirituality is a primary experience of our humanity, where we confront the brevity of our life, our mortality, and our concern about life’s meaning. 

Spirituality is about paying attention to the world so that we might appreciate it and improve it.

Spirituality is about looking at the world with the eyes of love so that we see the good that is there and imagine the good that it is possible to create.

Spirituality is a process of contemplation and action informing, challenging, and inspiring each other.  

The practice of spirituality will not make us perfect, but it can make us better. If we are better, then the world will be better, and justice will be served.
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