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Opening Words

I would like to welcome you to our service the beautiful morning. 
When the Buddha started to wander around India shortly after his enlightenment, 
he encountered several men who recognized him to be a very extraordinary being. 

They asked him, "Are you a god?" 

"No," he replied. 

"Are you a reincarnation of god?" 

"No," he replied. 

"Are you a wizard, then?" 

"No." 

"Well, are you a man?" 

"No." 

"So what are you?" they asked, being very perplexed. 

"I am awake."

Kindling the Flame
#447 Albert Schweitzer  (Singing the Living Traditon)
At times our own light goes out and is rekindled by a spark from another person.

Each of has cause to thing with deep gratitude of those who have lighted the flame within us.

Let us light this candle and think on the people who have mentored us,

and those whom we hope to lead to the light in future days
Centering

Our centering this morning is by the Unitarian Universalist Minister Edward Searl

THIS MOMENT 

It is no accident, 

this moment we share. 

In this moment 

is all the time there ever was. 

In this moment 

is all the time ever will be. 

As the moment burst out of the past, 

so it always gives way 

to the future rushing toward it. 

In this moment is eternity --

 yet fleeting, ephemeral, 

always acquiring, changing, becoming, 

so that it cannot he grasped.. 

It is no accident, 

this moment we share.

In this moment 

is all the time there ever was. 

In this moment 

is all the time ever will be. 

This moment is holy, 

as eternity is holy, 

as all moments are holy. 

Reading

Reading #660 (Singing the Living Tradition)
To Live Deliberately by Henry David Thoreau

Why should we live in such a hurry and waste of life?

We are determined to be starved before we are hungry.

I wish to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life.

I wish to learn what life has to teach, and not, when I come to die, discover that I have not lived.

I do not wish to live what is not life, living is so dear,

Nor do I wish to practice resignation, unless it is quite necessary.

I wish to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life,

I want to cut a broad swath, to dive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms.

If it proves to be mean, then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world;

Of if it is sublime, to know it by experience, and to be able to give a true account of it

Sermon
So, what have I learned working part-time during the past five years on a masters degree in Divinity and why might that be relevant to you?

I have learned a lot more than three things  
However this morning will largely limit my presentation to what I think are three especially important things.  
Working on a Masters of Divinity Degree has helped me to be more awake, while recognizing that I still have a long ways to go.  
Working on a Masters of Divinity Degree continues to move me towards living a more deliberate life while recognizing that I still have a long ways to go. 
The three things that at this moment seem to be the most important are:

1.  Being a Divinity Student has convinced me that I do not believe in Divinity, at least as it is usually understood.  
I am a Humanist.
2.  Being a Divinity Student has helped me understand that being spiritual is not dependent upon believing in the Divine and that there are ways for increasing spirituality. 

3.  Being a Divinity Student has introduced me to some of the Unitarian Universalist tradition that provides excellent examples and some common sense ways of thinking about things that I have found useful and that you may find useful.  
If you insist, this might be called a Theology for Humanists, but implicit in the use of the term Theology is that it is about God, thus I am not sure it is theology.  
Whether or not it is called theology, the important point is that there is a set of concepts that come out of the Unitarian Universalist tradition that can be as useful to Theists as to Non-Theists.  
One of the underlying concepts is the importance of community and relationships with others and their relevance to changing the world.  
THE FIRST LESSON.  
As a results of studying for a degree in Divinity, I have concluded that at least for right now, I do not believe in Divinity as that term has been traditionally used.  
I am an atheist humanist.  
I share many of the beliefs of John Dietrich, an early humanist who was also the minister of this church more than seventy years ago.  
These include:  

A belief in the possibility of religion without a belief in God combined with a belief that people have created God as opposed to God creating people.

A belief that death is a natural phenomenon and not a punishment visited on humans by a vengeful God.
A strong belief in the possibility of morality without reference to either a supernatural source or need for supernatural enforcement.

The universe is indifferent, Dietrich taught, but we cannot afford to be.  
Said Dietrich: “If there is ever to be established an era of peace and justice and goodwill, we insist that it depends . . . upon what we are and what we do.”  
He charged us to work to transform the powers structures that crush the human spirit and that deny the human worth.  
He hoped that the Unitarian church would challenge the social order.  
He advocated a faith based on the goodness of people and a rejected a focus on human weakness and failure.  
He assigned responsibility for change in the world to humans. 

Will I still be an atheist humanist tomorrow?  
I do not know since I take seriously what we teach children in Religious Education about being the church of the OPEN MIND.

THE SECOND LESSON
Studying for a degree in Divinity has helped be to be comfortable identifying myself as a humanist and even an atheist while paradoxically at the same time it has increased my spirituality. 
I, along with many other Humanists have concluded that a belief in the Devine is NOT required for spirituality.  

I like the way Robert Solomon described it in his 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. . . . 
 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.
Traditional ways of spiritual growth have been prayer and meditation.  
Neither of these works for me.  
I especially have problems with prayer and lack the patience for meditation.   
I have been helped to become more spiritual by meeting monthly with a spiritual advisor.  
She has helped me focus on living more deliberately with attention to the things that take up my time.  
I have been forced to pay more attention to the things that otherwise I might ignore.  
Early in this process as we reviewed my daily rituals I reported that because of problems with a herniated disk I started each day by soaking in my hot-tub.  
In response to her question about how I spent this time, I reported that I made mental to-do lists.  
The look on her face told me in no uncertain terms that this was not the right answer   
I now pay attention to the changes in daylight, changes in vegetation, changes in sounds, changes in temperature and wind, and changes in the way I feel.  
Daily I am more aware of the beauty of the world.  
I have also come to recognize and celebrate my relationships with others and the transcendence associated with relationships.  
My morning coffee at that modern temple, Starbucks, has become a spiritual practice.   
THE THIRD LESSON
Humanism has evolved from its early days when the focus was on the individual and there was almost no reference to community.  
I recognized that the Unitarian Universalist tradition has produced philosophers/theologians/thinkers that have important things to say about community to Humanists and to Non-humanists alike.  
The three that so far have had the greatest impact on my thinking are: 
(1) Henry Nelson Wieman, 
(2) James Luther Adames, and 
(3) Sharon Welsh.  
There is much that can be said about each of these individuals and their contribution to my thinking.  However, I will be providing only a very brief introduction this morning. 
The message I take away from Henry Nelson Wieman is that community is based on relationships that start between two individuals and that it is the relationship between two individuals that has the potential to create “goodness.”  
At the center of Henry Nelson Wieman's thinking is the concept of increasing goodness through "creative interchange."  
For Wieman, the source of the goodness is the "Creative Event."  
The Creative Event is based on communication between individuals where each person listens intensively to the other and is then able to identify what she or he has learned from the other.  
The magic that occurs through creative interchange is special and creative interchanges are rare.  
We have a hard time truly listening to each other.  
Wieman believed that that we have a responsibility to create conditions where the creative event can occur.  
Wieman identified a role for the church but placed major responsibility on educational institutions. 
Richard Layton, a leader of the Humanists in Utah argued that for Wieman the Creative Event is 
a way of integrating diverse perspectives so that people can understand each other, learn from each other, be corrected by each other, form a community with each other, and live in peace with each other.  
The thinking of Wieman has impacted the way I teach.  

I now have much more focus on getting pairs of students to listen intensively and actively to each other and to then identify how the thinking of the other has added to their understanding of what was being discussed.

James Luther Adams is the second theologian/philosopher/thinker who has significantly impacted my thinking.  
Adams has helped me understand the role of the church as a special type of voluntary association that is critical for changing the world.  
Next time you drive past Ritzville, remember that this was his birthplace.  
Chances are good that there are not very many people in Ritzville who know that it was the birth place of one of the leading theologians of the 20th century.  
I identify with James Luther Adams’ love for international travel, his career combining teaching at universities and being a minister, and his enthusiasm about taking up new ventures and areas of study throughout his life including after he was in his sixties.  
James Luther Adams developed an understanding of what constitutes an authentically free spirit in the free church.  
This understanding of  freedom lead to the development of a theory of voluntary associations in a democratic culture.  

He described the free church as a body of believers freely joined in a covenant of loyalty to the holy spirit of love, 
intentionally inclusive of dissent, 
governed by its own members, and 
fiercely independent from government control.  
For Adams the spirit of love among members could be seen in their voluntary assumption of responsibility for the just character of their whole society.  
He argued that throughout history participation in voluntary associations was the way that individuals had had a positive impact on society.  
To Adams, the free church provided the model for voluntary associations and the church had responsibilities for maintaining high standards and promoting constructive change. 

Paraphrasing Jesus, Adams gives voice to his theology with the expression, 
"By their groups ye shall know them." 
The free church, in Adams's theology, had to meet two criteria if it was to promote constructive change. 
It had to have a diverse membership that included people of all ages races, and social ranks, many occupations, various types and levels of ability, degrees of wealth, etc.  
According to Adams, the diversity of the church would allow it to address a much broader range of human concerns than would more narrowly based groups.  
The second criteria identified by Adams was the presence of an explicit theology, “forever” subject to informed criticism and reform.  
Adams insisted that the language of the liberal free church must be richly flexible, not doctrinaire. 
"People can die," he often said, "from hardening of the categories." 
Said Adams, paraphrasing Socrates,
"An unexamined faith is not worth having." 

The third person who has significantly impacted my thinking is the UU ethicist and humanist Sharon Welch and especially her book Sweet Dreams in America: Making Ethics and Spirituality Work.  
Sharon Welch has helped me accept the ambiguity that comes with being a Unitarian Universalist.  

She also has provided a rationale for remaining involved in struggles even when the chance of success are slim.  
She has provided me with tools that I need to battle cynicism. 

Sharon Welch argues for a critical postmodern humanism.  
I am not sure I understand her use of the term postmodern, 
The lack of an agreed upon definition of postmodernism is one of postmodernism’s  characteristics and appears to be something they are proud of.   
Sharon Welch claims that postmodern humanism can help in examining different claims about social policy and the very nature of good and evil, of justice, order, power, and chaos.  
She suggests that humanism will not provide answers but can serve as a way of discovery.  
Welch calls upon us to grow up and realize that there is no one else to complain to and that there is no one to hear our cries of injustice and who will then transform reality.  She states 
“The myth  ‘denounce the evil and those in power will redress it,’ is inadequate.  We are the ones in charge, in small ways and in large.”  
She noted that: 
“We cannot know if we will succeed or, even if we do succeed in some measure, if our gains will not be rolled back or left behind.”  
She then asked how can we work for social justice without the assurances of eventual victory?  
In response she proposes as one answer the transcendence that can come from working with others involved in the struggle.    

She argues for an integration of spirituality and political work.  
She claims that euphoric religious experiences are not dependent upon a concept of deity.  
She describes the euphoric religious experience as 
“a phenomenon of group cohesion, of being buoyed and supported by others, by forces large than oneself.”  
She argues that this experience of transcendence is an essential component of sustained work for justice but that this experience of transcendence is fundamentally independent of whether the activity is legitimate or good.  
This leads Welch to argue for a need for “critical humanism.”  
For Welch, determining goodness involves a practice of seeing and responding to conflict, chaos, and ambiguity.  
She argues that this embrace of moral ambiguity should motivate rather than paralyze us.  
It is a way of seeing the complexity of the world as the beauty of existence, not a quandary to avoid.  
This is spirituality fueled not by a utopia but by an appreciation of the perverse wonder of that which is.  

Welch argues that we need a different moral vocabulary if we are to develop ethical models for the humane use of power.  
She turns to jazz, chaos theory, and lowered expectations for this different vocabulary.  
In jazz and blues we find the . . . power and joy of holding together seemingly intractable oppositions (suffering, rage, hope, and determination) all without illusions of simple or final answers. . . . 
The pleasure and energy of jazz comes from hearing both a familiar chord progression and melody and the new possibilities, what can be done from that structure. 
The ability to improvise is fueled both by individual effort, creativity, and technique and by group synergy:
 the technical skill and creativity of each player is as foundational as is the spark that comes from playing off each other.
Welch suggests that one can work for justice without self-righteousness, without fanaticism, and without being naïve..
Welch concludes her book with the simple statement that we can accept failure without shame or surrender.  
We act, rather, in light of a basic recognition that we all make errors of judgment, 
we all find ourselves driven by pettiness, jealousy, and power. 
To be called on those failings by other people is not a sign of fundamental flaw or weakness, but is simply part of life. 
We need each other to be moral.
For me, humanism and spiritual growth need the ideas of people like Weiman, Adams, and Welch.  
There ideas are especially relevant to the struggle to achieve a better world.  
Weiman focuses on the creative event that comes from truly listening to someone else. 
Adams focuses on the importance of voluntary associations and the role of the free church as a special voluntary association  
And Sharon Welch focuses on accepting ambiguity and the value of networks, relationships, and the transcendence that can come from working with others even when the possibility of success are limited.

OTHER THINGS I HAVE LEARNED
Other things I have been introduced to, have learned at least a little about, and know where to find additional information include:  
The importance of covenants in working successfully with others 

Community ministry in the UU
The beauty of poetry read out loud

The discernment process and the system by which the UUA provides recognition of minister status

Implications of changing demographics for churches and community involvement, with special attention to opportunities for folks as they become older
How to be a better teacher

How much I enjoy being a student

The importance of being involved with other UU ministers

Process Theology, and why I like it
Traditional Theology, and why I don’t like it
World religions and what they can say to us
Preaching

Some amazing UUs who have done significant things

Stone carving and its relationship to aesthetics and ministry

Organizing churches for social justice

I use what I have learned so far in working on a Masters of Divinity all the time in my life.  
My studies have made be a better teacher and have had a positive impact on my students and colleagues at Gonzaga.  
The influence of my Divinity studies can be found in the Faculty Covenant that I helped draft and that begins 
As faculty members in the Doctoral Program in Leadership Studies, 
we affirm the inherent worth and dignity of every person and the centrality of justice, equity, and compassion in human relations. 
In order to maintain our deep connection, deep sharing, and commitment to each other, we agree to the following covenant:

DISCERNMENT PROCESS
As I conclude, I would like to provide a very brief update on my discernment process
As many of you know, I am involved in a continuing journey concerning whether my next career following my current career as a college professor should be as a Unitarian Universalist Community Minister.  
I remain convinced that I want to become a full time agitator, also known as a full-time social activist.  
I remain convinced that being a Unitarian Universalist Community minister is one, but not the only way, of achieving this goal.  
As of this moment I believe I could be an effective full-time agitator as a Community Minister working in higher education but with a focus on social justice activities. 
I honor and appreciate the continued support I receive from this congregation.  
Last year I indicated that I had serious reservations about the costs, especially of time and energy, of finishing the Masters of Divinity and the other requirements for Ordination as a Community Minister.  
During the past year, I shared these concerns with the faculty at Meadville Lombard, the UU Seminary where I am part of a modified residence program, and worked with them on solutions.  
After spending Januaries in Chicago for the past four years, I have now satisfied their residency requirements.  
However I will return for one more one week course this January, since I have come to look forward to the freezing Chicago weather and finally have the coats and boots needed.    
I have resolved most of the issues concerning additional required courses and will complete most of them through independent study.  
It is very likely that beginning in 2007 that the requirement of 400 hours of supervised experience as a Hospital Chaplin can be done here in Spokane.  
Completion of the degree looks far more doable than it did last year.  
Thus I am back on track for completion of the requirements for both the Masters of Divinity Degree and the other requirements for Ordination as a Unitarian Universalist Community Minister in 2008 or 2009.

Again, I appreciate the continued understanding and support of this congregation. 

A copy of this sermon, with web links and references can be found at http://www.jamesbeebe.net as soon as I have time to complete it and post it.  
Closing Words

For my closing words, I will return to three statements from the reading by Henry David Thoreau.  
I offer these statements as a mantra for all of us.  
They also provide a summary of my for what I am doing and what I hope to do in the future:  .
I wish to live deliberately.

I wish to learn what life has to teach, and not, when I come to die, discover that I have not lived.

I wish to live deep.
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