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The opening words are a Buddhist blessing from the famous Metta Sutta, reworked by the Unitarian minister Edward Searl.  These words call upon the listener to cultivate boundless goodness.
Happiness and serenity to all beings!

Joy to you!  May you be safe and free from fear.

Whatever your condition--
weak or strong, small or great,
invisible or visible, close at hand or far away,
already born or to be born someday,

In whatever realm of existence--
primeval or highly evolved,
undistinguished or esteemed,
unknown or known, 
Be totally content and at ease.

Do not deceive another being:
let your actions be guileless.
Do not despise any being for any reason:
let your intentions be benign.

Do not even wish, especially in anger or irritation,
that another being might suffer:
let your thoughts be compassionate.

As a parent cherishes an only child,
cherish all being with total mindfulness
and an all encompassing heart.

Goodwill, then to all beings--
you and you and you without limits--
radiating in all directions to include
the whole world without exception. 

The Reading is by the noted Unitarian educator Sophia Lyon Fahs, from her 1952 book on religious education, Today's Children and Yesterday's Heritage:

"It matters what we believe. Some beliefs are like walled gardens. They encourage exclusiveness, and the feeling of being especially privileged. Other beliefs are expansive and lead the way into wider and deeper sympathies… Some beliefs are divisive, separating the saved from the unsaved, friends from enemies. Other beliefs are bonds in universal brotherhood, where sincere differences beautify the pattern. Some beliefs are like blinders, shutting off the power to choose one's own direction. Other beliefs are like gateways opening wide vistas for exploration. Some beliefs weaken a person's selfhood. They blight the growth of resourcefulness. Other beliefs nurture self-confidence and enrich the feeling of personal worth. Some beliefs are rigid, like the body of death, impotent in a changing world. Other beliefs are pliable, like the young sapling, ever growing with the upward thrust of life."

A Belief in Original Goodness
Let me begin with a confession.  
I DO NOT fully believe in original goodness.  
I would like to believe in original goodness without reservations, but I can not.  

I also DO NOT believe in original sin.  

Yet, I can not deny that evil exists. 
THERE, I feel better having made this confession!  
You can also feel better knowing that I will not be trying to convince you to believe in Original Goodness.  
Even though I do not fully believe in Original Goodness, I have consciously chosen to live my life as though I do.

I am convinced that my beliefs on Goodness and Evil make a difference in how I live my live.  
I am NOT going to suggest that you embrace a belief in Original Goodness, but that you consider choosing to live your life as through you believe in it.  
To quote the famous Unitarian Universalist educator, Sophia Fahs, 
"It matters what we believe."   
My thoughts on this topic were stimulated by a theology course I took this past January at Meadvill-Lombard, the Unitarian Universalist school of theology in Chicago.  

For this course, I was required to read the Confessions of Augustine.  
I was also required to read some of the original writings of Martin Luther and John Calvin.  
I am convinced that these three theologians share major responsibility for the focus of Christian church on evil, depravity, and the failing of people.  
As I read their works and I became increasing angry.  
I apologized to my teacher and my classmates for adopting a "hermeneutics of anger."   Hermeneutics as I am using the term means the subjective interpretation of the material that result from a dialogue between what is written and what I bring with me when I read it.  
Everyone time we read anything we are involved in a dialogue with it.  
We always bring both previously acquired information and emotion to whatever we read.  So why did I become increasing angry as I read Augustine, Luther, and Calvin?    Because I became increasing convinced that much of the "evil" we encounter is not the result of people being born inherently evil or inheriting the sin of an original couple in the garden of Eden but the result of people accepting the arguments of Augustine, Luther, and Calvin.  

It seemed to me that once we accept that we and others are bad we can treat ourselves and others badly.  

Regardless of whether people are born inherently good or bad, if we believe others are bad, we will treat them badly.  
If we expect them to be bad there is a strong possibility that they will fulfill our expectations.  
An alternative to a belief in Original Sin is a belief in Original Goodness.  Throughout time there have been a few advocates for a belief in Original Goodness.
One of the earliest proponents of Original Goodness that I have been able to identify was the Chinese philosopher Mencius {men'-shus}.  

Mencisu lived between about 372 and 289 Before the Common Era.  
He was a Confucius scholar who argued that that it was implicit in Confucius' teaching that human nature is good.  
Mencius believed that original goodness is bestowed by heaven and possessed by everyone. 
He believed that human nature is endowed with the potential of "goodness" and that if this innate potential is allowed to develop; it tends towards the "good."  
Mencius further argued that if you believe that human nature is originally endowed with the potential for "goodness," you will try to bring out the inherent "goodness" in others.  
Within the Christian tradition there have always been individuals who argued for Original Goodness.  
From my perspective it is unfortunate that there have not been very many of them and that they did not have the same influence on the church and western civilization as folks like Augustine, Luther, and Calvin.  
One of these was Johannes Eckhart.  
He was a Dominican in Germany who lived between 1260 and 1327.  
He taught that everyone could seek direct communion with God.  
He talked about "original goodness."

He taught that everyone is made in the image of God and that nothing can change the original goodness that results from this.  
Whatever mistakes we have made in the past, whatever problems we may have in the present, in every one of us there is an "uncreated spark in the soul" that remains untouched, ever pure, ever perfect.  

I have seen too much of the world to be able to embrace without reservations a belief in original goodness.  
I have seen too much of the world to ignore the potential for evil which resides within humans. 
I have seen the results of civil war in the Southern Sudan. 
I have witnessed the funerals of babies who were born to poor families in the Philippines. I been an eyewitness to the pain that comes from racism, sexism, and gender orientation discrimination.  
The ongoing violence in Iraq, Sudan, Russia, and the Los Angles Police Department provides daily reminds us that humans have the capacity for evil, violence, and destruction. 
The question is not whether humans have the capacity for evil. 
Obviously we do!  
The question is whether this capacity for evil is normative.  
Is the capacity for evil a defining characteristic against which human institutions such as the state, school, and family must forever struggle without hope of making any real progress? 
This is what Augustine, Luther, and Calvin taught. 
For them the doctrine of original sin meant that human beings are fallen creatures, born wicked and depraved, with no power in themselves to change their nature. 
They taught that only the intervention of God can suffice to overcome our in-born depravity. 
As each of these theologians became more convinced of their own sin, they attempted to reconcile with God.  

Their actions suggested that they believed that reconciliation with God required becoming alienated from others.  

Each ended up treating others around them badly.  

They all appeared to have special hang-up concerning relationships involving sex and acted as though love of God was inconsistent with love of significant others.  
It looks to me that it was their belief that others are bad that allowed them to treat others badly.

The doctrine of original sin has undergone various iterations over the course of time but it continues to exercise a strong hold on our imaginations. 
Even as biblical stories began to lose some of their power, we have embraced other stories with similar messages.

One of these is the theory of evolution based on the survival of the fittest.

Evolution assumes a world where each individual is involved in a war against all others.  Evolutionary psychological theories explain human behavior as the consequence of the selfish urge of the genes to perpetuate themselves at any cost.

Again we see the assumption that we are selfish and destructive creatures, given over to base and vicious impulses, driven by violent urges that are rooted in our genes.  

Evolutionary psychology suggests that even when we exhibit altruistic and self-sacrificial behavior, it is motivated by a deeper and more hidden selfishness. 

The story of evolution is the story of the triumph of the strong over the weak and of the violent over the peaceful. 
The story we tell about ourselves, whether couched in religious myths or scientific theories are often the story of a vicious, dangerous, brutes only lightly restrained by cultural and legal and religious constraints. 

I believe that the story we have told about ourselves have resulted in a gross understatement of our essential, but far from perfect goodness.  

I especially appreciate the arguments of the Unitarian Universalist Minister, David Bumbaugh that logically it makes no sense to believe that it is in our nature to be violent and destructive creatures.  
He asks us to think about our emergence on the African savannas millennia ago: 
We were at most small, bi-pedal creatures, weak, and relatively unarmed.  

Our young was born only half-formed and required years of careful nurturing to survive. 

We confronted a world of enormous threat.  

We had neither the speed, nor the strength, nor the claws, nor the teeth, nor the agility, nor the size of the animals against which we were forced to compete.  

David Bumbaugh asks "How is it that this strange animal not only survived but thrived?" He suggests that we must have had, as our single most important specialized strength our ability to cooperate, to assist, to aid, to care for, and to nurture our own kind. 
There is convincing evidence that we evolved a brain chemical response to the presence of babies that causes us to act kindly and gently, to say nothing of often acting foolish.

If human beings were genetically programmed to be vicious, selfish, combative, destructive animals, the human species would never have survived.  

Our very special strength is our ability to engage in altruistic behavior, to cooperate, to care for each other. 
Evidence of this special strength can be seen in the vast communities and small towns and villages all across this globe where we live together.  

We generally are able to regulate our lives so that we live together in relative peace and security. 
Even in the midst of war and violence and destruction, most people have found ways to express and sustain this drive for cooperation and mutual support. 
I join David Bumbaugh in his conclusion that despite the stories we tell about ourselves, we are a remarkably cooperative and compassionate and empathetic animal. 

The story we tell about ourselves, the way we define ourselves is powerfully important in determining who we are. 
If we tell ourselves that we are a failed and fallen creature, destined from birth to sin and error, to greed and corruption, to violence and destruction, we create a social environment in which that kind of behavior is expected and reinforced. 
If, we tell ourselves that we are creatures called to cooperation we will create a social environment in which responsibility, empathy, and love will be expected and reinforced. 
What we choose to believe about ourselves shapes what we are and what we shall become. 
To quote Sophia Fahs again, "It matters what we believe." 

I have suggested that what we believe about original goodness and original sin becomes self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Over and over we are being told the old story about the fallen creature, doomed by nature to selfish and destructive and sinful behavior. 

When we buy into this explanation, we expect less of ourselves and others. 

We end up treating others poorly.

The result is that they behave as expected and this provides evidence for our beliefs.  

Pretty soon we have no reason to question Augustine, Luther, and Calvin.  

When this happens, we set up a system where we are closed off from hearing stories that are not consistent with a negative world view.

We come to think of all strangers as potential brutes. 

We live behind our lives behind locked doors and barred windows.  

We install alarms in our cars. 

We convince ourselves that the world out there grows more and more hostile and dangerous with every passing day. 
And, as we isolate ourselves from that world, we have less and less basis for challenging the story we are telling ourselves. 
In time the world comes to resemble our fears and our nightmares. 

I believe it is time to listen to a different story.  
In order to get this different story, we must change the way we ask about things.  
David Cooperrider and his associates at Case Western Reserve University in the mid-seventies introduced the term Appreciative Inquiry to describe a way of looking that begins by asking what is right.  
The traditional approach to change is to look for the problem, to do a diagnosis, and then find a solution.  
The focus in on what is wrong or broken.  
Because we look for problems, we find them. 
By paying attention to problems, we emphasize and amplify them.  
Appreciative Inquiry starts with the assumption that in every society, organization, or group, something works.  
The first task is for us to describe a time when things worked really well and to identify the circumstances during that time.  
Appreciative Inquiry assumes that what we focus on becomes our reality and that reality is created in the moment.  
The act of asking about reality influences reality and the language we use creates the reality.  

Appreciative Inquiry when applied to the history of our species results in a wonderful story. 
We find a species that evolved on this planet in ways which used cooperation and empathy and altruism and love to compensate for physical weakness. 
This is a story of a species that lived together in peace and security for thousands of years, sustained by its ability to adjust to the needs of community and the opportunities offered by a rich and gracious earth. 
This was the story of our species for uncounted millennia until a new story began to be told.  
This new story evolved over time and was closely tied to our western, Judio-Christian religion.
This new story was so negative that it would make Appreciative Inquiry appear silly or irrelevant.    
This is a story which depicted humanity as fallen from a previous state of grace, and crippled and morally bankrupt. 
If one assumes that we are unable to trust others or that the world is characterized by fear, violence, mayhem, and murder, it does not make sense to start by asking about what works. 
If we can get beyond the default settings supplied by our western culture, we can use Appreciate Inquiry to help us see that the fundamental nature of humanity did not change. Even in the midst of violence and pain and suffering and death, most people remained cooperative and altruistic and empathetic and loving. 
It is time again to affirm what has always been the source of our success--our ability to care for and support and sustain each other and the community, to dream a world that is gracious and by the dreaming to bring it into being. 

So I return to the conflict between a belief in Original Sin versus a belief in Original Goodness.  
A belief in Original Sin results in a story of humanity, fallen, depraved, untrustworthy, selfish, brutal, and held in check only by the threat of legal and religious retribution.  
The alternative is a belief in Original Goodness.  
It assumes that human beings, by nature, are driven to cooperate with each other. 
Without trying to evaluate which belief is more valid, I have concluded that I would rather believe that human beings, by nature, are driven to responsibility for each other. 
I would rather believe that human beings, by nature, are driven to understand self-interest in terms of the greater good. I would rather believe that human beings can be trusted. This understanding of human nature has the possibility of creating a world in which those qualities predominate.

As I confessed at the beginning, I can not say I fully believe in Original Goodness.  
I am forced to acknowledge that evil exists.  
However, I do not have to focus on evil.  
There are many others who are quite willing and able to do this for me.  
Rather, I believe that I have a responsibility to assume the possibility of Goodness and to take action to help make goodness possible.  
I can begin by embracing Appreciative Inquiry.  
My challenge to you is not to ignore evil, but to join me in embracing the possibility of goodness.  
We need to live our lives as though we believe in Original Goodness.
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. 
Closing words:

In Genesis 1, versus 29 and 30 we find.
And so it happened.  God looked at everything that had been made and found it very good.  

We too need to look at everything and by finding it very good we can help make it very good.
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