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The Jeweled Net of Indra a poem by Dane Cervine
Driving down the freeway, remembering Hindu mythology—
Indra’s net, each intersecting weave holding a jewel
reflecting every other facet of every other jewel, infinitely.
Suddenly, I see the hands that paint the white lines,
that lay the black asphalt, hands of a man joyous or lost
soap-scrubbing his body clean for dinner and beer,
for the wife who loves him, hands that hold their tickets
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for London to see the grandmother, the hard-drinking
pub matron whose body bore children in building rubble
when the Nazi bombing relented—and if not for that war,
would I be driving now, hands on the wheel, listening
to the radio recount the birth of the child named Tsunami
after the storm that drove her mother into the hills,
would the meager dollars I send to rebuild a village—
minted with the Rosicrucian-eye above the pyramid
dreamed by this country’s founders as the all-seeing
vision of a world where not a sparrow falls
that we don’t know about—would I have known
to send it, if not for the hands that flew the kite
that drew electricity from the skies that made its way
into the flat-screened box that unveils this jewel-linked world
twenty-four hours of every gleaming day, weaving news
with advertisements for clothes made by hands in China
nimbly sewing a dream of Hollywood and Ipod and offering
their bodies one by one for a better future—
while the coal that fumes the electricity that plunges
the needle drifts in air that circles a globe that warms
the icecaps that melt into sea that shifts the current
that loves the wind that swirls from heaven to earth
stirring one storm after another, blowing
its diaphanous passion over New Orleans like a trumpet
sinking the heart so low with blue notes that flood
is a dark cure for what burns—this illusion
that anyone stands alone—stranded
on the roofs of our swollen houses mouthing
save me to a world whose  millions of hands
can turn up the volume loud enough to finally hear,
or flick with a single click the entire interconnected
vision of it all off.
The Happification of Humankind

In 1805, when the new Republic was yet quite new, still settling into the
preposterous claims of its founding - claims about equality and certain rights,
called “inalienable,” to life and freedom and, somewhat cryptically, to the pursuit
of happiness (we’re still settling in to the implications and meanings of these
claims) - in 1805, a young circuit-riding preacher named Hosea Ballou published a
book which had taken him 15 years to write.  (He was 19 when he started it.)  A
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Treatise on Atonement was meant to be and quickly became a handbook, not for
scholars or theologians, but for ordinary, common people trying to make sense of
their daily lives.  Today a bookstore would probably shelve it in that burgeoning
grey area between “religion” and “self-help,” for the author meant it to be helpful,
meant it to be practical.  Ballou’s ministry carried him from town to rural in
western New England, and he could see the anxiety within good people, the
tension in good communities, where they were struggling to balance the state
religion -- a mean, prevailing Calvinism (which was grim, which was unforgiving
and punishing, which was narrow and relentlessly judgmental) against their own
human circumstances, which were hard enough, and their intuition, their
conscience, their aspirations, their sorrow when a loved one died, or a child was
born, and the pulpit thundered that their souls would burn in hell.

Hosea Ballou had grown up very poor, on an isolated farm.  His father was a
Baptist minister (Calvinist but kind) and Hosea knew nothing except a very
conventional theology.  But one day, out of the blue, he asked his father a
precocious, original question: “Suppose I had the skill and power to make out of an
inanimate substance an animate thing, and did make one, at the same time knowing
that this creature of mine would suffer everlasting misery [in life and after death] -
would my act of creating this creature be an act of goodness?”  The father was
visibly shaken by his boy’s question, and said nothing.

Out of that child, organically and naturally, out of the same intelligence with which
he had taught himself to read, had come, unsolicited, the central idea of
Universalism: that human beings are children of a loving presence, that we are
worthy, free and dignified, that life is a good gift, and it belongs to us, and we
belong in it. Years later, in A Treatise on Atonement, Ballou argued that the will of
God is to “happify” humanity.  He wrote

The objector will say: to admit that our happiness is the grand object of all we do,
destroys the purity of religion, and reduces the whole to nothing but selfishness. To
which I reply, if we seek our own happiness in the narrow circle of partiality and
covetousness, our selfishness is indeed irreligious and wicked. But  [if we seek our
own happiness through] universal benevolence, knowing that our happiness is
connected with the happiness of all others, which induces us to do justly and to
deal mercifully with one another, we are no more selfish than we ought to be.
[This quote, and the anecdote above, are adapted from Ernest Cassara’s Hosea
Ballou: The Challenge to Orthodoxy.]
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For Ballou, human happiness was the direct result of practicing kindness and doing
justice - which is what he believed God wants.  Unhappiness is the result of
selfishness, of misunderstanding what our lives are meant for, and for him that was
the only viable definition of sin. It was a precocious, preposterous idea on the
American religious landscape, but it wasn’t new in the world; it appears again and
again as a central tenet of Buddhism and Hinduism, in early Christianity and
mystical Judaism, in Islam. Abandon all attachments, seek the good- and
happiness will follow, peace of mind and heart will follow. I don’t know if this old
idea in any way informed the writers of the Declaration (if it did, it probably came
more from Socrates and Aristotle than from sacred sources). I don’t know what
they meant when they claimed this right to “the pursuit of happiness,” whether that
implied “universal benevolence” at all, or only the atomized self-interest that
reigns supreme right now.

I think about that turn of phrase “the will of God” or “what God wants,” which our
forebears used so handily, and I’m remembering a girl in the congregation I served
before. She was maybe eight years old and I overheard her talking to her parents
after class.  They were new to the congregation.  The parents were asking if she
like R.E. and she said “I guess so. They never say “God” here.  They don’t talk
about God.  I think they’re trying to talk about what God wants.” What were they
to make of that?  Here is a Sunday School that teaches its children by wondering
with them, “If there were a God – and we’re not saying there is - if there is a God –
and we’re not saying there isn’t - what do you imagine God would want?”  This is
an old Universalist question.

A hundred years after Hosea Ballou, at the turn of the 20th century, Universalist
Clarence Skinner wrote in a sermon called “A Religion for Greatness,” There are
two alternatives, and only two, before us.  First, that we [live] our separate and
isolationist lives… to our hearts’ content.  Such a world demands no greatness.
The other alternative is to so expand our spiritual powers that we vastly increase
the range of our understanding and sympathy.  There is no middle way. It is
greatness- universalism – or perish.

What would God want?  (Our Universalist tradition says, “the happification of
humankind through our own will to choose compassion and justice.”)  What do we
want?  Recently, several scientific studies and at least four new books have been
published on the subject of human happiness – what we, in the United States at
least, seem to think it is, or what it might be if we could grab a piece of it.  The
consensus, as you might expect, is that “happiness” to us means “more”- more
money, more stuff, more health, more sex, more square footage, more status and so
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on.  And yet, as you might expect, the studies also show that we are wrong about
what we want.  Americans are about twice as rich as they were in the 1970’s, but
report not being any happier; the Japanese are six times as rich as they were in
1950, and aren’t any happier either.  Looking at data [not only from the United
States, but] from all over the world, it is [obvious]that people living in [true]
poverty become happier if they get richer- but the effect of increased wealth cuts
off at a surprisingly low figure.  It is clear that instead of getting happier as they
get better [and better] off, people get stuck on a“hedonic treadmill”: their
expectations rise at the same pace as their incomes, and the happiness they seek
remains constantly just out of reach.

All of which has been confirmed for us already, of course, by both the Rolling
Stones and the poet T.S. Eliot, who said memorably (and respectively), “You can’t
always get what you want,” and “I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope,
for hope would be hope for the wrong thing…”

Another study showed that as Americans we are particularly prone to “inaccurate
affective forecasting,” meaning that we can’t always even know what we want; we
overestimate the true value in our lives of some things we think we desire, even
things that seem quite basic, like good health, or a comfortable income, and we
underestimate the value of things we already have, or thought we had no interest
in, like lasting friendships, or enough time to be outdoors.
[“Pursuing Happiness” by Jon Lanchester in The New Yorker, 2006.02.27, and
“The Futile Pursuit of Happiness” by Jon Gertner in The New York Times
Magazine, 2003.09.07]

What do we want really?  What “happifys” us, really?  If you lived in a free
republic that granted you an inalienable right to pursue happiness, how would you
begin your quest?

In the reading, a poet is driving on the freeway (and I wonder if he was maybe
driving through the metro here, where every road into, out of and around the cities
these days seems to be blocked by construction.  Even the Gateway biking trail is
closed for construction!).  A poet is driving on the freeway, and instead of looking
for happiness in the fast lane or the next exit or on his Global Positioning System,
he’s daydreaming about Hindu mythology – the Jeweled Net of Indra, a concept
thousands of years old, a magical device wherein at each intersection of threads
there hangs a jewel, each reflecting perfectly, and affecting, all the other jewels,
and the net of threads and jewels is infinite. He thinks about the black road, the
white lines, the hands of the man who painted them, and that man’s English
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grandmother, and the war she survived and the consequences of that war, which
are real in his own life, even now, fifty years later – all these connections and
interconnections of people and peoples with so little in common and so much in
common: a child named Tsunami to whose village he sent money because his
television, made by a worker in China, informed him of the crisis, even as it runs
on fuel the burning of which is changing the climate, melting the ice caps, causing
the terrible storm in New Orleans… and on and on, the jeweled net of shared
miracles and sorrows, the infinite network of losses and loves, compassion and
cruelty that binds all our lives together.  He ponders on the freeway “the illusion
that anyone stands alone,” and how we choose every day whether to see and to
hear, and to live into our interconnectedness, to live up to our interdependence, or
not.

I think what we long for, more than anything else, more than money, sex or power,
is connection. There seems to be scant evidence of this right now, we know, but
there’s also very little proof, apparently, that anything else will truly make us
happy. I believe that what we crave, what we yearn toward is not more
information, nor even knowledge, though these are surely useful and important, not
more “connectivity,” but connection at the deepest level, the level of belonging,
intimately, and ultimately, to something larger than ourselves. For you that may be
community, or family, certain specific individuals.  It may be nature, the living
earth and all the stars.  It may whatever you call holy, whatever you call God. The
jeweled net of Indra, the great chain of being, the larger love that transcends all our
understanding.  What happifys us is the assurance of ourselves in relation, that we
are bound, as Martin Luther King said, in “an inescapable network of mutuality.”
What unhappifys us, and leads us into temptation, or into loneliness, dangerous
despair, is the myth of the individual – that what we do or leave undone, what we
say or leave unspoken, affects no one else – the myth that we can thrive, or even
survive, alone.

There are two alternatives, and only two, before us, said Clarence Skinner, a
hundred years ago.  First, that we [live] our separate and isolationist lives… to our
hearts’ content.  Such a world demands no greatness.  The other alternative is to
so expand our spiritual powers that we vastly increase the range of our
understanding and sympathy...

Some years ago, when we were on vacation on the coast of Maine, Ross and I saw
something wild and tender.  It was the day after a hurricane, a brilliant sunny day.
The world was peaceful again and restored pretty much to normal, except for
downed trees and blown-over boats, some wires on the roads. The sea was still
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wild and high, and we went down to a rocky stretch of shoreline to watch the surf
crash into the high ledges. It was very windy and very loud.

There was a boy there, nine or ten years old (from the same tribe as Hosea Ballou
when he asked his question, and the little girl in Sunday school). He was standing
near, but not too close to the edge of a slippery cliff, and his father was quite a way
back behind him, fiddling with a video camera and a cigarette.  This child was
absolutely drunk with excitement out there on the rocks.  His arms were raised,
extended, in what could have been a gesture of praise or invitation (he looked like
a little priest), and we could hear him screaming to the waves, “Come on!  Come
on!  Come on!”  When they did come, he was all terror, paralyzed with fear but he
couldn’t stop smiling, with his mouth full open.  (We felt pretty much the same
way.)     

“Can I get wet?  Can I get wet?”  He turned around occasionally to shout to his
father, still involved with the camera. (If there’d been cells back then, he’d have
been on the phone.)  He’d shout back without looking up, “Nah, don’t get wet, it’s
a little rough today,” and the kid would look considerably relieved, as if he had had
to ask because the water was compelling him to join it somehow, but he really
didn’t want to enter fully into it.  Then he’d turn back to the surf and shout some
more, “Come on! Come on!”  or “Awesome!  Awesome!”  He was completely
enraptured, and it was incredible to watch.

“Can I get wet?’  And this time the father called out to him, “Well, okay, if you’re
careful, if you hang on.”  (There was nothing whatsoever to hang onto.)  The boy
scurried down like a little animal, much closer to the edge of the rocks, and it
really looked for a second as if he might just leap into the water, because he was
loving it so much and was himself almost a part of it. At this point, we glanced up
at the dad, who seemed oblivious.  It was just starting to feel dangerous.

Then suddenly, the boy looked back with these enormous eyes, and screamed,
“Come hold my hand!  Oh please come hold my hand!”  And now the man, a little
surprised and a little frightened himself, put down the camera, threw down his
cigarette, and went over.

They watched and shouted together, hand in hand, arms up, splashed by the spray,
and then just as we were leaving, we heard the little boy shout to his father, “The
gods of the ocean are doing this!”  The guy looked shocked, and we could see him
mouthing, “What?!” and the kid shouted it again. The father laughed and shook his
head and shouted, “Is that what you think?” and his son said, “Oh yeah!  Oh yeah!”
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I have never seen anyone quite that happy in quite that way, as that child was that
morning, worshipping the gods of the ocean with his father’s hand safely in his.
He was ecstatic, but more than that, more importantly I think, he was completely
present, all of his senses, all of his being awake, alert, aware, to beauty and danger
and power, and joy. He was alive, and he knew it, part of the living world, and he
knew it, and his dad was there with him, and he was waking up too.

This was just one moment in their lives and ours, one summer morning, but it was
more than thrill-seeking.  Something in that kid’s availability, his openness, his
relation to the weather, to the water, and his clear longing to share it, has stayed
with me all this time, and I wonder if now, 15 years later, he remembers it, or
whether to some degree this is always how he greets the world, greets the day, and
other people – as if being present, bringing your full presence, heart and mind and
soul and strength, were important.

“Happiness,” says writer John Lanchester,  the word itself, “comes from an old
word in Middle English, happ, which meant chance or fate or fortune – the things
that happen in the world.  It’s related to words like happenstance, haphazard,
hapless and perhaps.”  The way we meet our circumstances, and the way we chose
to meet each other when we happen to come together, to hold each other, in
relation, determine in large part, I think, how happy we can ever be.

Hosea Ballou was preaching interdependence before the word was even coined:
[if we seek our own happiness through] universal benevolence, knowing that our
happiness is connected with the happiness of all others, which induces us to do
justly and to deal mercifully with one another, we are no more selfish than we
ought to be.  We are bound by the spirit of life to all things, to wind and wild
water, and to each other.  When you behold the net of Indra, are you tempted to
tear off all the jewels and hoard them in your pockets, or are you content to take
your rightful place in the great fabric, awestruck by its intricacy, amazed to be a
part of it, and mending, as you’re able, whatever frayed places you can?  In the
end, what do you think will would lead to your happification?

I close with a little parable from India, from the poet laureate Rabindranath
Tagore:

I lived on the shady side of the road and watched my neighbors’ gardens reveling
in sunshine. I felt I was poor, and from door to door went with my hunger. The
more they gave me from their careless abundance, the more I became aware of my
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beggar’s bowl.  Till one morning I awoke from my sleep at the sudden opening of
my door, and you came and asked for alms. In despair, I broke the lid of my chest
open and was startled into finding my own wealth.

We are happified and we are saved – from salve, meaning healed, made whole –
we happified and we are saved in mindfulness and in relation.


