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First Reading

Prayer to the Names of God
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How shall we address thee?

Vishnu, Maya, Kali, Ishtar, Athene, Isis…
great Mother of Creation, womb of the universe,
blest art thou who hast given life to all…

Jupiter, Zeus, Apollo, Dionysius…
Lord of Creation, god of ecstasy and reason,

Amen, Horus, Aten, Ra…
God of beginnings and endings, the soul, the ka,
soaring like a bird to the life-giving, light-giving power of the sun
(All life is one)

Shiva-shakti,
The dance of life and death from hand to hand
Yin and yang, in perfect balance the movement of forces

Rama, Krishna, Varuna, Brahma,
Breath of the Upanishads and Vedas,
Om Shanti-

Buddha, Nirvana, the Enlightened One…
Allah Akbar and Ahura Mazda
Yahweh, Adonai, el Shaddai, Elohim,
Abba, Spiritus, Logos, Christos

wind on the waters
blood in the vein

How shall we address thee who art Alpha and Omega,
Thou of a thousand names yet ever nameless?
Let the silence praise thee,
and the nine billion stars of thy namelessness.

Second Reading
by Ann Bushnell

Creation:  People Tell Stories 
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Where was the world before we began?
People tell stories.

Old ones spoke of water.
No land, they said,
mist, they said, and cloud;
no place for man to stand.
What was it that allowed
such power, such force,
to form the earth?

What creator
birthed us out of chaos,
out of nothing into now

and, how?
People tell stories.

Babylonian:
some thought the gods to be reflections

of themselves;
earth, shadow reality
of heaven
whose divinities,
not chance,
pulled all the strings
for man to dance.

Nigerian:
Some thought the ether
thick with gods and angels
whose motivations, all too human –
loneliness and pride
and jealousy- cried
for company of men,
who came, were gone
and came again.

Plains Indians:
Some thought all
being circular; man a single spoke
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in wheel that carried
maize and mountain
raven, cedar, stone
bound together
centered,
none alone.

Muslim:
People of the Book
believed the Uncaused
Cause of all
in just six days
created earth and skies,
made covenant with man
demand he tread
the narrow path

 toward paradise.

People tell stories.

Children of the People of the Book
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A woman looks back and remembers what it was like to grow up black, Southern,
the granddaughter of a preacher – and the daughter of an atheist.  Tayari Jones
writes:

In elementary school, I spent a great deal of time trying to explain the difference
between atheism and devil worship.  Until second grade I answered the common
place query, “Where do you go to church?” with this:  “My father says that we
don’t believe in God.”  Adults took this information with shocked silence, but
children lack restraint.  “You’re a devil worshipper?” they asked.  I didn’t think I
was but I asked Daddy, who assured me we were not.  “Atheists,” he explained,
“don’t believe in the devil either.”

She describes spending summers at her father’s boyhood home in Louisiana, with
all the family gathered round the table of her grandmother, the preacher’s wife, and
mother of the son who strayed.  At every meal, the family’s practice was to have
each child present recite from memory a Bible verse, and at every meal, she
whispered, “Jesus wept,” the only one she knew.

One summer, she was packed off with her cousins to Vacation Bible School, and
she was glad to go, hoping finally to receive enough remedial religious education
to at least hold her head up in 3rd grade.

“I looked forward to discussions in which I could ask questions that I had
previously posed to my father, who gave the most unsatisfying responses:

Q.  If God made the world, who made God?
A.  God didn’t make the world.
Q: Then why does it say so in the Bible?
A.  Makes people feel better.
Q.  How do angels get their clothes on?  Don’t the wings get in the way?
A. Same way Santa gets down the chimney.

And of course, for different reasons, the adults at Vacation Bible School were
impatient with her questions too.  When she asked a teacher there, “If God made
the world, then who made God?” the woman squinted up her eyes and said, “Are
you trying to be funny?” and then handed her a mimeographed sheet to read at
home.  It was the text of the 23rd Psalm.

Tayari Jones accepted this with curiosity, and vowed to learn a verse or two before
the next Sunday dinner with her grandma and the relatives.  And much to her
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surprise, she read it aloud and fell in love with the language, the cadence, the word
pictures of the King James text. She was a child who loved poetry, and this was
unlike anything she’d ever seen before. When her turn came at dinner, she recited
the whole memorized passage, slowly, with closed eyes, while the food grew cold
and her hungry cousins grew disgusted.  She didn’t quite understand what she was
speaking, but she was completely at home in the green pastures and beside the still
waters, with the cup of something overflowing.  She writes:

The 23rd Psalm mimeographed on cheap paper gave me my first glimpse into
spirituality.  The moment was not marked by the speaking of tongues.  [Rather it]
will be forever etched in my memory as the day that language revealed to me if not
its full power, its awesome potential.  Maybe this is the day it was decided that I
would be a writer, when I saw in the beauty of a poem the true glory of God.
 [“Among the Believers,” Tayari Jones, New York Times, 10 July 2005]

How are we to hold the Bible?  I think sometimes we like to think we’ve left it
behind or outgrown it or outsmarted it somehow.  We’re done with fairy tales, we
say.  We’re tired of the blunt instrument it’s become in the hands of the ignorant
and powerful. We don’t need it any more.

One Unitarian congregation I know – the one I served out East – found an old
guideline, stuck within the yellowed pages of the minutes of their founding
meetings in the middle of the 19th century, stating already way back then that it
would be both unnecessary and unwise to keep a Bible in the pulpit. Presumably,
they were allowed to have one in the building, but keeping it too close to the
minister made them decidedly uneasy.  (And of course there was ambivalence: in
that church are two elegant Tiffany windows. The one facing east has a cascade of
morning glories almost from ceiling to floor, and inscribed in lead at the bottom is
a line from the Catholic John Henry Newman, from that old hymn the choir just
sang, “Lead Kindly Light:” And with the morn, those angel faces smile, which we
have loved long since and lost awhile.   It’s not biblical, but certainly bears the full
weight of Christian faith.  So ambiguity and ambivalence run deep in our veins.)

For a long time, Unitarians have kept a certain distance from the Bible, either
denying or belying our awareness of its power, and as a result when we sit at the
interfaith table, we can sometimes feel like that child in her grandmother’s house:
questionably part of the family, but never quite fitting in with our relatives; never
quite sure we want to fit in, yet longing for a voice; a little defensive (sometimes a
lot) and often ignorant of our own genealogy.  There are stories in that book,
poems and legends, letters, proverbs, prophecies, images, characters, voices, turns
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of phrase, ideas and questions beautiful, terrible, some shining with crystal clarity
and elegant, plain simplicity through hundreds of generations and others absolutely
incomprehensible, texts that have shaped us, even without our awareness of the
shaping, texts that shape us still.

We are children of the People of the Book.  In classical Islam, the People of the
Book are those who recognize the God of Abraham, who acknowledge the great
prophets and the teachers who preceded Muhammad, including, among others,
Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Job, Moses, Aaron, Ezekiel, Solomon, Elijah, Jesus
and John.  The People of the Book are those to whom sacred scriptures were given
before the Qur’an was revealed to complete them. They are the Jews and the
Christians, and in Islamic law, the shar’ia, they are granted tolerance, autonomy,
protection and respect.

It’s a beautiful construction, “the People of the Book,” (better than an academic
term like “Judeo-Christian tradition”) precisely because it evokes people, women
and men, through thousands of years, in various gathered communities, holding in
various ways a particular book, or this particular collection of particular books,
holding them in their real human hands, seeking comfort there or meaning or
instruction.   (It’s like the longest running book club in the world – why would we
opt out of that?).  Unitarian Universalism is not any longer a biblical faith (not
solely reliant on that single strand, or that bound skein of wisdom);  we are not
People of the Book but we are their direct descendants; we stand in that long line
of people who first, many thousands of years ago, were simply living out the
stories, and then, for millennia, telling them out loud, person to person, parent to
child, teacher to student, translating (often incorrectly) and embellishing (often
pretty blatantly) in this great ongoing game of telephone, the conveyance of sacred
tradition.  In the beginning, and for thousands of years, there were no books at all,
but the narrative was gathering.  Gradually, they began writing them out, their
stories and songs, their chronologies and laws, the recipe for building an ark,
instructions in prayer and cooking.  They wrote on papyrus, which they rolled into
scrolls, storing this one in a clay pot buried in the sand, this one high up in a
mountain cave, this one in a leather pouch (where it disintegrated into dust, and we
will never know what was written there;  these others in the library at Alexandria,
where they were all destroyed, but other copies weren’t, other versions, and these
were eventually compiled with others from different centuries and far-off regions,
writings that had little or nothing to do with each other, sorted, bound together with
gut twine, carried by boat and by camel and foot for thousands of miles, hundreds
of years, and then in some palace or cathedral, voted on, stamped by councils of
imperfect human beings as holy writ, the word of God, and in time inscribed by
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monks in garrets onto lambskin vellum, and then, at last, rendered for the first
time, at Gutenberg, in movable type, which changed everything.  And always,
these writings, some of them even before they were written, were cherished by real
people, not just by scribes and priests, but by communities - or else we wouldn’t
have them now; even as they were debated, redacted, puzzled over, interpreted and
reinterpreted, they were cherished - and never, until quite recently, well within the
last two centuries, did anyone, anywhere, consider the thing in its entirety to be
literally true, historically and scientifically accurate, every word fundamentally
infallible. That is a new development.  This book has always been a different kind
of true.

Unitarian Universalists are children of the People of the Book, most of us through
our own family lineages as well as through the history of this liberal religious
movement to which most of us have come as adults. Many of you would recognize
the Bibles brought to class last month when Jill and I taught a short course for 7th

and 8th graders. We asked everyone to bring a bible from home, if there was one,
tell us its story. Almost all of the kids brought in a confirmation bible received by
one of you in 2nd grade, with your names carefully inscribed by the minister of the
church you grew up in: Lutheran, Presbyterian, Methodist, Congregationalist,
Baptist, Episcopalian. Catholics and Jews, of course, had other kinds of Bibles
from other occasions, but most of us grew up under its influence, where subtle or
direct. How do we hold that legacy?

People ask sometimes when they’re thinking of visiting.  They’ve seen on the
website that our tradition comes squarely out of American Protestantism, which
came out of the Reformation, which was a reaction to Roman Catholicism, which
was an evolved form of the early Jesus movement, which really was a form of
radical Judaism, which came out of the northern and southern Hebrew
communities, which came out of pre-Semitic pagan traditions, which came out of
… what?  The desert sand, the stars, and people’s wonder looking up at them, their
fear, laughter, imagination, awe, their love, their questions, their need to make
meaning. “People tell stories,” says Ann Bushnell: “What creator birthed us out of
chaos, out of nothing into now and, how?”

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.  The earth was without
for m and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep.  And the Spirit of God
was moving over the face of the waters.  And God said, Let there be light!  and
there was light.

Let there be a big bang, out of nothing – and so it was.
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People tell stories, and in those parts of the world, eventually, they wrote them
down. In other places, other stories were equally beautiful, powerful and true, in
Africa, Australia, North America.  In these places the oral tradition was held to be
a more secure vessel for holding what the people valued most.  That difference has
made a difference.

“What do you believe about the Bible?” says the person on the phone. “Do you
teach it to children? (Yes, I say.)  “Do you preach from it?”  “Not every Sunday,” I
say.

There are so many sources of beauty and truth, so many windows to the holy for us
to look through, so many names for what cannot be spoken.  How could one text,
from one region of the world, from one slice of ancient time, possibly reflect “the
nine billion stars of God’s namelessness?”  The Bible is the port we hail from,
genetically as Unitarians and culturally in the west.  For us it is one source of
human wisdom, or one expression of human wisdom, expressed in many voices.

We read it, and we see how people are always still wrestling with angels in the
dark, like Jacob, and asking for a blessing; always still struggling, like Eve and
Adam, to understand what one writer calls “the hazards and rich rewards of
freedom” [the Rev. Donna Morrison Reed, in the pamphlet, “UU Views of the
Bible”];  we’re always still balancing, like Jesus, the everyday culture of
commerce and violence against the fierce urgency of love. It’s one of many
accounts of how people are always still suffering, like Job, without cause; always
still grieving, like Rachel, without solace; always still singing, like Miriam,
without ceasing.  It’s one mirror among many others in which we see how we are
still and always betraying each other and killing each other, like Judas and Cain,
and so many other failed heroes in both testaments; we see how, like David, we’re
a lot less noble than we think we are;  we read how, like Mary, we’re more exalted
than we ever could imagine;
and we’re still sort of dense like the disciples, whiny like the Hebrew children in
the desert; and we laugh like Sarah irreverently, right in the face of God; we’re still
loving life and each other with such passion and such unlikely ingenuity, like the
crafty midwives who saved Moses with a fantastic lie to Pharaoh (even though that
same baby Moses later grew up to bring down the law that said “Thou shalt not
bear false witness” – this book is a record of our inconsistencies, our
contradictions, our amazing imperfections, ambiguities, ambivalences…); we read
it and are reminded that we’re still taking crazy risks for love, like the anonymous
woman, known all around town as a sinner, who washed the feet of a tired stranger
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with her tears and dried them with her hair, even when the other people at the
dinner party were scandalized. “Who does she think she is?” they said. “She is
beloved of god,” said the stranger. “So are you.”  We’re still raising armies against
each other, still raising children against the odds.

The book, these books, are the stories of our lives, among many other stories of our
human lives.  All of it is holy because all of it is human, and so we tell and retell
these tales,  along with any others we can get our hands on, stories, poems
newspaper clippings, some of them 10,0000 years old, some written last week. We
read all of it on Sunday mornings, so we can try to remember who we are, where
we come from, where we’re headed, how we intend to go forward.  The Bible is a
part of that learning.

In Speaking of Faith, her book which has the same name as her radio program,
journalist Krista Tippett says that the language of the Bible happens to be her
native tongue- but her work proves she is well aware that the peoples of this world
speak hundreds of beautiful languages. Tippett writes:

Dietrich Bonheoffer described biblical stories as “ancient, magical pictures that
we need alongside modern technical, conceptual pictures if we are to become
wise.”  … The Bible, as I read it… is not a catalogue of absolutes, as its
champions sometimes imply.  Nor is it a document of fantasy, as its critics charge.
It is an ancient record of an ongoing encounter with God in the darkness as well as
the light of human experience.  Like all sacred texts, it employs multiple forms of
language to convey truth: poetry, narrative, legend, parable, echoing imagery,
wordplay, prophecy, metaphor, didactics, wisdom saying.  [I’ve found] that if [I]
sit with these bare-bones stories, pick over them, retell them, they begin to grow-
take on nuance and possibility – before[ my ]eyes. One layer of meaning is lifted
and another reveals itself.  You sense that the text would respond to every
conceivable question. In other words, if I stick with these texts – if I wrestle with
them and insist on a blessing – a blessing will come.  The only limitation is my
time, my powers of imaginative concentration, and my capacity to listen to the
interpretations of others.

Last fall Peter Danbury, a member here, sent me an article from the New York
Times about how chaplains in federal prisons across the country have been ordered
to remove thousands of volumes from prison chapel libraries. This purge of
religious books is entitled The Standardized Chapel Library Project, and it was
mandated by the Department of Justice after 2001 to bar access “to materials that
could “discriminate, disparage, advocate violence or radicalize.”  The Federal
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government has identified 20 religions legitimately practiced by Federal prisoners,
and for each of these it has selected an approved list of no more than 150 books.
Leaders of major denominations – Catholic, Jewish, Muslim, Protestant, have seen
the lists and are “baffled” by what’s on them and what isn’t, but they were not
consulted when the choices of books were made.  If a book is not on the list, it
cannot be placed in a prison library even if a chaplain requests it. There is no
funding to buy new, approved books, and some chapel libraries may close as a
result. Several lawsuits are pending.

This story triggered two questions in me, the first a serious question:
What is sacred literature? What is a holy text?  Who decides? What writing has
ever opened your ears and eyes, your soul and mind?  To what scripture do you
turn again and again, whether it’s found in an ancient book, or a new novel, or a
letter from your grandmother, a letter from a child, a poem by your friend Ann
Bushnell or scrap of something you just happened to pick up somewhere?  I know
scientists in this room whose lives were transformed forever by a physics text, or a
beautiful equation, some small bright thing that holds mystery and truth enough to
last a life time.  I know others here who read the Bible every day.  Who can say
what holy scripture is?

My other question is serious, also but more playful: If you were to be stranded on a
desert island, or in a federal prison, for the rest of your life, and could only take a
few things to read, what would they be?  If you could have access to a few books, a
few lines, a few things to strengthen your spirit, to quiet your fear, to gladden your
heart, what would they be?   Or -  if you could make your own loose leaf bible,
containing the passages, stories, verses, plays, songs, letters, good news, whatever
has made you wise, made you wonder, given you hope, restored your soul,
triggered your slumbering compassion, set up your ethical compass – what would
be in there?

What IS in there?

There’s an old Quaker song for children that they learn in First Day School
(Sunday school) about the Quaker reformer, George Fox:

In your old leather britches and your shaggy, shaggy, locks,
you are pulling down the pillars of the world, George Fox.

One verse teaches young Friends how their community regards the trappings of
conventional religious life:
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There’s a book, there’s a steeple, there’s a bell and a key
“They will bind us together!” –  but they can’t, said he [Fox].
For the book, it will crumble, and the steeple, it will fall,
but the Light will be shining at the end of it all.

Meaning – the “Book” is not holy- no more than any other book – but what it
points to is holy. What inspired it is holy, and whatever it was and is that inspired
people to share the stories of their lives, the stories of their encounters with
mystery and grief and love, and write them down.  The book, it will crumble… but
the light will shine on.

Quakers, of course, believe that the light of God burns within each person (and not
just in Quakers). There’s something in this beautiful idea that reminds me why I
cherish the Bible. It is, in both testaments, the story of a great covenant, of several
great covenants, that binds us to eternity and binds us to each other:  the covenant
of people and peoples with their God –

- here’s how we will live in the presence of the sacred –

and the covenant of the people, of all kinds of people, with each other –

-here’s how we will live in the sacred presence of each other.

In our Unitarian Universalist tradition, the covenant with God becomes a more
solitary piece of work, something for each of us to work out on our own, which is
privilege and our responsibility, but the covenant with each other - whether we live
it out through commandments carved in stone or principles carved out of practice –
the covenant we make in community with each other and with other communities,
that is holy to us.

“This is our great covenant,” is how we say it now.  That phrase, that commitment,
is rooted in literature handed down to us so carefully, so lovingly.  We cannot in
good faith accept it wholesale, entirely, and nor could we or would we deny it. It’s
part of who we are, and who we are in the process of becoming.

This is our great covenant-

and it’s an old, old covenant –
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to dwell together in peace,
to seek the truth in love
and to help one another.

The closing hymn, “Blessing,”  is a Sufi prayer,  a blessing for the children of the
People of the Book:

May the blessing of life be upon you
and may peace abide with you

May God’s presence illuminate your life
now and forever more.


