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READING 

from Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself ”  in  Leaves of Grass, first published in 1855 

 
I have said that the soul is not more than the body, 
And I have said that the body is not more than the soul, 
And nothing, not God, is greater to one than one's self is, 
And whoever walks a furlong without sympathy walks to his own 
funeral drest in his shroud, 
And I or you pocketless of a dime may purchase the pick of the 
earth, 
And to glance with an eye or show a bean in its pod confounds the 
learning of all times, 
And there is no trade or employment but the young man following it 
may become a hero, 
And there is no object so soft but it makes a hub for the wheel'd 
universe, 
And I say to any man or woman, Let your soul stand cool and composed 
before a million universes. 

And I say to mankind, Be not curious about God, 
For I who am curious about each am not curious about God, 
(No array of terms can say how much I am at peace about God and 
about death.) 

I hear and behold God in every object, yet understand God not in the 
least, 
Nor do I understand who there can be more wonderful than myself. 

Why should I wish to see God better than this day? 
I see something of God each hour of the twenty-four, and each moment 
then, 
In the faces of men and women I see God, and in my own face in the 
glass, 
I find letters from God dropt in the street, and every one is sign'd 
by God's name, 
And I leave them where they are, for I know that wheresoe'er I go, 
Others will punctually come for ever and ever. 

And as to you Death, and you bitter hug of mortality, it is idle to 
try to alarm me. 

American Gospel 
In the year 325, almost 17 centuries ago, in what is now the Turkish city Iznik, but was then called Nicaea, the Emperor Constantine gathered a conference of bishops from various lands to address concerns about the Christian church, to which he had recently converted. The church was young in the 4th century and as it spread and grew, Constantine’s fear was that it was becoming too diversified: priests and bishops were interpreting scripture and developing practices all on their own, evolving distinct, regional congregations instead of one, true, uniform, unified global Church which an emperor could easily control. He convened the bishops to standardize the Christian calendar, to formalize the rules for ordination and excommunication, to itemize various blasphemies, heresies and punishable errors, and to resolve once and for all a vexing question about the nature of God and the nature of Jesus Christ, which until then had been held as a matter of opinion or a matter of memory even, of stories passed down through human hands, debatable ideas, fascinating, lively ideas not yet set in stone.  Nicaea was one of the first great manifestations of organized bureaucracy.  Much was accomplished at that first world-wide ecumenical council, including the adoption of a creed that would serve the church for centuries to come, the Nicene Creed that many of you memorized as children:  We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is seen and unseen. We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, one in being with the Father...  Those present and voting decided that Jesus was not human but fully divine, and ever since this has been the doctrine of the church, Catholic first, then Protestant. It’s easy to forget that this most essential tenet of Christian belief was determined by a ballot measure, after much campaigning, - no angels, no lightning bolts, not even a burning bush to mark the spot (which is now under a lake in Turkey) – just politics and theology, and a secretary who took good minutes.  
No one knows how many men were present at the Council of Nicaea (probably two or three hundred) but we do know that there were two dissenting votes.  When people ask us now, all these centuries later, where Unitarian Universalism comes from, how we got this way, where we get our strange ideas, whether we’re not some upstart, new age, passing trend, we can point to those two votes, cast by  delegates whose names we do not know but who must have been comrades of the Bishop Arius, who believed completely that Jesus was a human person and who risked his life to say so. The Arians lost the referendum, but their idea persisted, their  minority opinion; the question persisted, and persists, and it is more important than the answer.  Keeping questions open, ideas open, minds open, the windows of the house of faith wide open, is still and always important.  For us it is spiritual discipline.  Nicaea closed the window, or it tried to, on many, many spiritual possibilities. 
Fast forward 16 centuries. I read recently about something the great Russian writer Tolstoy said.  Somewhere he wrote that he didn’t think it was possible for a Christian to believe both in the Nicene Creed (the mystical doctrine of an otherworldly, supernatural Christ) and also in the Sermon on the Mount, the most simple and elegant synopsis of the teachings of Jesus about how to be a good person in this world, in this life, trying every day to love these neighbors as oneself, and this earth, now and here, and nowhere else. Tolstoy didn’t believe that you could dedicate your heart, mind, soul and strength to heaven and to earth at the same time, the holy realm beyond and the ordinary world right here. For hi, creed mattered less than covenant, the promises that hold us in relation to each other and tether us to earth; what we recite in church or say we believe matters less than what we do.  And apparently, while he was thinking and writing these radical, heretical religious thoughts, Tolstoy had on his desk a new copy of the first edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, carried somehow to Russia from Brooklyn, New York, this beautiful song of the human spirit. Whitman (who was no Christian) wrote of the soul that needs no church to grow, the soul grounded in nature, perfected in kindness, forgiveness and love;  he sang a wild, unprecedented declaration of independence and interdependence, benevolence and natural reverence, love of the land and love of the people, full of lust and blustery gladness, and animals and atoms and sweat and suffering: real life. 

I believe a leaf of grass is no less than the journey-work of the stars 

And a grain of sand is equally perfect, and the egg of the wren, 

… And the running blackberry would adorn the parlors of heaven,

And the narrowest hinge in my hand puts to scorn all machinery,

And the cow crunching with depress’d head surpasses any statue,

And a mouse is miracle enough to stagger sextillions of infidels.  

[By “infidels” he meant people locked in narrow churches with their lifeless creeds.]

… sermons never convince,

The damp of the night drives deeper into my soul…

All truths wait in all things. 

I have said that the soul is not more than the body, 
And I have said that the body is not more than the soul, 
…And there is no object so soft but it makes a hub for the wheel'd 
universe, 
And I say to any man or woman, Let your soul stand cool and composed 
before a million universes. 

…I see something of God each hour of the twenty-four, 
…In the faces of men and women I see God, and in my own face in the 
glass… 

He went on and on, about God and dogs and farming, democracy and slavery and oceans and atoms and stars, work and women and children and play, and loafing in the grass, which for him was holy prayer.  This was new religion in America, and Russia – new, and very, very old. 
The fragment about Tolstoy, who had this strange, new book in his hands and started then to write strange things about religion, comes from a contemporary writer, Eric Reese, in his book American Gospel.  He grew up in the South, the son and grandson of fundamentalist Baptist preachers, but he was converted by Walt Whitman, and Jefferson and Emerson and William James, and this large hearted, open hearted, open minded religious imagination that somehow took firm root here in the 19th century, but was planted even earlier than that.  He writes of Thomas Jefferson, who like Tolstoy rejected the creed of Christ to embrace the teaching of Jesus, Jefferson who took a razor to his copy of the gospels and cut out all the miracles, all the later layers of theology and politics inserted by the church.  The resulting text was very sparse, a difficult, beautiful teaching.  According to Reese, Jefferson boiled Christian ethics down to bullet points:

· be just;  justice comes from virtue, which comes from the heart;

· treat people the way we want them to treat us

· always work for peaceful resolutions, even to the point of returning violence with compassion

· consider valuable the things that have no material value

· not let the pursuit of wealth or the accumulation of possessions distract us from an authentic life, a true sense of being
· not judge others

· not bear grudges
· be modest and unpretentious

· give out of true generosity, not because we expect to be repaid

[ from American Gospel] 
This “American gospel” grew up concurrently in the young republic with America’s other national religion, the grim, looming shadow of Puritanism and Calvinism that became contemporary fundamentalism. They are exact opposites, these two gospels, the one creative and wild and open to ideas, instincts, intuition, innovation, science, nature, the other guarded and closed, afraid of the body, afraid of the mind, afraid of the soul that could take off and soar. They grew up here together, descendants of a much older theological debate. It’s as if we have had two theme songs, two national religious anthems ringing simultaneously in our ears for almost 300 years: the sad drone of sinfulness and shame, orthodox doctrine and judgment, always looking past this profane world to eternal life hereafter, and the song of the free spirit, full of gratitude and wonder, focused not narrowly on personal salvation, but on ever-widening circles of sympathy and generosity and interconnection and inclusion.  
When people ask how American Unitarian Universalism became what it is now, we can point to Walt Whitman, who was not a Unitarian but who sent his book of poems to Emerson in Concord where they were received with astonishment and warm reviews.  We can point to Leo Tolstoy, who was not a Unitarian nor an American, but who named our spiritual dilemma so well.  Our story is not that of an alternative to religion in America, but of a vigorous, viable alternative narrative at the very heart and soul of the country’s identity. 
A few weeks back, an article in the New York Times Magazine focused on the Texas Board of Education, which, because it has a lot of money, has a lot of influence over the production of textbooks for public schools nationwide.  Each year the Board reviews the content and criteria for a different subject; last year it was science, and of course creationism was at the top of their agenda. This year they’re taking up Social Studies and American history, and two questions are front and center: Is America a Christian nation or not?  Did the founders intend to establish a theocracy or not?  To the Texas Board of Education, these questions are rhetorical and the truths are self-evident.  One member writes: 
The underlying authority for our constitutional form of government stems directly from biblical precedents.  Hence, the only accurate method of ascertaining the intent of the Founding Fathers at the time of our government’s inception comes from  biblical worldview.  …We as a nation were intended by God to be a light set on a hill to serve as a beacon of hope and Christian charity to a lost and dying world.  

This member does not herself believe in public education or in what she calls “the inappropriateness of a state-created, tax-payer supported school system.”  She holds her seat on the Texas Board because “this battle for our nation’s children and who will control their education and training is crucial to our success for reclaiming our nation… The philosophy of the classroom in one generation will be the philosophy of the government in the next.”       

Is America a Christian nation?   When we first moved to Minnesota 11 years ago from Massachusetts, the epicenter of Puritanism and Pilgrim piety, we were amazed at how deeply churched this part of the country is. I didn’t believe it when a child here told me that a local church had a “pastors table” in the cafeteria of the middle school every day, where kids were encouraged by adults and sometimes pressured by each other to eat lunch.  I didn’t believe it when another student told me that morning prayers around the flagpole were a school-sanctioned activity, and that sometimes those prayers included petitions for the conversion of students who were gay, or thought to be gay, or kids suspected of atheism. We were surprised that Good Friday is always a school holiday, and surprised when the City Council in White Bear Lake started opening its sessions with an blessing from local ministers.  I was surprised to become one of those ministers: How to say “no” when by saying yes I could by my very presence make the whole rotation “interfaith?”  How to say “yes” with integrity?  
Is America a Christian nation?  There’s no question that the framers of the Constitution and the authors of the Declaration of Independence wrote and spoke of God.  Historians argue back and forth about whether they meant to make a Christian revolution here or whether they were Christians by default, in the same way that they were racists by default, and chauvinists by default, captives (for all their talk of freedom) of their own context, as people always are, unable to imagine completely the very liberty they were inventing.  If women and slaves and the peoples native to the land were excluded from America’s beautiful equation, if it was not self-evident to Jefferson that they were all created equal, too, even the slaves he owned, even the one he loved who bore his children, if he could not imagine their full humanity, it may be because such imagination was beyond his reach in 1776.  He would write differently today, argue the more liberal historians.  

Jefferson, who coined the phrase “wall of separation,” has been accused all along, by detractors from his own lifetime on up to the present day, of being an atheist, a Deist, a devil-worshipper, a Free-Thinker corrupted by the French, a Unitarian, and the Anti-Christ incarnate (for some these terms were all synonymous).  In all his life, the work he was most proud of was not the Declaration, nor his presidency, nor Monticello, but a Virginia state statute on the imperative religious freedom.  In 1784 he wrote: 
Difference of opinion is advantageous in religion.  Is uniformity attainable?  Millions of innocent men, women and children since the introduction of Christianity, have been burnt, tortured, fined, imprisoned, yet we have not advanced one inch toward uniformity.  What have been the effects of coercion?  To make one half the world fools and the other half hypocrites.  To support roguery and terror all over the earth.  Let us reflect that it is inhabited by a thousand millions of people.  That these profess probably a thousand different systems of religion.  That ours is but one of that thousand. 

In Texas the Board of Education is hoping over time to enlarge the voices of more orthodox Christian patriots, and to de-emphasize Jefferson’s importance, along with that of  James Madison, Thomas Paine, and even George Washington.  In 1790 the new President wrote to leaders of the first synagogue in America, at Newport, Rhode Island these words of friendship and assurance: 
The Citizens of the United States of America have a right to applaud themselves for having given to mankind examples of an enlarged and liberal policy: a policy worthy of imitation. All possess alike liberty of conscience and immunities of citizenship. It is now no more that toleration is spoken of, as if it was by the indulgence of one class of people, that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent national gifts. For happily the Government of the United States …  gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance …  
Writing to the synagogue was one thing;  could Washington have possibly imagined sending an e-mail message to the Hmong community of St. Paul or a text to the Somali communities of Minneapolis? Could John Adams have foreseen the formal New England Unitarianism of his patriarchal family expanding to become this “church of the earth,” holding Jews and liberal Christians, agnostics, Buddhists, atheists?  It’s doubtful that Adams could even have imagined Emerson or Thoreau, let alone Walt Whitman or the Covenant of UU Pagans or the UUA’s Office of Bisexual, Gay, Lesbian, Transgender Concerns, any more than those dissenters in Nicaea could recognize us as their descendants here.  What they all imagined was the possibility of a world that could expand beyond their own imaginations. The documents they gave us were larger than the men themselves. Their understanding of freedom and conscience was expansive and open, like the new country itself, and they intended spacious possibility.  
One of the terms the Texas Board of Education has required publishers to change in history books is the phrase “living document,” first introduced a hundred years ago in reference to the Constitution. The School Board now believes that this may be misleading; they prefer the term “enduring document,” as opposed to one that lives and breathes in the imagination, received anew in every generation and open to fresh insight. It does not live, says the school board, “it endures,” a word which comes from the root durare, which means hard, unchanging, like a stone. This speaks more of fear than faith to me.  
Two hundred years after Jefferson and Madison, a hundred years beyond Walt Whitman, a new poet, descended from a slave, spoke a different gospel, as new poets do each day.  I close with the words of Maya Angelou:

Women, children, men, 

 Lift up your eyes upon 
This day breaking for you. 
Give birth again 
To the dream. 

Take it into the palms of your hands, 
Mold it into the shape of your most 
Private need. Sculpt it into 
The image of your most public self. 
Lift up your hearts. 
Each new hour holds new chances 
For a new beginning. 
Do not be wedded forever 
To fear, yoked eternally 
To brutishness. 

The horizon leans forward, 
Offering you space to place new steps of change. 
Here, on the pulse of this new day 
You may have the grace to look up and out 
And into your sister's eyes, and into 
Your brother's face, your country 
And say simply 
Very simply 
With hope – 
Good morning. 
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