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Now that we are on the other side of Christmas and approaching a New Year, I thought we would take some time this morning to look back and to look forward – to look back at some of the ideas and assumptions that drive not only the holiday season, but much of our society and culture. You see, in many ways, the weeks leading up to December 25th as well as the goals we set for ourselves with our inevitable New Year’s resolutions, are a reflection of something larger in our cultural, moral, and theological life.  And I want to spend our time together exploring that theology and considering how our lives and our world might look if we embraced a very different understanding and approach not only to the holiday season, but to our lives and our world.


Now don’t get me wrong. I love the holiday season and the values it embodies. I mean, who can argue with peace on earth and good will towards others? And in the midst of the commercialism of the season, those values do manage to get translated into concrete and meaningful actions. Many of us find the time to gather with family and friends, and with our faith communities. And we also generously open our hearts and our purse strings to donate time and money to those in need.   


And yet, for all the kindness and good will, there seems to be an equal if not greater emphasis on another set of values – consumption, acquisition, self-gratification, and a restless, almost unquenchable desire for more. And in order to get more, we spend countless hours rushing about, stuck in traffic and standing in long lines, frantically searching for that one item or object which will magically bring pleasure and happiness to our lives.  


Why do we do it? What is it that leads us to turn the values of love and good will into a frenzy of buying and consumption? As I said before, I think there’s a theology and a world view that has us in its grips – a way of seeing ourselves and the world that influences not only how we behave during the holiday season, but also throughout the year and much of our lives. And that theology, that ideology, is our embrace of and our commitment to progress- a commitment to “improving” our lives by accumulating more of those things that make our lives more convenient and more pleasurable. 


Now I know I’m wading into complex waters by taking on the theology of progress. I mean, isn’t progress simply the idea that life can and should get better, that the problems of today can be solved, and that we can leave our children a world that is a better, more prosperous, and hopefully more just than we found it?


Progress has certainly been and remains a cherished value and an important part of our own Unitarian Universalist tradition. We have always considered ourselves to be a progressive, forward looking religion. We honor tradition but do not view ourselves as being caught in its grip. In fact, Unitarian Universalism proudly embraces learning and change. That’s precisely why the title of our hymnal is “Singing the Living Tradition.” Our religion is indeed a living tradition, taking the best of the past while at the same time, growing, changing, and yes, making progress.


Our commitment to progress is also embodied in our work to build a better world. James Freeman Clarke, a well known 19th century Unitarian minister, leader of the Transcendentalist movement, and social activist, perhaps best captured our tradition’s commitment to a progressive outlook on the world with his famous “Five Points of Unitarianism.” Remembering that Clarke lived in a time when Unitarianism was far more closely connected to our Christian roots and far less open-minded in its use of gender exclusive religious language, Clarke listed the five points of Unitarianism as being - the fatherhood of God, the brotherhood of man, the leadership of Jesus, salvation by character, and the progress of mankind, onward and upward forever. Clearly a belief and yes I would say a faith in progress has been and remains a key aspect of Unitarian Universalism.


So has Unitarian Universalism been wrong in its commitment to progress, onward and upward forever? Where does this theology of progress come from and has it had a negative impact on our lives and our world?


Now in many ways, I think it’s easy to blame our culture of consumption and commercialism for our frantic pursuit of a new and better way. Modern advertising seeks to instill a kind of permanent discontent with what we have, telling us that we are lost and lonely and behind everyone else so that we will always feel the need to go out and buy that one item or items that will make our discontent disappear. 

And yet, sometimes I think there’s something deeper than advertising and commerce at work in our pursuit of progress and a better way of life. Humankind seems to possess a basic and inherent need to improve, to learn, to create, and yes to make progress. Think for a moment about the biblical story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Now that story has often been interpreted to mean that human nature is inherently sinful and the world we live in is, therefore, somehow fallen. But I must say that I read this story very differently and see in it a powerful testament both to the promise and the peril of progress.

You see, we often forget that Adam and Eve lived in paradise, in Eden. And Eden was not far off, in another realm, or to be experienced only after death. Rather paradise was right here, on this planet and in this life. And when Adam and Eve chose to eat the apple, what they displayed was not an evil or sinful nature, but instead a curiosity and a thirst for something more – in this case more knowledge and more power. Rather than accepting and cherishing the paradise in which they were blessed to live, the first couple gave in to a kind of restlessness and yearning for something greater than we are or have.

And in many ways, this restlessness and yearning are good things and essential for human life. You see, in that yearning for something greater resides our need to create, to learn, to grow, and to transform ourselves and our world. It is that yearning which produces the Einsteins, the Bach’s, the Michelangelos and the Mother Theresas of the world. Out of our basic human hunger for progress can come so much beauty, so much brilliance, and so much love.  


But as the biblical story makes clear, this creative spark and yearning for progress comes with its own set of problems. And that problem, I believe, is not with the idea of progress per se but with the implications it holds for how we understand the world we live in and how we choose to live our lives today. You see, for all of its wonderful talk of a future in which humankind moves onward and upward forever, belief in the need for progress contains within in it a potentially demoralizing and I would even say dehumanizing perspective on the present – a perspective that can sometimes lead us to great acts of creativity and genius, but which can also lead us to feel chronically dissatisfied with our lives and our world, and to live unaware of the beauty and the blessings of life itself. 



Wayne Muller, author of a number of wonderful books on spirituality, argues that the theology of progress has had an enormously detrimental effect on our spiritual lives. Defining progress as “the road to a new and improved promised land,” Muller makes a very powerful and compelling case that if the promised land of progress is a better place than we live today, then where we are right now must be, by definition, an imperfect and defective place. As Muller writes, “Today, because it is not perfect, must be a bad day and our job, above all else, is to get the heck out of here.” 


And how do we do that, how do we get the heck out of here? By focusing most of our time and attention on what is wrong with us and what is missing in our lives, and on what we need to do to improve, rather than on the abundance and blessings of life in the here and now. And this focus on what we are lacking leads to chronic dissatisfaction and dis-ease.  The present moment is never enough, never blessed, never a time or a place where we can simply be content. Rather, we must always be planning, making lists, setting goals, getting better, reaching for more, and striving to be better, smarter, stronger, and more competitive than we are today. And should we reach out latest goal or acquire the most technologically advanced gadget, soon we must begin planning our next objective and our next purchase. 


Our chronic dissatisfaction and striving for progress takes a terrible toll on our lives and our spirits. We rarely if ever slow down to be, as Elizabeth Tarbox says, touched, calmed, and healed by the broken stubble of the marsh grass or the immense pattern of the universe. Because our lives are so far from the promised land of progress, we find it hard to live from a place of deep gratitude and appreciation for simple but wondrous fact that we are alive and part of a universe that is, as Robbie Walsh reminds us, blessed with the music of Bach and the beauty of crocuses and lovers.”


Perhaps most damaging of all, our obsession with progress and our chronic dissatisfaction with the way things are have robbed us of the ability to rest. In a world driving us to reach for and acquire more, we cannot slow down, cannot stop, cannot sit down long enough to take in and connect with the beauty and majesty all around us. 


Perhaps in no other aspect of our lives is this inability to rest more apparent than in the language we use about death. Think about the way we so often describe the existence of those who have died. As Muller points out, we often speak of death as an opportunity for our loved ones finally to rest and to be at peace. The timeless and beautiful words of the 23rd Psalm, which I often use at memorial services, describe death as a time to “lie down in green pastures” and “to rest beside the still waters.” Our progress obsessed, rest-averse culture and theology have made death the only acceptable time for us to stop chasing what we lack and simply to be, to slow down, and to rest beside the still waters. Death becomes our only escape from our perpetual efforts to fix what is wrong and to acquire what we lack. 


But as Muller and so many spiritual teachers and writers point out, there is a way out of all this – a way of living and being that enables us to live in the here and now, for today, and to savor the taste, the smell, and the beauty of this creation. And that way, that path is to live mindfully and prayerfully, in the present moment, taking time to listen, to savor, and to appreciate the simple gifts that present themselves to us every day – love, friendship, sunshine, starlight, and the miraculous ability we so often take for granted – the ability just to be able to breathe in and to breathe out.


Rather than waiting for death to give us rest, we need to live our lives as if rest and Sabbath matter. Instead of constantly striving for what we lack, we can take the time to live the words of the 23rd Psalm. We can choose to lie down in green pastures and rest beside the still waters.


And that’s why I’m going to re-think my annual resolutions in this upcoming New Year. Not that I don’t need to drop a few pounds and get better organized – two items which almost always make it on to my list of New Year’s resolutions. But it is now clear to me that being resolved to make progress on my perpetual goals is not nearly as important as being mindful and intentional about those things I almost never put on any list I write – rest, quiet, gratitude, and taking time to live from a place of deep appreciation for the gift of life, for Bach, for crocuses, and for love.

