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The responsive reading that Warren and I read, “It Matters What We Believe”, encourages an increasing spaciousness in our belief systems. Hopefully, with that spaciousness comes not only tolerance for the beliefs of others, because I think that tolerance is not enough, but also an openness, curiosity, and hospitality for those beliefs. 
Several years back, when I first became a worship associate, I remember one of the other worship associates referring to “the ‘J’ word”, implying that it is not appropriate to say “Jesus” very often from the UU pulpit. “Buddha” seemed acceptable, and “Allah, Blessed be His Name” seemed ok. I did not really get it. Over the following several years, as I observed those who built worship and those who critiqued it, I realized several things:
As a congregation, we were developmentally on our way to religious tolerance, but by no means had we arrived. And we were not very near to inclusion at all. Many of us had not fully worked out our woundedness or our claustrophobia caused, perhaps, by religious traditions that were too rigid, exclusive, or punitive for folks like us, who as Anne Lamott reminded us, “are here to love and be loved freely.”  Some of us who are not birthright UUs came to the UU faith broken, yet hopeful, and many of us have tried to create a space where the ghost of any kind of fundamentalism can never again rear its ectoplasmic head. Unwittingly and ironically, sometimes it seemed like we were building a space where only certain thoughts, feelings, and religious impulses were allowed. Others became suspect and suspended. 

The world religious traditions have texts and creeds and tablets and tenets, and there is some really good stuff in there. If we follow the fourth Unitarian Universalist principle, the free and responsible search for truth and meaning, hopefully we can allow to flow from our pulpit pieces of those texts and tenets and creeds that are in concert with our 7 UU Principles. The real “J” word we need to watch out for is “judgment”. Sure, judgment has been part of the interpretations of many religious traditions for centuries, but every single day we have the opportunity--and if we follow our 7 principles, the responsibility--to extricate judgment from our faith tradition. In doing so, I believe magic will ensue, because we will begin to see connections rather than chasms between belief systems. Yes, I believe in magic, and the beauty of our faith tradition is that you don’t have to! 
It matters what we believe, and it matters how we arrive at our beliefs, but make no mistake about it, it is also a very personal and often holy journey. That which is personal and even holy, then, requires reverence. Reverence, to me, is the opposite of hubris. Hubris, as it pertains to faith would mean that I might think my beliefs are better than yours, more reasoned and reasonable, and I might even go so far as to assert a segregated notion of salvation. Reverence, on the other hand, refers to respect and veneration and amazement and maybe even enchantment at how others come to believe what they believe. 

 I have always been intrigued by those who become saved or by those who have spontaneous religious transformations. Yes, it can be disquieting when a saved person attempts to bring us into the fold as well, or maligns our own beliefs as heresy. Sometimes it is more than disquieting—it is annoying. But if we subtract all the stuff that makes it annoying and threatening--and I think that some of that “stuff” is our own hubris and sense of superiority--what might remain is that reverence for the religious impulse that brought this person to his rapture. (Now we would be here all day if I defined and clarified every word, but for a moment let us talk about the word “rapture.”  It is not a word I have used often, except to say that I love the somewhat irreverent bumper sticker that reads: “When the Rapture comes, can I have your car?” “Rapture” refers to mystical transportation to heaven for Christian believers, but it also implies ecstasy, delight, or bliss.) 
Faith can cause delight, amazement, and bliss.  Any faith can. 
It is just that bliss and delight that gave us the title for today’s reflections. I am a fan of Van Morrison, the Irish balladeer and poet who became a pop star in the 70s. Sometime in the late 70s or early 80s, he had his own Christian   conversion. I cannot tell you much about his conversion, except what I learned through the changes in his music. He went from a very solid and soulful pop star to someone whose songs are so filled with spirituality and mysticism that they often bring me to tears. Now, I do not consider myself a Christian, so it is not so much the content that touches me. What really reaches me is being privy to, through his music, the rapture of another human being brought on by his path of faith. It makes no sense for me to analyze or judge or make excuses for a belief system that illustrates and engenders so much depth and delight. It does not even make sense for me to try to reconcile his beliefs with my own, because though I am a huge fan, I can look on and simply delight in his delight, and feel gratitude for the fact that he continues to write songs and that his rapture informs his art.
In 1986, he released his album No Guru, No Method, No Teacher and it is from this album that we got today’s thought to ponder in your order of service. 
And then one day you came back home
You were a creature all in rapture
You had the key to your soul
And you did open
That day you came back
To the garden
This is the kind of religious impulse that so intrigues me, a sometimes spontaneous transformation that brings about an openness, a happiness, a path inward that did not exist before. I long to be around folks from any faith tradition who have experiences such as this. It can manifest as quiet, soulful, and centered, or animated and excited. But when it feels most authentic is when it is not accompanied by arrogance or impatience. As a hospice chaplain, this connection with folks finding the “key to their soul” is a weekly employee benefit, the value of   which luckily cannot be deducted from my paycheck. Being around people undergoing this kind of transformation also informs my faith.  
It matters what we believe, for our own growth and human efficacy, but it is also interesting to hear about the beliefs of others, if we promise to remain reverent and respectful. So I will tell you some of what I believe. If you promise…

At the risk of sounding like a Kenny Loggins back-up singer, I believe in Love. I believe Love is an energy source, like Electricity. And I believe that we have personal power that we don’t even realize and, as Marianne Williamson says, we sometimes “fear that we are powerful beyond all measure.” I believe that I do not have all the pieces to my faith figured out and I believe that it is ok if I never do, as long as I keep on trying. 

My approach to faith , if I were a painter, would be more like a 19th century Impressionist than a 20th Century Photo-realist. My beliefs are all in there, but they might be blurred and blended at the edges like a Monet painting, not to obscure but to create beauty. Up close it may look like random brush strokes, but from the vantage point of some age, some objective distance, and perhaps even some wisdom, it all makes a perfectly beautiful whole.  In fact, it is one of my favorite poems by Lisel Mueller, Monet Refuses the Operation, that illustrates what my faith sometimes feels like to me:
Monet Refuses the Operation
 

Doctor, you say that there are no haloes
around the streetlights in Paris
and what I see is an aberration
caused by old age, an affliction.
I tell you it has taken me all my life
to arrive at the vision of gas lamps as angels,
to soften and blur and finally banish
the edges you regret I don't see,
to learn that the line I called the horizon
does not exist and sky and water,
so long apart, are the same state of being.
Fifty-four years before I could see
Rouen cathedral is built
of parallel shafts of sun,
and now you want to restore
my youthful errors: fixed
notions of top and bottom,
the illusion of three-dimensional space,
wisteria separate
from the bridge it covers.
What can I say to convince you
the Houses of Parliament dissolve
night after night to become
the fluid dream of the Thames?
I will not return to a universe
of objects that don't know each other,
as if islands were not the lost children
of one great continent.  The world
is flux, and light becomes what it touches,
becomes water, lilies on water,
above and below water,
becomes lilac and mauve and yellow
and white and cerulean lamps,
small fists passing sunlight
so quickly to one another
that it would take long, streaming hair
inside my brush to catch it.
To paint the speed of light!
Our weighted shapes, these verticals,
burn to mix with air
and changes our bones, skin, clothes
to gases.  Doctor,
if only you could see
how heaven pulls earth into its arms
and how infinitely the heart expands
to claim this world, blue vapor without end.
 

~ Lisel Mueller ~
Over time, I have lost the defined and rigid edges of my faith that served only to separate me from others, often rendering me self-righteous and obnoxious. It is ok with me that my faith is impressionistic and that I cannot prove to you that love abides,  that  dogs are sacred,  that  children know more than we will ever know (unless we get back to the source of things)  and that I sometimes know things before they happen. I want it to be ok with you too. Because it is ok with me that perhaps you have to have causes and effects for all that you believe, or that you have a bumper sticker that says, “Show me the empirical evidence”, or that you have a skepticism so healthy it can run marathons. Let us build consensus about faith--not about the particular pieces of faith-- but about our right to believe what our paths to the meeting house have revealed to us so that we can move beyond paternalism and tolerance to a place where our minds and hearts are open to the endless possibilities what can be known, understood, and embraced. 
