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CALL TO WORSHIP

In the gospel according to Luke, Jesus tells theysif a tax collector and a
Pharisee who went into the temple to pray. Thectdbectors of that day were despised
as enforcers of oppressive taxes levied by the Rdemapire. The Pharisees were among
the most erudite of the Jewish people.

The Pharisee stood up and offered a prayer of #tavikg, saying “God, | thank
you that | am not like other people: thieves, egywdulterers, or even like this tax
collector here. | fast twice a week; | give a keat all my income.” The tax collector
was standing off to the side, his head bowed. WherPharisee finished, the tax
collector began to pray and simply said, “God, @raiful to me, a sinner.” Of these
two, Jesus told his audience, the tax collector thane who went home in a state of
grace.

What would it mean to us to say “I am a sinner?hafshould we make of these
labels — sin and sinner, we who have left behirttbne of original sin and sin as a list of
forbidden acts? Are such words, which have beed ge often as bludgeons to make
people feel guilty, of any use to us at all? Coleieys look these questions in the eye.
Come, let us worship together.

SERMON
Long ago and far away, there was a man who starteghly successful religious
movement. People flocked to him with an unusualstjon. Rather than who he was or
where he came from, they wanted to know WHAT he.wEtsey queried “are you a
god?” He said no. “an angel’? No. A saint?. Nibhen what are you,” they finally
asked. And he answered, “I am awake.” And so tteyed him, “The Awakened One,”
or, in Sanskrit, “Buddha.”

Being awake to the gift of being alive was the @gfe of sin, in the ancient
world view. Long before churches developed théamodf sin as a list of forbidden acts,
sin was thought of as the inherent tendency of msna fall asleep spiritually, forgetting
their connection to God.

And if you believe there is a spark of the divinaall of us, disconnection from
God must also mean disconnection from other pempdefrom our own true selves. An
important cause of the disconnection is the unaldraman experience of being
wounded. Some spiritual wounds are so intensehfydahat the immediate coping



response is simply to lose consciousness -- adiself-administered anesthesia. But
our material lives go on; and thus this conditibmmmconsciousness turns living into a
kind of sleepwalking.

The ancient understanding of sin recognized greatligess in humanity, but also
recognized that we can become disconnected frorgaad nature when we are
wounded. The word sin actually comes down to asfthe Saxon word “sund,” from
which we get our archaic English word “sunder”. iAshat familiar wedding language
that goes, “what God has joined together, let r@mut_asunder To sunder something
is to disconnect its parts, and to do so violenttyg sever, as in inflicting a wound.

In the Christian church, a very different view afthan nature eventually
prevailed, reflected in the Seven Deadly Sinsveiried by medieval Catholicism -- and
in the harsh teachings of Calvinism: that humamsldmentally are inclined toward evil
and must be carefully controlled by promises ofarhand threats of punishment in
heaven and hell. Calvin planted Geneva thick Vaitts against sin. He was a lawyer, by
the way. This orthodoxy is reflected in fundaméstaChristian churches even today.

Now, there’s nothing wrong with making lists ofrigs that are likely to
disconnect us from God, from others, and from sélie Ten Commandments did that.
The mischief comes in two ways. The first ishimking that sin can be reduced to lists
of prohibited acts, rather than the conditafrfalling asleep. A list of forbidden acts is of
no use to a sleepwalker. The second is in thinthagysin can be eliminated by the threat
of punishment. Threats of punishment are not nmegini to a sleepwalker either. And
we can’t help but notice that the ineffectivenelsthese lists of sins and the
accompanying threats of burning in a lake of foegromises of bliss in heaven). Sin is
thriving.

In the middle of the last century, a story circaeththat the legislature of the State
of Kansas commissioned a study of the causeslofadicrossing accidents. Reading in
the resulting report that the overwhelming majoatyuch accidents involved the last car
of the train, the determined Kansas legislatorsgésa law declaring that in their fine
state, there no longer would be any last carsandr. . . That's sort of what we UUs
have done with sin, isn’'t it? We long ago moveagirom the heavy-handed list-and-
threat-based conception of sin. But instead ottigung a new one, we simply dropped
the word from our spiritual vocabulary. So now vewé a feel-good religion without sin
-- as if by banishing the word, we could elimintte reality. But you can’t throw away
wounding experiences, or the traumatic spirituatdnnections they inflictLike the last
car of the train, they can’t just be erased.

A spiritual void is left in modern life by the adssce of a meaningful conception
of sin for dealing with wounding disconnectionsfteh the initial trauma of spiritual
wounds abates somewhat, we start to regain cors®ss; and the pain sets in. And our
consumerist culture has responded to that voidraarketing opportunity — for every
conceivable kind of anesthesia to dull the pairt jdist the obvious ones like drugs,
alcohol, too much food, fancier possessions, ontaoh television; but also things like



impressive job titles and other status symbolsesEranesthetics actually drive us deeper
into the sleepwalking that used to be called sin.

This has personal meaning for me, in relation toawn history of immersing
myself in work. In 1983, | spent what seemed BKHemy waking hours on a case
concerning the court-supervised dismantling of AT&fElephone monopoly. My son
Galen was in first grade that year, and he wrditl@ essay entitled “My Dad.”

The first sentence read “My dad likes to work.exX¥l some geography: “He
works at One Market Plaza.” And then, in thedtsentence, a surprise: “He has black
hair and blue eyes.” | have neither, of coursehuckled at the essay, but wasn’t worried
by it. My work was intellectually satisfying. Myife and children had everything they
could possibly need.

| was reminded of Galen’s essay some years lategnwwas living in Japan with
my family and working with another team of lawyersanother sprawling case —
involving copyright protection of software for m&ame computers. The work was
intense and involved frequent trips back to the.U.S

My daughter Marianne was attending a kindergambemrexpatriate American kids
in Tokyo, and her teacher told me about a funny ernn class, just before the
Thanksgiving break. At circle time she had askexichildren to take turns saying what
they were thankful for. When it came to Mariansige thought a minute and announced,
“I'm thankful that my dad is home for all major ladys.”

| laughed — it was one of those “kids say the daesethings” moments. Galen’s
little essay popped back into my mind briefly, Mdrianne’s picture of her Dad as
someone primarily associated with “all major hojistacertainly didn’t worry me. My
work was intellectually satisfying. My wife andlitdren had everything they could
possibly need.

Years later, looking back from the vantage pointngfpath toward ministry, |
could see how | had been using my law practicadtadce myself from others. | had
plenty of daily contact with other people. Butdigireverthe kind in which anything
deep is revealed. Not even with my family. | wawking too hard to have time for that.

And | saw what | was working so hard_to: dim construct a publiself to place
between me and others, to disconnect them fromealyself. | wanted to present that
public self and say to others, in effect, “tlssvho | am” — I'm the one who wrote this
well-honed legal brief, or gained the confidencehis important new client.

| wanted to present this public persona to myaetf say, “I am not that clumsy
kid who showed up for high school basketball trgouearing the wrong brand of
sneakers, or that socially backward college freshwiao couldn’t be suave with the girl
he wanted to ask for a date.” Whatever represefdethe, an experience of being
wounded -- that’s what | wanted not to be.



| wanted to give people something easy to lovelfaisat would not be rejected
as inadequate. This coping strategy was the hmmstld do in light of my own history of
wounds and fears. But it was costly, deprivingahthe enlivening experience of letting
others get close to me, and vice-versa. And thatbers” included my own children.
They grew up fine, but | slept through some presipieces of my own life.

At this point, you may wonder what this story baslo with sin. Being a garden
variety workaholic sounds too ordinary, not culgabt dramatic enough to be called sin.
But this just shows how deeply ingrained those D&t/notions of sin really are -- even
among UUs. Sin as disconnection often happensail slaily doses, almost
surreptitiously. As C. S. Lewis observed, “Theesatoad to Hell is the gradual one —
the gentle slope, soft underfoot, without suddenifigs, without milestones, without
signposts.” Just cruising along in our sleep, tbathe world.”

Metaphorically, at least, disconnection and sledkwa represent a kind of hell
on earth, rather than in an afterlife. As todgo®t said, “gorging ourselves and starving
our neighbors, starving ourselves and storing oaing casting our trash upon the
waters and then looking around in dull surprise nvber environment becomes a
hellbroth of pollution. In thigell, life is filled with the head-on collisionsi@ sundering
wounds that are inevitable when you sleepwalk, @lwith simply missing out on the joy
of life. And being fully awake to life represemtkind of paradise on earth in which the
human capacity for relating on the basis of lovgiven full expression.

How, then, do we rouse ourselves from our somnéisthu and overcome our
condition of disconnectedness? We need to reactoaiher people, even though this
may lead to yet another wound. This is the only teaget and give the love and
acceptance we have been looking for all along.

Love is the willingness to see and acceptrih in others and to be seen and
accepted for the truth we are by others. Love Bappvhen we reveal ourselves to one
another, and tell the whole truth about ourseleesne another, including our wounds
and all of the hurtful things we do in the pairsath wounds. And then accept one
another just the way we are -- flawed, messy, apalsle of wounding and being
wounded.

Love engenders aliveness, and yet, humans areydayiivalent about this kind
of encounter. The fear of revealing ones sely/fald being rejected, of yet another
wounding experience, is deep. The religious wordaxhat happens in this intense
encounter is confession, another word that libeslgdions find repugnant — even though,
like sin, it need not carry any implication of guilmagine the courage it took for that tax
collector in the temple to offer up a prayer of f'@msion in front of an unfriendly
audience. The idea that real love requires coidiess frightening.

And so the dilemma: if you reach out to otherstfmse encounters that are the
only way to experience loving and being loved, atiog others and being accepted by
them, you may be wounded yet again. But if youndbreach out, you will continue to



sleepwalk your way through hell on earth, havingiaging collisions with other people
— and_missinghe paradise on earth that being truly awake #nd @an bring.

In emotional terms, there is no such thing as @ lce to start working our way
out of this bind, but some places are less thr@agaghan others. Right here in our own
spiritual community should be one of those lessatening places. And we are working
to make it so. Next Thursday, our Committee orhRRelations will present a detailed
proposal to the Board to bring into being a groagdidated to preventing and healing
wounding encounters among members of our own contynunhis is holy work, and
however named, it is all about dealing with sinealthg with what happens when we fall
into sleepwalking and sleeptalking, acting out lofwounds, doing and saying things to
each other that don’t represent who we really atengs that afterward bewilder even
the people who did and said them — almost as ¥ tfael been somewhere else when the
collision happened.

We UUs are sometimes jokingly referred to as camsid ourselves too good for
God to damn to hell. Might we be missing somehat paradise on earth that comes
with being truly awake? Who knows what we miglsicdiver if we looked inward to see
whether a part of ourselves here or there hasifakdeep, become disconnected, while
our attention was turned elsewhere. We might énehsomething that calls for
confession — not as an acknowledgement of guittrdther as a revelation of self.

If we did these things, it would not mean an endiofin our lives. As the
ancients recognized, it is our nature to dozedi$iconnect, sleepwalk. But it is also our
nature to wake up again. It's just that sometimesieed a little help. We need to
support each other in not missitige paradise on earth called being truly alive tanky
awake.

Now, you may be thinking, “Yes, this sounds impottdut we need to find a
new WORD, because the fundamentalists have ruirmedsiaike confession and sin.”
Well, maybe a new word IS needed, or maybe we gshaalaim the old one, precisely
because it dodsave a history that needs to be set straighheEivay, we need to
engage the world on this subject. We need to seelarch as a platform from which to
say publicly what sin is really about. And whé& ot about.

If we are serious about our values and our religiscan’t set up our own
private club with its own enlightened conceptiorsof under a different name, leaving
the orthodox one to determine what sin means otdrworld.

Far from being permissive, the notion of sin asaisection actually sets the bar
much_highethan the lists of forbidden acts from the Calvimiadition. Like any law,
these lists of sins implicitly perméverything they do not explicitly forbidThis is a lazy
spirituality. Sin as disconnection, on the othandh, calls on us to aim much higher, by
opposing anythinghat takes us away, anything at all that blocksnthtural human gift
for love, truth, and forgiveness. Evtre careers that keep our families secure and free
from material want. _Evereligion itself — like the religion you heard albami Kirstin’s



testimony today. A religion that can cause adlitfirl to feel like she has to tell her best
friend she’s going to go to hell for not being gpBst. We need to make ourselves heard
on this subject.

We are a small religious movement. To have the anpa are committed to
having in the world, we need leverage. The thetahic of secular ethics will never give
us that leverage. There is a reason why the lagegofreligion often makes people
uncomfortable: it has power. Explaining the piphe of leverage, the ancient Greek
mathematician Archimedes waxed poetic, sayingydi will but give me a place to
stand, | will move the world.” As religious peopiee find that place when we declare
what is for us sacred ground. An essential patthatf sacred ground is sin. Without sin,
nothing is sacred. Without sin, the differencesigen awake and asleep, between
connected and disconnected, indeed between pa@disath and hell on earth would
lose their meaning. May we spare ourselves thpoirarishment.

AMEN.



