
READING FOR THE NEXT SESSION

Human pr ide  is  pervas ive .  There  is  the  fami l ia r
s to ry  o f  a  wr i te r  who met  a  f r iend  and ta lked
to  h im a  long t ime about  h imse l f ,  and then
sa id ,  " l  have ta lked  so  long about  myse l f .  Le t ' s
now ta lk  about  you.  How d id  you l i ke  my las t
book?"

On a much more ser ious note, Dr.  J.  Robert
Oppenhe imer  sa id ,  as  the  f i rs t  a tomic  bomb
went off  in the desert  at  Los Alamos, " l  could
think only of a phrase from Ihe Bhagavad
Gita: ' l  am become death, the shatterer of
worlds." '  He then added that the aftermath
of  tha t  exper ience le f t  w i th  h im "a  legacy  o f
concern. ln some sort  of  crude sense,
which no vulgari ty,  no humor, no overstate-
ment  can qu i te  ex t ingu ish ,  the  phys ic is ts  have
known s in ;  and th is  i s  a  knowledge wh ich
they  cannot  lose . "

Soc io log is t  o f  re l ig ion  Wi l l  Herberg  pos i ted
three  bas ic  unders tand ings  o f  human nature
that have affected and are affect ing Western
culture. The f i rst  is the intel lectual ist ic v iew
that  ho lds  tha t  the  essence o f  human nature
res ides  in  the  mind .  Th is  has  Greek  roo ts  and
is given classic expression in Descartes'  dic-
tum,  " l th ink ,  there fore ,  I  am."  The essence o f
our being, in this view, is rat ional process.

A second v iewpo in t  cou ld  be  ca l led  the  na t -
ural ist ic,  which contends we are not essent ial ly
mind  a t  a l l ,  bu t  ra ther  a  who le  o rgan ism.  Th is
organ ism is  b io log ica l  and psycho log ica l  in
nature, and reacts to i ts environment.  The
dynamic interact ion between person and envi-
ronment is the key concept here, and educa-
t ion is designed to help us adjust to our
surroundinqs.

A th i rd  v iew,  even more  anc ien t  than the
others, is the personal ist ic v iew which has i ts
roo ts  in  the  Jewish  and Chr is t ian  t rad i t ions .
Whi le  no t  deny ing  we are  mind  and organ-
ism, we are more to be seen as a dynamic per-
son meeting other persons in the context of
t ime and history.

There are other ways of looking at human
nature. Psychologist  Carl  Rogers once com-
pared h is  unders tand ing  o f  human nature
with that of  theologian Reinhold Niebuhr.
N iebuhr  spoke o f  "o r ig ina l  s in "  as  a  func t ion
of sel f- love, c laiming too much, grasping after
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s e l f - f u l f i l l m e n t ,  t h i n k i n g  o f  o n e s e l f  m o r e
h igh ly  than one ought  to  th ink .  Rogers  looked
at his years of pract ice and concluded that i t  is
not sel f- love that is at  the heart  of  the human
predicament but sel f-hate. Only as a person
comes to love the self can love for the other
unfold. Self- love or sel f-hate: which is at the
core of the human predicament?

Niebuhr 's  pos i t ion  can be  i l l us t ra ted  in  th is
story told by Rama-Krishna, a nineteenth-
century  H indu myst ic .

Tapobana, the master,  had a disciple who
served h im wi th  i r reproachab le  d i l igence.
I t  was  so le ly  because o f  th is  d i l igence and
the services he rendered that Tapobana
kept  h im,  fo r  he  found the  d isc ip le  ra ther
s tup id .  One day ,  the  rumor  spread
throughout the whole region that
Tapobana 's  d isc ip le  had wa lked on  water ;
that he had been seen crossing the r iver as
one crosses the street.  Tapobana cal led his
d isc ip le  and ques t ioned h im,  " l s  what  peo-
p le  a re  say ing  about  you poss ib le?  ls  i t
rea l l y  t rue  tha t  you  c rossed the  r i ver  wa lk -
ing  on  the  water?"

"What  cou ld  be  more  na tura l?"  answered
h is  fo l lower .  " l t  i s  thanks  to  you,  b lessed
one, that I  walked on water.  At every step
I  repeated  your  sa in t l y  name and tha t  i s
w h a t  u o h e l d  m e . "

And Tapobana thought  to  h imse l f ,  i f  the
d isc ip le  can wa lk  on  water ,  what  can the
master not do? l f  i t  is in my name that the
miracle takes place, I  must possess power I
d id  no t  susoec t  and ho l iness  o f  wh ich  I
have not been suff ic ient ly aware. After al l ,
I  have never tr ied to cross the r iver as i f  I
were crossing the street.  And without
more  ado,  he  ran  to  the  r i ver  bank .
Without hesi tat ion he set his foot on the
water ,  and w i th  unshakab le  fa i th  repeat -
ed ,  "me,  me,  me"  .  .  .  and  sank .

Writing in Theology Today, musician-critic-
nove l i s t  Eugen ia  Zukerman ca l led  up  ch i ld -
hood memories of how she formed her f i rst
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images o f  God,  " .  .  .  a  f igure  appeared on  the
screen-a man, with streaming white hair  and
bushy eyebrows. A commanding presence. He
stood on the podium, back to me; then, sud-
denly,  he wheeled around, looking fur ious,
p laced a  fo rb idd ing  f inger  to  h is  l ips  and
h issed a  loud and f r igh ten ing  'Shhhh! '  I  was
the  on ly  one in  the  room.  He must  be  ta lk ing
to me, I  thought.  I  was mesmerized. This man
had power. This must be God, I  reasoned. And
there are those who say Toscanini  would have
agreed. "

Phi losopher John Locke spoke of the "tabula
raza"-human nature is a blank slate on which
the environment wri tes. Or one could speak of
phi losopher Jean Jacques Rousseau's "noble
savage," who comes innocent into the world
and is corrupted by i t .  One might speak of the
behavior ist  approach of psychologist  B. F.
Skinnet who bel ieved human nature could be
condit ioned to almost any form of behavior.
Sigmund Freud might be seen as a pessimist
about changing human nature from a psycho-
logical point of view. The power of the ld often
overwhelms the power of the Ego and the
Superego. Natural ist  Edward O. Wilson has
recent ly championed sociobiology, the view
that human behavior;  including act ions tradi-
t iona l l y  exp la ined in  te rms o f  idea l i sm,  i s  u l t i -
mate ly  unders tood as  be ing  genet ica l l y
determined.

Our  fo rebears ,  Un i ta r ian  and Un iversa l i s t .
have genera l l y  he ld  to  an  op t im is t i c  v iew o f
human nature  in  response to  a  Ca lv in ism tha t
s t ressed innate  ev i l .  The quote  f rom Wi l l iam
El le ry  Chann ing  on  page 30  i l lus t ra tes  tha t
posit ion. Virginia Sat ir 's stress on the environ-
ment general ly expresses the opt imist ic l ib-
e ra l  re l ig ious  v is ion  o f  human nature .  The
traumas of twent ieth-century history have
cal led that easy opt imism into ser ious ques-
t ion .  In  "The Chang ing  Reputa t ion  o f  Human
Nature , "  theo log ian  James Lu ther  Adams
holds that "history is the realm of both neces-
si ty and freedom. Humanity is both fated and
f ree. "  There are condit ioning factors over
which we have l i t t le or no control .  Desoite
them, "humanity is fated also to be free; we
are  compel led  to  make dec is ions . "  Th is  i s  s im-
i lar to theologian Paul Ti l l ich's concept of
human nature  as  " f in i te  f reedom."
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A Jewish aphorism sums up this view:We are
born with two pockets so we can reach in one
or the other according to our needs. In the
right pocket are the words "For my sake was
the world created." And in the left pocket are
the words, " l  am dust and ashes."

Human beings,  Uni tar ian Universal is t  the-
o log ian Wi l l iam Jones points  out ,  are not
ontological ly ult imate-that is, we are not
gods. Howevel we are functionally ult imate
in the sense that  in  the f ina l  analys is  i t  is  we
who must determine our own authority for
truth and meaning. We are not, as Protagoras
said,  " the measure of  a l l th ings,"  the s tandard
by which al l  else is judged. We are instead,
according to Jones, the measurers of al l things
theological-only we can determine what is
true for us. Therefore, we clearly need to
know something about ourselves-the issue is
human nature, which as Mark Twain suggests,
" is  a  commodi ty  which seems to be widely  d is-
t r ibuted among the human race."

Many Unitarian Universalists might agree
with what Roman Catholic creation theologian
Matthew Fox calls "original blessedness" as
opposed to the tradit ional orthodox Christ ian
doctrine of original sin. We have understood
human beings are rational creatures, creatures
of evolution. We have not paid nearly as much
attention to our capacity for sin. Sin is a con-
cept we don't much l ike to talk about. We
don't do very well explaining, for example, the
Holocaust, or that "the best and the brightest"
brought the world Vietnam, in terms of human
nature. We don't have a ful ly developed tragic
sense of life. ls it possible we neglect the
"shadow side" of human nature at our peri l?

In 1885 this l iberal confidence in human
nature was given classic expression by the
American Unitarian James Freeman Clark, who
aff irmed faith " in the progress of mankind
onward and upward forever." The 1936 Univer-
salist Avowal of faith unequivocally stated the
belief " in the power of men of good wil l  and
sacrif icial spir i t  to overcome all  evi l  and pro-
gressively establish the Kingdom of God." In
the 1967 Goals Survey, nine in ten Unitarian
Universalists agreed that our "potential for
love can overcome our potential for evil." The
1985 Purposes and Principles of the Unitarian
Universalist Association Bylaws state: "We
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affirm and promote . . . justice, equity, and com-
passion in human relat ions," and "the goal of
world community with peace, liberty, and jus-
t ice for al l . "  Unitar ian Universal ists are i rre-
pressibly opt imist ic,  almost to a faul t .  But,  i f
people are so good by nature, why does
humanity so often seem to be in such a mess?

Against this typical ly opt imist ic view is the
more  t rad i t iona l  Chr is t ian  v iew o f  o r ig ina l  s in .
I t  ho lds  we are  w i l l fu l ,  even ar rogant  c rea-
tu res .  Re inho ld  N iebuhr  sa id ,  " .  .  the  v iew
t h a t  m e n  a r e ' s i n f u l ' i s  o n e  o f  t h e  b e s t
a t tes ted  and empi r i ca l l y  ver i f ied  fac ts  o f
human ex is tence. "  He once suggested  tha t
each person secret ly thinks he/she is the "end-
product of evolut ion-what God was real ly
t ry ing  to  accompl ish  a l l  th is  t ime. "

The inev i tab le  humi l i t y  we exper ience in
the face of the evidence was colorful ly put by
wri ter lsak Dinesen: "What are we when you
come to  th ink  o f  us ,  bu t  minu te ly  se t ,  ingen-
ious  mach ines  fo r  tu rn ing ,  w i th  in f in i te  a r t fu l -
ness ,  the  red  w ine  o f  sh i raz  in to  u r ine?"  Or ;  as
anthropo log is t  Ash ley  Montague subt ly  pu t
i t ,  "At last we have discovered the missing
l ink between our anthropoid ancestors and
t ru ly  c iv i l i zed  Ibe ings ] -us . "

Human nature  may be  bes t  descr ibed by
Pau l  T i l l i ch 's  phrase,  " f in i te  f reedom."  Or  to
use James Luther Adams' formulat ion, "We
are both fated and free." We have the poten-
t ial  to transcend ourselves; we can also be
utter ly sel f ish. Our potent ial  for creat iv i ty is
matched by our propensity for destruct ion.

Viktor Frankl,  in Man's Search for Meaning,
dramat ized  th is  v iew w i th  h is  v iv id  descr ip t ion
of  h is  concent ra t ion  camp exper ience,  "Man
could be def ined as the being who invented
the  gas  chambers  fo r  human ex termina t ion .
But  man can a lso  be  de f ined as  the  be ing  who
entered  those gas  chambers  w i th  the  s t i r r ing
tune o f  the  'Marse i l les , '  o r  the  Lord 's  Prayer
on h is  l ios . "

Background Reading

Adams, James Luther. On Being Human
Religiously. Boston: Skinner House Books,
1986, pp. 33-56.
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