
READING FOR THE NEXT SESSION

Peop le  ex is t  in  a  cosmic  se t t ing .  Human nature
has i ts ul t imate ground. We l ive in a spir i tual
environment.  We are integral  parts of this cos-
mic creativity-co-creators with it. Yet I sus-
pect the quest ion of the nature of God or
U l t imate  Rea l i t y  i s  an  open one fo r  many o f  us .
We know we are part  of  a cosmic real i ty
greater than ourselves, but we are hard put to
name i t .  For some i t  is God, for others Nature,
or Cosmos, or Being l tsel f .  Some bel ieve that
to  name i t  i s  to  d imin ish  i t .

A m o n g  t h e  m o r e  c o m m o n  t h e o l o g i c a l
pos i t ions  regard ing  God are  the  fo l low ing
(here  I  am indebted  to  Un i ta r ian  Un iversa l i s t
theo log ian  Pau l  Rasor  fo r  some ca tegor ies
and descr ip t ions-h is  words  in  quotes) :

Theism: bel ief  in a personal God who has
wi l l  and  w i th  whom prayer  i s  a  means o f
communica t ion .  The is t i c  mon ism ho lds  tha t
" the  d iv ine  a lone is  rea l ;  the  wor ld  o r
na ture  is  a t  bes t  an  i l l us ion  or  mere  appear -
ance. "  The is t i c  dua l i sm ho lds  " the  d iv ine  is
completely transcendent over nature; the
divine and nature const i tute total ly di f fer-
en t  rea lms o f  rea l i t y . "  Natura l i s t i c  the ism is
the  be l ie f  tha t  "Nature  inc ludes  the  d iv ine ;
God or the divine is but one force or Dro-
cess  opera t ing  in  the  na tura l  wor ld . "

Atheism: act ive disbel ief  in the existence of
a  God or  gods .  "Nature  a lone is  rea l ;  the
d iv ine  is  e i ther  an  i l l us ion  or  an  imag ina t ive
representat ion or symbol of some aspect of
the  na tura l  wor ld . "

Agnost ic ism: ul t imate uncertainty about the
existence of God.

Humanism: focus on bel ief  in humanity as
central ,  without div ine beings. "A natural ist ic
and non-theist ic interpretat ion of rel ig ion,
emphasizing humanly signi f icant act ions and
experiences. "

L ibera l  Chr is t ian i ty :  "Adherence to  the
Chr is t ian  t rad i t ion ,  v iewed in  l igh t  o f  rea-
son and contemporary interpretat ions of
t rad i t iona l  symbols  and scr ip tu res . "
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Neopaganism: "an earth-centered and often
polytheist ic tradi t ion that sees divini ty in
everything and emphasizes ritual practices
and part ic ipatory experience."

Pantheism: equat ion of God with nature.
"The d iv ine  and na ture  are  in  some sense
ident ica l ;  na ture  i t se l f  i s  d iv ine . "

Panenthe ism:  be l ie f  tha t  God is  bo th  imma-
nent (act ive within us) and transcendent (a
d iv ine  be ing) .  "The d iv ine  is  independent
of and transcends nature, but also includes
nature .  "

Process Theology: bel ief  that God is not a
being, but a process in which God, by
analogy, can be considered the mind of the
universe. "A concept ion of the world as a
soc ia l  o rgan ism growing  toward  fu l f i l lment
by  means o f  mutua l  in f luences ,  inc lud ing
the  oersuas ive  a ims o f  God. "

World Rel igions: "var ious forms of response
and adapta t ion  to  wor ld  re l ig ions  such as
B u d d h i s m  a n d  J u d a i s m . "

In recent years the patr iarchal god of the
bibl ical  t radi t ion has been chal lenged by femi-
nist  theology in which the goddess is empha-
sized. Scholars have discovered or rediscovered
a long tradi t ion of female deit ies. Riane Eisler;
for example, in Ihe Chalice and the Blade,
describes a Mother Goddess or Giver of Al l .
Describing real i ty as the great cosmic womb,
she suggests that the central  rel ig ious symbol
was not man dying on the cross, but woman
giving bir th.  Love of l i fe and not fear of death
was dominant in society,  art ,  and culture. She
f inds these feminine values lead away from the
competi t ive way to the partnership way.

From an earth-centered perspective Star-
hawk, in Ihe Spiral Dance, suggests three basic
pr inciples of Goddess rel igion: immanence,
interconnect ion, and community.  lmmanence
suggests the divine is within nature; as we are in
nature, we are part of the divine and have
responsibility for helping to preserve life on
earth. Interconnection points to the cosmos as
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one living organism of which we are a part.
"What affects one of us affects us all." Goddess
religion is lived in community-its focus is not
individual salvation, but growth that comes
through human interact ion and cooperat ion.
This community includes not only i ts human
members, but al l  p lants and animals and sys-
tems that compose the earth. Clearly Eisler and
Starhawk speak to the Unitar ian Universal ist
concern for the " interdependent web of al l  exis-
tence of which we are a part."

ln the Christian Century, Shirley Ann Ranck
puts this case for feminist  spir i tual i ty:

[ t ]  ident i f ies the goddess with Ult imate
Rea l i t y  ra ther  than w i th  the  supernatura l
and seeks  power  in  harmony ra ther  than in
dominance.  .  .  .  I  am not  a t  a l l  in te res ted  in
subs t i tu t ing  a  female  parent  fo r  a  ma le
parent as a deity.  But I  am very much inter-
es ted  in  rec la iming  the  thousands o f  years
o f  human re l ig ious  h is to ry  wh ich  preceded
the r ise of patr iarchal rel ig ions, a history
in  wh ich  female  images o f  the  d iv ine
were suoreme. We need to honor that
history before we can claim any wholeness
for the future.

Liberat ion theology (feminist ,  black, Lat ino,
Asian, among others) posi ts a much more pol i t -
ical  dei ty.  Here we f ind God's opt ion for the
poor and the oppressed. This is a l iberator God
who, having led Moses and the Hebrew people
from the evi l  c lutches of the Pharaoh, now
promises to work with just ice-seeking people
to l iberate people from today's oppression of
pover ty ,  env i ronmenta l  degradat ion ,  and
dehumaniza t ion  in  a  techno log ica l  wor ld .
Whi le this God of Liberat ion does not guaran-
tee victory, i t  is c lear ly a God who takes sides.
L ibera t ion  theo logy  poses  an  in te res t ing
predicament for Unitar ian Universal ists who
tend to be the "haves" of society,  not the
"have nots" to whom the God of Liberat ion
appea ls .  For  a  good d iscuss ion  o f  the  imp l ica-
t ions  o f  l ibera t ion  theo logy  on  Un i ta r ian
Universalism, see A Reason for Hope: Liber-
ation Theology Confronts a Liberal Faith by
Fredric John Muir (see Selected Bibl iography
on page 95).

What a str ik ing contrast Goddess and l iber-
at ion theology make with the histor ical ,  t ra-
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dit ional,  and often abstract understandings
of deity.  Histor ical ly,  there have been a num-
ber of so-cal led "Droofs" for the existence of
God,  log ica l  exerc ises  tha t  lead  one to  be l ieve .
Here are some of the more common "proofs,"
drawing heavi ly on former Associated Press
re l ig ion  wr i te r  George Corne l l .

Ontological :  This is the argument from being
itsel f .  We are unique among creatures in
real iz ing the l imits of our being. In short ,  we
are f in i te beings. But we have been created
and there must be some Inf ini ty beyond us
that can create. This is,  as Cornel l  says, "an
immediately experienced, existent ial  pointer
to God." We are anxious about the end of
our being, not only dying i tsel f  but having to
die-to be no more. We can understand this
"nonbeing" only by looking at i t  f rom a tran-
scendent perspective of the Infinite-God-
the Ground of Being.

Cosmological :  We l ive in an observable
world of cause and effect.  l f  th is chain of
cause and effect could be traced back to i ts
beg inn ing ,  there  must  have been a  f i rs t
" u n c a u s e d  c a u s e " - G o d .  S i m i l a r l y ,  s i n c e
movement requires pr ior movement to pro-
duce i t ,  there must have been an or igin to
the process, the f i rst  "pr ime mover"-God.
The complex ,  in t r i ca te ,  and apparent ly
orderly design of the universe from atom to
star could not have resulted from random
events; i t  required some inf ini tely intel l i -
gent planner-God. Al l  sciences are utter ly
dependent on this orderl iness. We l ive in an
imperfect world,  but how do we know i t  is
imperfect? Because we have the idea of
Perfect ion; the fact of  the good impl ies
there must be the best-God. There is a
cont ingent  qua l i t y  in  na ture- th ings  cou ld
either be or not be. Since we observe that
things do exist ,  there must be something to
create anything out of nothing, thus mak-
ing necessary something that always has
being-God.

Moral:  lnherent within us is a sense of moral
law (the good, the r ight) ,  of  oughtness, a
voice of conscience that in some cases may
demand sacrifice of our self-interest, safety,

Uni tar ian Universal is t  Associat ion



or even survival  for the sake of something
better.  This cannot be explained merely by
biology or psychology, s ince i t  may contra-
dict  them, But i t  is very real.  l t  seems to be a
universal real i ty.  l t  can be taught,  but where
do the teachers get i t? Since i t  t ranscends
the human, i t  must be superhuman-God. l t
i s  i l l us t ra ted  by  the  e igh teenth-century
phi losopher lmmanuel Kant 's "categorical
impera t ive"  to  un iversa l i ze  the  h ighes t
good,  the  "summum bonum"-God.

Teleological :  Telos means purpose. There
appears to be purpose in the universe; even
evolut ion seems to move in a dist inct direc-
t ion ,  a lways  toward  h igher  and more  com-
plex forms. That goal is what the noted
pa leonto log is t  and Catho l i c  scho la r  P ie r re
Te i lhard  de  Chard in  ca l led  the  "Omega
Poin t " -God.  Th is  para l le ls  the  sc ien t i f i c
concept  o f  a  dynamic  and ever  evo lv ing
cosmos.  Th is  cosmic  purpose has  been
c a u g h t  u p  i n  p r o c e s s  t h e o l o g y  w h i c h
understands al l  real i ty as a great process,
equa l ly  open to  e r ro r  and human ev i l ,  as
wel l  as to newness and novelty.  This process
God is not s imply a past Creato4 but is
ahead o f  humani ty ,  d rawing  us  fo rward  in
hope and promise toward a new future.

One can quest ion each of these "proofs" of
God in terms of the assumptions made. We
can argue with them because they project
human ideas ,  fee l ings ,  des i res ,  and w i l l  on  an
inf ini te cosmic screen. ls there real ly purpose
in the cosmos, or merely a magnif icent but
undif ferent iated process of t r ia l  and error?
Was Creat ion intended or simply a fortui tous
cosmic accident? Who can know? ls there such
a thing as The Good, or is that merely human
wish fu l  th ink ing? Was there  a  beg inn ing  a t  a l l ,
or is Ult imate Real i ty more cycl ical  in nature?

Paul Rasor has recent ly suggested that l ib-
e ra l  theo logy  has  moved away f rom the
authori ty of inst i tut ions and tradi t ions and
toward the internal authori ty of the individ-
ual.  There is a strong emphasis on human rea-
son in which everything is subject to cr i t ic ism.
The emphasis has been on God as immanent,
toward a monist ic view of nature as one pro-
cess, and an understanding that t ruth changes
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over  t ime.  The language o f  sc ience and ph i los -
ophy has come to be preferred over myth and
story. There has been more emphasis on the
cognitive over the affective dimensions of
experience.

However, this pattern is changing as affective
and experient ial  dimensions of l iberal  rel ig ion
chal lenge object ive rat ional i ty for supremacy
among us. We are increasingly less concerned
with answering the question of the existence of
God or responding to proofs of God and much
more concerned that rel ig ious l iberals of al l
ages have experiences that may be cal led
divine. Many are today more comfortable art ic-
ulating the experience of the sacred than the
existence or non-existence of a divine being.

I t  may be that the most valuable funct ion
Uni ta r ian  Un iversa l i s t  re l ig ious  educat ion  can
perform is asking the r ight quest ions about
U l t imate  Rea l i t y :  l s  i t  ben ign? Does i t  have a
wi l l  of  i ts own? Does i t  intervene in human
affairs? Does i t  make any di f ference in our
l ives? We may not succeed in answering al l  of
our quest ions. The provisional answers we
have found may only serve to raise a whole
set of new quest ions. In some ways we may
feel as confused as eve[ but perhaps we wi l l
be  confused on  a  h igher  leve l  and about  more
impor tan t  th ings .

I t  may be that God is not a noun, but a
verb, as feminist  Mary Daly suggests. The
word  "God"  may no t  re fe r  to  any  be ing  up
there or out there or even in there, but to a
divine process of which we are a part .  l t  may
be tha t  we exper ience the  d iv ine  in  re la t iona l
power-that it is created out of the gathering
of  peop le  in  worsh ip  o r  in  pursu i t  o f  a  nob le
cau5e.

I  think of the simple story of a conversat ion
between the pr iest and the peasant whi le
viewing the lat ter 's f ine garden. "You and the
Lord," said the pr iest,  "have worked wel l
here." The peasant then said to the pr iest,
"You should have seen the place when the
Lord  had i t  a lone. "

Background Reading

Adams, James Luther. On Being Human
Religiously. Boston: Skinner House Books,
1986 ,  pp .91 -101^
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