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Over twenty years ago I spent a few days in London, and on a Sunday morning went to services at St. Paul’s Cathedral.  There was a priest or two, about twenty choirboys, and about fifteen worshippers.  I was stunned.  The music was terrific though…Then I went on to Wales, and on a Sunday evening heard gorgeous music coming from a church…the place was packed for evensong.  I stayed, standing in the back.  Moved by the rich tones and hearty voices and lovely harmonics.

Those two experiences are not enough to draw conclusions from, but reportedly, not only in England, but in Europe, people are less and less inclined to attend services or to consider themselves religious.  Or to say that they believe in a supernatural power or God.

The United States is reportedly one of the most religious countries in the world and an amazingly large number of people claim to believe in God (which I use as an indicator of how important religion is to them, whether or not they practice it).

Some of my friends in India will have nothing to do with religion of any sort, and a larger number of my friends in Washington neither go to religious services nor seem concerned about the question of religion or whether there is a God or higher power.

And as for myself, I worship no God, and am far less concerned about what people believe in than I am how people behave.  For me, it’s all about deeds, not creeds.  For me it’s about living a good life that I can look back on and be proud of when the time comes for me to say good-bye.

Yet in spite of separating myself in body and spirit from traditional religious beliefs and practices, here I am, leading something called a “worship service” and proud to be part of a historic religious tradition that has always questioned authority and the established Church that claimed that man-made laws and rules were revelations from God.

What then, is religion, and what brings us together each week?

For some people, it is 

· a strong belief in a supernatural power or powers that control human destiny;

This is the kind of religion I grew up in, with an all-powerful god that created the world and heaven and hell and judged all of us to decide where we would spend eternity in our afterlife.

For some other people, a more comprehensive conception of religion that

· A religion is a set of beliefs concerning the cause, nature, and purpose of the universe, especially when considered as the creation of a supernatural agency or agencies, usually involving devotional and ritual observances, and often containing a moral code governing the conduct of human affairs.

For till others, religion is

· A collection of practices, based on beliefs and teachings that are highly valued or sacred; Any practice that someone or some group is seriously devoted to; Any ongoing practice one engages in, in order to shape their character or improve traits of their personality;

For still others, religion is a bunch on foolish irrational beliefs that hinder scientific progress and encourages useless superstitions.  Belief in an all-powerful god encourages dependency and discourages thoughtful inquiry, for some people.

And to get this obvious point out of the way, religion is and has been the cause of immeasurable human suffering from the Cross to the Crusades, and to incredibly cruel punishments for offenses, such as stoning to death for alleged adultery.  That’s coming up next week in Iran.  Religion is also well known for abuse of authority and the hypocrisy that permits abuse of children.

For my own part, in my long journey to try to understand life and its purpose, I have been in most of those groups at one time or another.  And I am grateful for the opportunity to think and search and learn and puzzle over these things.

Religion seems to have come forth in response to many human needs.

First of all religion is inspired by fear of death and anxiety about the hereafter.  We don’t know why we’re here, so somebody decided we’re here to serve God, and we don’t know what happens after we die so we created the notion of heaven and hell and reincarnation.  We need to know why we’re here.  We need to know what our purpose is.  We need some way to evaluate our actions in life and so we invented God and created God’s rules of behavior.  All those, “thou shalt nots.”

Religion is inspired by our need for a sense of purpose.  To understand why we are here and how to live our lives.  For my part, a sense of purpose is something we create in our own hearts and minds, and that becomes a religious quest.  Religion is also inspired by our need for meaning, and that we create and activate along with our sense of purpose.   We create and give meaning to our lives through living purposeful lives, rather than obedient lives.

Religion is inspired by our human need to understand the universe, where it came from, what creation is all about, what causes the seasons and makes the crops grow.  Religion is inspired by the farmer’s need for rain.  There is a serious drought in Russia right now, and I’d be willing to bet my own life that there are people in Russia praying for rain as we are here together today.

Religion is inspired by our love of music, from ancient Hindu chants to Gregorian chants to the great oratorios of the Mozart and the German and English hymns and Southern hymns and the hymns of the slaves who were brought here from Africa.  Beautiful music inspires us to feel with our hearts and souls, and to join in a spirit that brings out our deepest emotions and yearnings.  Who can listen to beautiful music without having a religious experience?

Religion is inspired by nature and our need to be at one with the universe, the moon and the stars, and with all the animals and plants of creation.  The mountains and valleys and rivers and fish and flowers.  Religion is inspired by our awe at creation itself, and the interdependency of all life.  I can remember sitting down on rocks while hiking in the Shenandoah National Park and in the Himalayas, and hardly being able to breathe at the wonder of the sights below.  To feel at one with the universe, a tiny part of life on this beautiful planet is a religious experience.  Religion and religious experiences are inspired by the wonder of nature.

Religion is inspired by family and our love of children.  The desire for children has inspired fertility gods and goddesses and fertility prayers and rites since time immemorial. One of the members of a congregation I know of had a difficult pregnancy…twins and lots of complications, and had to stay in bed almost the entire time.  That congregation provided dinner every night to the family.  They just organized a schedule and delivered meals every evening.  I was in church the Sunday morning that the father brought those tiny babies to the service to show us and thank us.  Does religion matter?  You tell me.

Religion is inspired by our concern for others, particularly for those less fortunate than we are.  Helping a neighbor or friend in need by sharing our labor, our resources, our love is not only a religious act it is a religious need that reminds us we are not alone, and that we are able to do or give what we can.  That in itself is a religious experience that we all share.

Religion, whatever the belief system that evolves from it, is inspired by our need to love and to be loved, and to be a part of a community that is even larger than our families.  Religion, throughout the centuries has been associated with our human need to belong, to belong to a group, to a community, and to be part of something special and unique.  We need each other.  Caring for one another is a religious experience.  The best part of needing one another is needing to do something for someone else.  The religious community, which is much stronger than a group, is one that pulls together.  We have 51 members.  Last spring we had 29 adult members come out to work on our yard sale.  It was fun, it helped the church, and it was a religious experience.  Belonging to a religious community, with our rituals, our music, our parties and our learning activities, helps us to realize we are cared for and inspires us to care for others.  Last week a tree fell on a member’s house.  The word went out and other members cleared it and did the necessary.  Religion and living a religious life in a religious community means caring.  Caring enough to stop what you are doing and help someone else.  And knowing that when you need help there is a caring community to call on.

In some faiths, religion inspires a sense of justice and fairness.  Thus many denominations work for social justice, to aid the poor, to teach, to provide medical assistance, to change laws that reflect outworn traditions.  Some of us Unitarian Universalist ministers think of ourselves as promoters of social justice, and change agents for the weak and the helpless.  I often like to think of myself as a social justice minister…certainly that is a great inspiration for my ministry.  We are a spiritual community that works to make the world a better place for us and for the future.

But, according to the Reverend Kathleen Korb, our minister in Naples, Florida,  “Our uniqueness lies elsewhere, but we seem either to have forgotten it or be ashamed of it. It is in our freedom of thought, belief and conscience and the necessity that creates for being a thinking religion. Yes, heart, hand and spirit along with everyone else, but we are uniquely a faith that requires critical thinking. After all, we don't have a revealed source (no, not even the principles) to do our thinking for us. All that doesn't take unique training, just an attitude that questions the training we get.”

Does religion matter?  This religious community thinks for itself and speaks for itself.  We welcome all, and we welcome questions about the great issues of life.  Does religion matter?  

Look around.  There is your answer.
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