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Schedule of Services
Services are held every Sunday at 10:30 at Kirribilli Neighbourhood Centre

26 February Candace Parks “The Devil and Martha Stewart.”

What's so great about being perfect?

THIS WILL ALSO BE OUR AGM

Membership subscriptions are due

4th March Janine Matthews “Without a Home”.
The state of being ‘homeless' is not reserved only for the down and outs of society but can
in fact be a few lapsed mortgage payments away. Shelter is one of man's basic needs but
does that shelter have to be a 3 bedroom brick home on a quarter acre of land?

11th March Eric Stevenson “Are Unitarians open to Change?”

Most of our members have evidenced their commitment to religious change by leaving an
orthodox faith and joining a Unitarian Fellowship. What is that experience like? Where
does the journey lead? And should it ever come to an end?

18th March Dr Andrew Usher “New Beginnings.”

We have recently had “"New Year" in the middle of summer. The ancient Celts considered
that the year began at the start of winter (the first frost). Other cultures begin the year at
different times. The ideas of renewal and resolution have benefits whatever the season.

The arvo of the 18th will also be Party Time at the home of Candace Parks. It will
be Spirit of Life’s Birthday! Candace was one of the foundation members of our
Kirribilli group. She and Laurence Gormley could really be said to be the Prime
Movers (I know—I was there in a nod-along capacity). So I'd like to think of this
Birthday Party as our collective special smile at the Prime Movers. Jan Tendys

25th March Davy Knittle Topic to be announced.
Guest speaker from USA.

April 1 Morandir Armson Topic to be announced.
Guest speaker

Opinions expressed in "Esprit" are not necessarily those of the Spirit of Life Unitarian Fellowship




A Faithless Faith?

Is Religion without a Supernatural Leap
Valid?

Rev. Steve Wilson
( From the editor, Eric Stevenson : This is an
edited version of an address given at the
Spirit of Life Unitarian Fellowship on Sunday,
January 22. Because of the inspirational na-
ture of Steve’s delivery and his sometimes
disregard for grammatical correctness, | have
chosen to re-work some of his notes and
must therefore take responsibility for bits of
the content in what otherwise is a brilliant ad-
dress. | have tried to use brackets for words
which | have inserted in the text. )
Is there really religion beyond faith, and if
so what?

Is faith in God / a Goddess, Jesus or
something similar, ...something bigger,... es-
sential for an effective, practical, valuable,
contemporary religious/spiritual life? Is belief
in something bigger... essential to religion?
Honestly, seriously, is some leap of faith re-
quired? And what does it look like when you
don’t feel like you can?

It is a great question. And | ask it be-
cause we as humans — here in the 21* Cen-
tury - knowing all that we now know, and all
that we don’t know...have never been in this
position before. And | ask it, because it is
our question to train and churn on. ltis ....
Our question to get right. | ask it because we
can’'t save religion from itself, and irrelevancy
unless we address this question honestly and
well.

When | ask if you need faith to be reli-
gious... | suspect that many of you as good
organic Unitarians are inclined to jump in with
a proud, perhaps a touch indignant, “NO!” ....
Right behind that proud “No” can be a very
existential and practical, “Then why bother?”
that deserves some real attention, and we
should have a response to that earnest ques-
tion of ourselves. We or at least many Uni-
tarians have staked our very “faith,” if you
can call it that, on proceeding forward without
the assurance of a strict belief. | ask this
guestion today because beyond the few of us
in this room, there are millions of others who
live in the world between religion and sci-
ence, and need a few guideposts as to what
to do with their yearning. (This is) because
the world is asking, and worse, ignoring for

lack of any guidance, the following questions:
What do you do, when you don't believe the
premise that there is some more perfect
world or realm on which this world is mod-
eled and to which we might be returning?
What do you do if you give up on the idea
that there is a personality that cares what
happens to us or me, and that there is a
guiding hand or fate, and that history has a
meaningful arc to it? What happens to some-
one religiously when you come to believe
that that is “hype” and more importantly, what
do you do when you are skeptical enough,
perhaps even offended enough by the reli-
gious hype across the years to resist falling
in line? What can keep you from giving up?
The world outside these walls wants to know.

In a world where so much of the reli-
gious heritage we inherit tells us that our faith
will save us, so likely does your very own
heart want to know? So what do you tell your
kids about life? What do you do when the
plane starts shaking, or when the Doc thinks
she found something? And you find you don’t
think you believe anymore?

The other day | stepped off the bus at
Wynyard had a few minutes to kill before
meeting Barbara, Colin, and Eric at Circular
Quay for a trip to Fort Dennison. | decided
to step into St. Patrick’s and sat to enjoy a
moment of peace. | sat in the church, and
truly enjoying the colors and the space and
the stillness, was taken aback by how over-
whelming, how exclusive and how patrticular
the expression of the holy was. | love Jesus,
find him inspiring and heroic, but looking at
him in every single image every where |
turned, | found myself offended, even embar-
rassed for him. And for me, as a person and
a second rate theologian | take that feeling
seriously, mostly because | know | am not
alone.

Since so much of what anyone be-
lieves theologically is autobiography pro-
jected as philosophy, | should start with me.
For me theologically, the first thing that | want
to say is that | think faith in “something other”
helps. I think... some grieving and some
honesty as one transitions from the faith of
their childhood. Gulp. There | have said it. |
think it and | believe it. It helps to have a
sense of the transcendent, because left to
our own devices, without a strong other to
serve as a witness, we can fall prey quite



easily to a meaninglessness that we fail to
address head on.

| think belief helps because a witness,
in particular a witness with a personality who
cares about us and is powerful I- a God for
lack of a more unique term - is frankly to a
finite vulnerable creature who in general
hopes to extend beyond the boundaries of
this life,- frankly comforting. So when the
God that was either created by us, or truly is
the source, the impetus for our belief goes
away, it matters. Whether we ourselves are
over that question or not, it matters...How we
in particular answer that question matters be-
cause whether (or not) there is a supernatu-
ral realm of Gods or Goddesses, as social
creatures meaning is socially shared and
constructed, and because of that, what we
stake our “faith” in will almost inevitably be
shared. We care about Jesus, Buddha, and
Shiva, or for that matter Gandhi, Abraham
Lincoln, or Mother Theresa because we col-
lectively participate in, share, and construct
reality.

To humans, (my)self included, who
have felt intimate enough to call the specula-
tive transcendent Father, or for that matter,
Mother, Great Spirit, or even Zeus, it matters
when that is shaken. For all of us, and for all
those outside who have lost their first faith,
let's take a long moment of silence. But it
doesn’t mean everything! And it shouldn’t. A
faith extended up to what might be the
source of love, compassion, or all of creation
is a wonderful thing. If you are a person who
sees God, or Gods as behind all that we see
as holy. Great!

But for me, | believe our reverence and
faith is better staked to the attributes - so of-
ten given to God - on their own merits. It
seems to me that, even more than a sermon,
that answers the question of whether faith in
the supernatural is required, today is really
more about attending to the qualities (that
are) granted (attributed to) the supernatural.

Listen to the chalice lighting words we
used (for this service):

“To your enemy, forgiveness.
To an opponent, tolerance.

To a friend, your heart.

To a customer, service.

To all, charity.

To every child, a good example.
To yourself, respect.”

The things that although we cannot see
or touch we know are true.

With all due respect to the God, | occa-
sionally, and a third of the world fervently
prays to, if that God, does not exist, does for-
giveness, tolerance, friendship and charity
lose its poignancy and lecture? NO! That
might be the 1st sound-bite of our effort at a
faith beyond faith. A faith in God is not es-
sential to validate the values we generally
attribute to the holy.

If that feels irreverent ask yourself this
(I think a parallel with the gods of the Greek
and Roman Pantheon applies):

If we no longer worship at shrines of Venus
or Mercury does that mean that beauty or
speed no longer exist? Are any less real?
Certainly not!

Too often people lose faith because
they hitch their faith, their entire spiritual
lives, to their belief in the existence of a God
that, among other things, guides history,
...created the earth in a few days, ...or would
never let bad things happen to good people,
in particular Me, and are inevitably disap-
pointed. Seriously, to me “belief’ -the asser-
tion that this or that particular thing is true, is
to me a more flimsy foundation for our reli-
gious lives than traditional religion would ever
want to acknowledge.

See, if someone stakes their claim:

That the earth is the center of the universe,
That my particular religion is exclusively true
That religious leaders or traditions are infalli-
ble,
That the Bible, Torah, Koran was written by
God,
That if you are a good person you (will) be
protected.

is not your spiritual life not put in a vul-
nerable place? In this modern world of ours,
Yah, | think it is. How many good hearted
modern people just like us, at times have re-
jected hope, have rejected paying attention
to the subtleties of their love? How many
good hearted people just like, perhaps you,
are leery of cultivating their compassion, sim-
ply because they have lost faith in something
they once asserted (was) true? Have not a
lot of modern people stopped pulling their
proverbial religious cart because they no
longer believe in the horse? That is sad, but |



think it's right.

We are built to be religious. Our end-
less ability to pick ourselves back up after
getting it wrong is astounding when you think
of it. Those people, those increasing millions
of people like us might benefit hearing in
church that, belief is a bit overrated. | like
that... “belief is overrated.” That might be
the 2nd sound-bite line of the sermon.

It is true that what we believe truly can
change us, and with it our perception of the
world - which is huge. What we believe
should not be underestimated for its impact.
But more often it is over-rated because what
we believe, or even that we believe does
(not), will not change the nature of things.
Said another way, rain dances may work, but
they have never worked to make it rain.
Never did, never will.

A mature religious life, to me, begins
with our experience, our own humble experi-
ence of who we are, and what we know, not
what we speculate God to be. | don’'t have to
be a believer, to have the experience of the
sacred, any more than all the religious peo-
ple of the past did not have religious experi-
ences because we no longer believe in their
Gods. Let’s put that in our new theology.
“Spirituality begins with our experience,
and is validated by our experience.” Or,
you don’t have to define it correctly, to feel
something. Yah, | like that.

To me, a mature religious life, humbly
knows that God may truly exist, may truly
govern all eternity, or may not. A mature reli-
gious life today, knows that we do not know
enough to really know for sure. What we do
know though is that we can love more or
less, still ourselves more or less.

What we do know is that our view of
God and or the supernatural has always
come and gone like the weather. A mature
spiritual life to me knows that we are always
changing our mind and getting it wrong! But
(yes) we are! As Christopher Hitchens hu-
morously but poignantly notes, “Everybody is
an atheist except for the last God.” Not an-
other bad idea for our new theology- We al-
ways get it wrong, and yet the questions
never go away.

| think this helps us skeptics. Unitarian
Thinker and Preacher Theodore Parker
noted more than 150 years ago that, like the
weather, religious opinions are always shift-

ing, and yet that behind those constant shifts
there is a true religion, a real religion that,
like the broader climate, lasts. | love Parker,
(who was speaking about) things like hope,
love, mystery, compassion, and EVEN that
yearning we call FAITH. His point (was that
they) even if the faces and shapes of God
always shift and are always changing, are
eternal, like climate.

Parker asks us to ask, do we revere
Jesus because he was wise, compassionate,
courageous, and welcoming, or do we vali-
date compassion, tolerance, and courage be-
cause Jesus said or embodied them. The
deep spiritual values are eternal, always
come first.

Is religion possible without an active
faith in something transcendent? The answer
to that is an indisputable Yes!

There is enough magic right here.

The truth is,

Our Spiritual natures pre-ceed any particular
belief.

Our Spiritual natures pre-ceed any particular
belief.

Our religious natures pre-ceed any leap (of)
faith.

Always have and always will.

Binding ourselves to a path, pre-ceeds
and will last longer than any one path.
That’s a nice addition to a faith beyond faith,
repeat.

“The faithful” (make quotation marks)
and the traditions that preserve that faith,
clumsily are always at work incorporating
new truths, new language, new ways of be-
ing into the old wineskins of their faith. In the
same way we are imperfectly working our
deeply held values and principles into a reli-
gious context that sometimes has left us
clumsy language to describe it. So both the
faithful and the skeptics have their work cut
out for them. Well, so be it.

Every Sunday here in Unitarian
Churches all across the globe | need not tell
you that right here, we live out our spiritual
yearnings and doubts, hopes and fears, ask
our questions, seek real truth, and yearn for
and pursue justice without a firm anchor in
another realm. So when someone asks you if
you can be religious without a supernatural
faith you can look at them incredulously and
say, “Believe it. I've seen it”.



Ok, that is the formal end of the sermon
guestion, but I am not exactly done.

The better question for all of us, -still faithful,
still believers or not- is this, what do | do
with all I am and all | know? See, being reli-
gious, or spiritual, might be possible without
the transcendent, but | do not believe it is
possible or at least genuine without holding
some deeply felt sentiments, without trying to
cultivate certain virtues, and making some
commitments. The sad news is so much of
what many of us have been taught is not re-
ligion. Religion is not what we believe, but
how we live. Religion now, for it to stand the
scrutiny of our world, will better serve to see
its job as building people not creeds. Religion
is an issue of autobiography not doctrine.
Religion should not ask, do you believe
in things you cannot really know, but “Are
you fearless enough to live with integrity, but
without the promise of a reward?” Religion
today should not ask any of us if we are wor-
thy of performing a ritual, it should ask, “Are
you committed and immersed enough in the
ways and principles and values that you
would wish to live to “be bound to some-
thing?” “Are you willing to live a life that may
not be documented or witnessed beyond
those ripples you obviously will leave behind
with your actions, or imprinted on the hearts
of those closest to you?” Truth is, our spiri-
tual lives and churches must do (better than
any creed can do) a better job of (than) com-
prehensively brainwashing us. better than
any creed or even particular belief can.
And, | pray, that we here at Spirit of Life Fel-
lowship are brain-, nervous system-, and
soul- washing ourselves to be the people that
can really believe in peace, fight for justice,
seek truth, and live compassionately. *
Now that we are done with the philoso-
phical, | ask you personally, “What do you
call on yourself to do faithfully?” If you're phi-
losophically liberated, you're still not morally
entirely free. In religious terms, more relevant
than what you believe, is how you live. If you
want to be religious, more than a leap of
faith, | think a leap of commitment is (more
relevant). So, | think the religious question,
now, is not so much what you believe, but,
“Are you brave and engaged and most im-
portantly concerned enough to pick and sort
and work through who it is you want to be,

either with or without a supernatural parent
looking over your shoulder™?

Even, if you cannot say that you were
given a duty from the great beyond, have you
paid enough attention to what goes on in our
little spinning green and blue planet to give
yourself a job, and a blueprint, for how to live
your life here now? If you have, and mostly
hold yourself to it, and love the opportunity to
define your life on your terms, then you are
living proof that religion is possible without a
faith in the supernatural.

So when someone asks you if you be-
lieve in a religion that is not rooted in faith,
you can say, incredulously, “Believe in it?
I've seen it”. You don’t need faith to be reli-
gious. You don't need a leap to a belief that
defies your reason to be spiritual, but you
can't really be fully (spiritual) either, without
action and experience that binds you to, if not
the transcendent, the things that are most
attributed to the transcendent.

And, that is all I have to say about that.
AMEN

Note

* In this paragraph | think Steve was stating
that either personally or through church insti-
tutions, responsibility needs to be taken for
“brainwashing” ourselves into a new and bet-
ter way regardless of whether we believe in
God or not. The brain-, soul-, or nervous
system-washing consists of giving preemi-
nence over belief to a life of peace making,
justice, truth seeking, and compassion.

Eric Stevenson, editor of the above sermon.

Oh, to be an editor (now that sum-
mer’s come and its nearly autumn?) or some-
thing like that.

| have a difficulty in rendering the writ-
ing of someone as forthright a Yank as Rev.
Steven Wilson into English or even Austra-
lian spelling. It seems wrong. Likewise with
jokes | am sometimes sent that are obviously
set in the US with American speakers. But |
often dither. From now on if you get US
spelling (which, as a remedial reading
teacher | find more sensible than ours) you'll
know I think the writer is American. Candace
& Ginna can do as they fancy.

Jan Tendys



Courses that may be of interest
to members.

( Your editor is always happy to include
in the newsletter any talks, events etc
that may relate one way or another to the
ethos of Spirit of Life: i.e. our Seven Prin-
ciples. Please give me ample time. JT)

Dr. Max Lawson will be conducting 2
short courses on Graham Green on be-
half of the University of the Third Age. If
you are not already a member of this or-
ganization for details you may contact
one of the following: 9252-2033 or
mail@sydneyu3a.orq .

The theme of these courses is "Religion
and the Novels of Graham Greene"

Courses will be held at The Manors Re-
tirement Village, 6 Hale Rd., Mosman.

Four Mondays from 10 am to 12 pm,
starting 12th March, will cover Graham
Greene's novel Brighton Rock (1936) -
a thriller. Initially Greene called it an
‘entertainment’ but this is too light a term
for this study of Greene's fascination with
evil. Selected unabridged sections of the
novel will be listened to, followed by
group discussion.

Four Mondays from 10 am to 12 pm
from 16th April will cover Graham
Greene's The Power and the Glory
(1940). A committed atheist police lieu-
tenant is determined to eradicate the last
priest left in his province in Mexico. At
one level a thriller, this book is a study in
‘the appalling strangeness of the Mercy
of God'. Selected unabridged readings
will be listened to, followed by group dis-
cussion.

For further information call Max on:
9969-7773 or, if no answer, 9534-1207
Or email: ginnahastings@yahoo.com

Some Translations of

Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam

Edward FitzGerald
Quatrain Xl in his 1st edition: 1859

Here with a Loaf of Bread beneath the
Bough,

A Flask of Wine, a Book of Verse - and Thou
Beside me singing in the Wilderness -

And Wilderness is Paradise enow.

Robert Graves and Omar Ali-Shah

Quatrains 11 and 12, 1967, (equivalent of
FitzGerald's quatrain Xl in his 1st edition, as
above):

Should our day's portion be one mancel loaf,
A haunch of mutton and a gourd of wine

Set for us two alone on the wide plain,

No Sultan's bounty could evoke such joy.

A gourd of red wine and a sheaf of poems —
A bare subsistence, half a loaf, not more —
Supplied us two alone in the free desert:
What Sultan could we envy on his throne?

Karim Emami

Quatrain 160, 1988, (equivalent of FitzGer-
ald's quatrain Xl in his 1st edition, as above):

In spring if a houri-like sweetheart

Gives me a cup of wine on the edge of a
green cornfield,

Though to the vulgar this would be blas-
phemy,

If I mentioned any other Paradise, I'd be
worse than a dog.

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia
Readings of a FitzGerald version:

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hzfKheiQ-
pU&feature=endscreen&NR=1

There are many quatrains given in succeed-
ing items in this youtube series.

Inspired by the address given by lan Ellis-
Jones:



Vespers

As light departs to let the earth be one with
night,
Silence deepens in the mind, and thoughts
grow slow;

The basket of twilight brims over with colours
Gathered from within the sacred meadows of
the day
And offered like bless-
ings to the gathering
Tenebrae.

After the day's frenzy,
may the heart grow still,
Gracious in thought for
all the day brought,
Surprises that dawn
could never have
dreamed: :
The blue silence that came to still the mind,
The quiver of mystery at the edge of a
glimpse,
The golden echoes of worlds behind voices.

Tense faces unable to hide what gripped the
heart,
The abrupt cut of a glance or a word that
hurt,

The flame of longing that distance darkened,
Bouquets of memory gathered on the heart's
altar,

The thorns of absence in the rose of dream.

And the whole while the unknown underworld
Of the mind, turning slowly, in its secret orbit.
May the blessing of sleep bring refreshment
and release
And the Angel of the moon call the rivers of
dream
To soften the hardened earth of the outside
life,
Disentangle from the trapped nets the hurts
and sorrow,
And awaken the young soul for the new to-
MOrrow.

~John O'Donohue ~

(To Bless the Space Between Us)

Photos on this page are by Jan & John Tendys.

Dios

| feel God travel with me,
when the sun sets and on the sea,
together we walk as it grows dark.
We are all together but walk like orphans.

But | feel God and he gives colour
to my life. He is kind and sad,
like those who attend the sick and dying;
He whispers like a lover in distress.
His heart must hurt for his creation.

Oh, my God, though | have just come to you,
I love so much as it grows dark,
and in the balance within the heart,
| weigh and weep for frail Creation.

And you, what do you weep for ... you who
love
with your immense and whirling heart?
| consecrate you, God, because you love so
much;
because you never smile; because your
heart
must ache as Time continues.

~ Cesar Vallejo ~

(Neruda & Vallejo: Selected Poems, ed. by
Robert Bly,

original translation by Robert Bly, version by
Jose Orez)

Dissonances?

As a Unitarian Mystic Humanist, | am less
troubled than perhaps others are by Esprit
sometimes giving a nod to the (various) God
believers and sometimes a nod to the Hu-
manists. In fact, | would be more worried if ...



(continued) our newsletter did not acknowledge that there were differences amongst us theologically as
there are politically and in other ways. Perhaps | could be accused of not acknowledging that some of
us may be climate change contrarians, but so far no-one has complained. (*_*) Hope I'm not inviting
complaints! But seriously, to me it is very important to acknowledge—as Steve did, implicitly but so
well, in his address—that we do not have to think alike to love alike. No-one left out. Jan Tendys.

Avaaz and Al

Avaaz is an organisation that exists mainly online (i.e. it comes through the internet). If
you are a member, you will receive fairly frequent messages about current, crucial geopolitical
situations and will be asked to take a stand—if you agree with the analysis of the Avaaz team,
you sign a petition (often, but not always, aimed at some UN organisation). No shame in not
signing every petition sent.

For those who are not online, don’t forget that by being a member of Amnesty Interna-
tional or one of their Human Rights Defenders you can receive their magazine through the
post to your home address and participate in Al's struggle for human dignity and justice. You
can also just be on their Campaign mailing list. No shame if you don’t sign up to everything. JT

If you have a news item or written article you believe would be of
interest to the congregation, we invite you to submit it for publication.

Please note that Esprit is assembled usually in the last week of the month so longer
items should be handed in or sent by the second last Sunday of the month. Items for
the Schedule of Services (talk titles etc) should be in by the Friday of the last week.
Variations to this timetable may be necessitated by circumstances.
Preferred method is as an MS-WORD or email to jtendys@bigpond.com
Hardcopy (or electronic media) submissions can be hand-delivered to Jan or posted to:
Spirit of Life
PO Box 1356
LANE COVE NSW 1595

Please note:If space is limited, submissions may be subject to editing.

you have a topic of a spiritual nature that
vou would like to share with the congreqgation?

As Unitarians, we support an “Open Pulpit”
and invite members of the congregation to lead the service if they so wish.

Just let Candace know what you would like to speak about
and when vou are available and we will fit you into the schedule.

Also, please feel free to give us your feedback on any of the services. This is the best way to
ensure the services address the needs of the congregation.

Would you care to join us? Membership is open to all adults and includes this
newsletterlf you would like to join us as an active member of Spirit of Life, please ring 9428-
2244, consult our website www.sydneyunitarians.com or speak to one of our members be-
fore or after the Sunday service. Please note that all membership applications are subject to
approval at a meeting of the Committee.




