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Nurture the Spirit
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It wasn’t until my first years in Vancouver in the early ‘90’s that I started going to church. I had two very young children, a workaholic husband, my father died, my mother was invalid, and I was in a new city and had no friends or family for support. They were difficult times for me. I hadn’t attended church as a child. We lived too far from the city. But I had seen my parents benefit from a UU fellowship when we moved from Quebec to Toronto decades before, so I took the plunge and piled my own family in the car one Sunday and off we went.

My children were welcomed into the Sunday school immediately for which I am grateful. If they hadn’t, we might never have gone back. But we did, and it came to be that that single hour a week of sitting in communal worship was important. The sermons were very intellectual and when I couldn’t keep up, I let them wash through my mind to work their magic however they would. The readings, music and meditations kept me engaged and present. Sometimes they brought out my tears. You’ve heard the expression about keeping your head while all about you are losing theirs – well, for those years the congregation gave me a touchstone, an anchor in times when I felt close to losing my head. The weekly rhythm of worship and the patterned structure of the service nurtured me through times of uncertainty, reprieving me from the isolation of my struggles, and providing me with a spiritual grounding amidst the emotional turmoil of my life at the time.

The value I got from regularly attending church caught me by surprise. The support of having a time, place and community where I could let go of my cares and sit in friendly peace for an hour literally saved my soul. As time went on, I worked on committees, took part in women’s circles, taught Sunday school, and planned retreats. I received as much as I gave. I did also pursue a more singularly spiritual practice outside of the church later on, but it is the congregation held in love and nurtured that I look back to with gratitude for setting me on my path.
A year and a half ago, the UUA convened a group of ministers for a special two and a half day session to figure out what made their churches tick. A dozen ministers were invited from congregations that the UUA could see were doing well. They were thriving and the UUA wanted to know why? 

The ministers sat in a circle, and the UUA staff sat in a silent ring around them, observing and listening as the ministers shared their thoughts and experiences. The facilitator’s first question was, ‘what is the saving message of your congregation?’ 

The answer surprised them. It wasn’t initiatives and strategies to make the churches grow. It wasn’t anything the UUA was doing, or the districts. 

It emerged through the conversations between these ministers that their churches were thriving on love; ministers who loved their congregations, congregations who loved their neighbors and contributed to their communities, UU members who ministered to one another and reached out to get to really know the strangers in their midst.

The ministers and the members of these congregations were not really concerned about growth in numbers as they were with people and the task of helping people get in touch with the holy in their lives. No two churches had the same formula, and the minister was in each case only one in a cast of people whose purpose it was to nurture the human spirit, and to serve in the healing of the world. “Nurture the spirit, help heal the world” was discovered to be the saving message common to these congregations. 

‘Nurture the spirit, help heal the world.’ Not bad. Not bad. I am especially intrigued with the first half of the phrase, ‘nurture the spirit.’ Healing the world is an accepted part of our teachings and practice through our social action tradition. But the part about spirit has been a little bit foggier for us UUs. In our Principles, we affirm and promote ‘acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations,’ but ‘encouraging another’s spiritual growth’ is vague and abstract enough to ignore it altogether. ‘Encouragement’ sounds like cheering from the sidelines, a bystander in someone else’s journey. “Hey, going on a silent retreat for 10 days? You GO, girl.” 

‘Nurturing’ to my ear has a very different quality. It comes from a language of caring, of love. It’s interactive. In the present tense – nurturing - it invites both the giving and receiving of nurturing. It is a language of nature, conjuring up images of baby birds in nests, of students being mentored, of seedlings being sheltered and tended. We UUs have often been perceived as aloof, with a distance and indifference that we all too often justify as respect. Nurturing is immediate and tactile, and yet no less respectful. To nurture is to foster another’s best, another’s strength. We all need that. We all can give that.

‘Nurture the spirit.’ 

We UUs has have had difficulty with spirituality. Our diverse communities include many for whom the word is a total mystery, perhaps even suspicious. However we wouldn’t be showing up here on Sunday mornings if we didn’t share a drive that is innate within all of us – a drive to wrestle with the enormous mystery of life. Religions and cultures may change, shift or fade away with time, but we mortals have an emotional need to face the questions that religions and spiritual traditions attempt to answer, even if those answers are inadequate. No matter the impossibility of trying to grasp the infinite and touch the intangible, the attempt that matters.

Well, let’s just do that. Let’s just attempt to grapple with that enigma we call ‘spirit.’ Let’s for a moment imagine a spectrum of spirituality, as a rainbow is a spectrum of light. We’ll keep it simple – say four frequencies of spirituality. It may not be complete, but it may offer something as a way of seeing spirituality in ourselves and in one another. We have 4 sets of readings, each representing a different spiritual nature. I invite you now to make yourself comfortable, to close your eyes if you like, and to listen to these voices. Notice which you are drawn to, and which feels alien. There is no judgment necessary. These are just some colors of the rainbow, voices in the orchestra.

Are you ready? Here we go:

[Note: Based on the work of Peter Tufts Richardson in his book Four Spiritualities: Expressions of Self, Expressions of the Spirit, Davies-Black Publishing: Mountainview, CA, 1996. The following readings are quotes obtained from this book.]

THE SPIRITUALITY OF WORKS (3 readings)
#1 reader - Edward Everett Hale, 19th century Unitarian minister

The true allegiance of man to the Infinite Law implies and involves more than verbal truth. It is the obedience of every act, so that the man does without concealment, without pretense, without exaggeration, the thing he undertakes to do. The errand boy does not loiter on his errand. The sentinel never misses a turn of his round. The screw-maker never puts one deficient screw in the parcel. We shall gain this absolute allegiance when the kingdom of God wholly comes. To gain it, to bring in that kingdom, is our present hope and duty. 

#2 reader - George Washington – from his Farewell Address

Observe good faith and justice towards all nations; cultivate peace and harmony with all. Religion and morality enjoin this conduct; and can it be that good policy does not equally enjoin it? It will be worthy of a free, enlightened, and at no distant period, a great nation, to give to mankind the magnanimous and too novel example of a people always guided by an exalted justice and benevolence. Who can doubt that in the course of time and things the fruits of such a plan would richly repay our temporary advantages which might be lost by a steady adherence to it? Can it be, that Providence has not connected the permanent felicity of a nation with its virtue? The experiment, at least, is recommended by every sentiment which ennobles human nature.

#3 reader - Epictetus, Greek Stoic Philosopher
What would you wish to be doing when you are found by death? I for my part would wish to be found doing something that belongs to a man, beneficent, suitable to the general interest. If death surprises me when I am busy about these things, it is good enough for me if I can stretch out my hands and say: the means by which I have received for helping the world I have not neglected; I have not dishonored the world with my acts. That I have been given life, I am thankful. If I have used well the powers which are mine, I am content and give them back to the great life from which I came.

People with a Spirituality of Works are inspired by the challenge of making things real, including high ideals like Peace on Earth. They devote their lives to this, and to the efforts and obligations of responsible living and citizenship. They have a sense of objectivity, duty, pragmatism and attention to detail. Their work is their worship and their service is to the institutions that serve people. 

THE SPIRITUALITY OF DEVOTION (3 readings)

#4 reader -  From the Bhagavad Gita
A leaf, a flower, a fruit, (a little) water – whatever

One offers to Me with devotion, that love-offering

Of the striving-soul I taste and enjoy.

Whatever thou doest, whatever thou enjoyest,

Whatever thou sacrificest, whatever thou givest,

Whatever the energy of tapasya, of the soul’s will

Or effort thou puttest forth, make it [O Worshipper]

An offering unto Me.

#1 reader - St. Francis of Assissi
Lord, make me an instrument of Thy peace.

Where there is hate, may I bring love

Where offense, may I bring pardon;

May I bring union in place of discord;

Truth, replacing error;

Faith, where once there was doubt;

Hope, for despair;

Light, where was darkness;

Joy to replace sadness.

Make me not to so crave to be loved as to love.

Help me to learn, that in giving I may receive;

In forgetting self, I may find life eternal.

#2 reader - Ramakrishna, 19th century Indian guru
God is both personal and impersonal. It is difficult to conceive an impersonal God, so, to begin with, God has to be thought of as a person. Can anyone think of the color white without thinking of a white object? One can look at the morning sun, but not at the midday sun. similarly, when God is manifest in a person we know what God is like, otherwise God is impersonal and beyond thought and deeds….

God cannot be seen with these physical eyes. In the course of spiritual discipline one gets a ‘love body,’ endowed with ‘love eyes,’ ‘love ears,’ and so on. One sees God with those ‘love eyes.’ One hears the voice of God with those ‘love ears.’ One even gets a sexual organ made of love…with this ‘love body’ the soul communes with God.

People with a Spirituality of Devotion take pleasure in the tangible, the personal, the hands on and the direct. All things are manifestations of the Divine. Their compassionate focus is the person in front of them. Rather than abstractions, they are enlivened by stories, anecdotes and concrete references. They live in the present and give themselves to the task at hand with all their heart.

THE SPIRITUALITY OF UNITY (4 readings)

#3 reader - William Ellery Channing, 19th century Unitarian theologian

That unbounded spiritual energy which we call God, is conceived by us only through consciousness, through the knowledge of ourselves…The Infinite Light would be forever hidden from us, did not kindred rays dawn and brighten within us. God is another name for human intelligence raised above all error and imperfection, and extended to all possible truth. The same is true of God’s goodness. How do we understand this, but by the principle of love implanted in the human breast?... Men, as by a natural inspiration, have agreed to speak of conscience as the voice of God, as the Divinity within us…the universe, I know is full of God.

#4 reader - From a Buddhist catechism

173. How should this Noble Eightfold Middle Path be practiced”

All these eight parts should be practiced together and not separately.

174. How is this Noble Eightfold Path composed?

This Noble Eightfold Path is composed of three elements, namely the element of virtue, the element of concentration, and the element of wisdom. The element of virtue embraces right speech, right action, and right livelihood; the element of concentrations embraces right effort, right attentiveness and right concentration, and the element of wisdom embraces right knowledge and right intention.

#1 reader - Horace Mann, American education reformer and Unitarian
How can a man who is ignorant of God’s laws, be God’s ambassador or representative? Get knowledge, then, my young friends, get wisdom, and with all thy gettings, get understanding. Get science (which is nothing but a knowledge of God’s laws) as a religious duty. Before you can obey, you must know. Knowledge, then is essential to a rational piety.

#2 reader - Buckminster Fuller, 20th century American architect and Unitarian
Yes, God is a verb,

the most active, 

Connoting the vast harmonic

reordering of the universe

from unleashed chaos of energy.

And there is born unheralded

a great natural peace,

not out of exclusive

pseudo-static security

but out of including, refining, dynamic balancing.

Naught is lost.

Only the false and nonexistent are dispelled.

People with a Spirituality of Unity have faith in a synthesis that can explain all Creation in a unity. They seek intellectual clarity, have a sense of organizing principles pervading all life, delight in the possibilities of the patterns and logic they discover, and believe in education as a means to enlightenment. They enjoy the abstract and are not so concerned with past or present.

THE SPIRITUALITY OF HARMONY (4 readings)

#3 reader - Rabindranath Tagore

The eternal Dream


Is born on the wings of ageless Light


That rends the veil of the vague



And goes across Time


Weaving ceaseless patterns of Being.

The mystery remains dumb,


The meaning of this pilgrimage,


The endless adventure of existence – 

Whose rush along the sky


Flames up into innumerable rings of paths,

Till at last knowledge gleams out from the dusk



In the infinity of human spirit,


 And in that dim-lighted dawn


She speechlessly gazes through the break in the mist



At the vision of Life and of Love


Emerging from the tumult of profound pain and joy.

#4 reader - Ralph Waldo Emerson

I look for the new Teacher, that shall follow so far those shining laws, that he shall see them come full circle; shall see their rounding complete grace; shall see the world to be the mirror of the soul; shall see the identity of the law of gravitation with purity of heart; and shall show that the Ought, that Duty, is one thing with Science, with Beauty, and with Joy.

#1 reader - Rainer Maria Rilke, German poet

I can’t give you advice but this: to go into yourself and see how deep the place is from which your life flows; at its source you will find the answer to the question of whether you must create. Accept that answer, just as it is given to you, without trying to interpret. Perhaps you will discover that you are called to be an artist.

…out of this immersion in your own world, poems come, then you will not think of asking anyone whether they are good or not.

#2 reader - Thoreau

That age will be rich indeed when those relics which we call Classics, and the still older and more than classic but even less known Scriptures of the nations, shall have still further accumulated, when the Vaticans shall be filled with Vedas and Zendavestas and Bibles, with Homers and Dantes and Shakespeare, and all centuries to come shall have successively deposited their trophies to the forum of the world. By such a pile we may hope to scale heaven at last.

People with a Spirituality of Harmony are idealists who hold the flame of hope and possibilities for a better life ahead. Life is a continually unfolding process of becoming, of creating, of emerging. They have a deep feeling for the well-being of others and the world, and delight in the weaving of community relationships through creativity and communication.

**

Harmony, Unity, Devotion, Works. Did you hear your voice in these readings? In more than one spirituality? Did you recognize someone else? Which of these spiritualities is strong in this congregation? And which is under-recognized? How might it be nurtured?

Well as I said, defining spirituality may not be possible, but it is the attempt that matters. It may be as futile as trying to catch a sunbeam with a butterfly net, or a symphony with your hand but why not try? Considering some parts of spirituality rather than capturing the whole thing might at least give us something to work with. Take that sunbeam.  If we look at it through a prism, rather than try to capture it whole in a net, we discover a wonderful world of color. It never entirely reveals magic of sunlight but it helps us imagine it a little bit better, and the colors themselves give us a wonderful box of tools.

The ultimate reason we come to church is to celebrate the glory of our very existence; to be in a place where we can open ourselves to the mystery within and beyond; to make new discoveries and find new hope; to nurture the spirit together. And yet we can easily judge and diminish someone who doesn’t fit our idea of spiritual if we cannot see where his or her spirituality lies. This step of defining spiritual natures is a modest one, but it at least destroys the dichotomy of ‘spiritual’ or ‘not spiritual,’ and gives us smaller pieces of the spiritual mystery we can grasp at least a little. In them we may see ourselves and those around us more clearly. Just as important, we may see those whose spiritual natures are different than ours with new eyes, and to accept them with compassion and not confusion, with joy and not judgment. And in so doing, are we not right there, already nurturing the spirit? I think so. Is this the task of our churches, fellowships and congregations? Absolutely.

‘Nurture the spirit.’ Can we do that? I think so.

‘Nurture the spirit, help heal the world.’ Sounds like a plan.

May it truly be so.

