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As part of my interfaith seminary training, I am required to read two books. The first book, Being and Caring (Daniels and Horowitz), is an advanced psychology text, which discusses primarily how to be who we are and care about others. The second book, The Ten Challenges (Felder), discusses each of the Ten Commandments from a psychological and spiritual perspective, rather than from a traditional religious perspective. 

As I read these two texts, I am gaining profound insights into how psychology and spirituality relate to each other. I’m also recognizing that when viewed from a psychological and spiritual perspective, the Ten Commandments have a lot in common with our UU Seven Principles. I plan to do a series of talks where I present each of the Ten Commandments, discuss it from a psychological and spiritual point of view, and relate it to our Seven Principles. 

A more accurate translation of the original Hebrew text would be the “Ten Words” or the “Ten Things.” The word “Commandments” was a mistranslation from the Hebrew into the Greek. Felder refers to them as the “Ten Challenges” – the way most of us experience living up to them. He believes that spirit of the Ten Commandments makes up the foundation of the world’s major religions. But how do the Ten Commandments compare to our UU Seven Principles? 
Do they complement or contradict? 

How have we experienced the Ten Commandments from a religious perspective? For many of us, they declared, “I am God. These are my rules. Obey them – or else!” Felder suggests that when looking at them from a psychological and spiritual perspective, they say, “I am the One who cares about your freedom and helps you out of your enslavements.” From this perspective, they can be viewed as guidelines to protect our freedom. 

Many of us recall the story of the giving of the Ten Commandments. The Israelites have been wandering in the desert for many years following their liberation from enslavement in Egypt. Moses, their leader, climbs high up a mountain to seek guidance from the mysterious, mystical force that helped liberate them. After what seems like an eternity, he descends the mountain with the guidance he sought: the Ten Commandments. 

Many of us can relate to this story. There have been times in our lives when we felt as if we were wandering in the desert of life, lost and forlorn, desperate for guidance. Then, out of the blue, we receive exactly what we need precisely when we need it most. Is this mere coincidence, serendipity, or synchronicity? Perhaps it is what many call “the grace of God.” What is our typical response when this happens? 

There are many responses ranging from skepticism to curiosity. If we are a skeptic, like Sigmund Freud, we may believe as he did: ““Religion is an obsessional neurosis … a childish illusion to defend oneself against the crushing superiority of nature.” Our response might be, “Is this some kind of magic trick?” 

If we are a bit more open-minded, like Carl Jung, we may see religious symbols and archetypes as clues to our souls’ deep quest to connect with something greater than ourselves. Our response may be, “Maybe you’re there, but maybe you’re not. Seems like you’ve helped at times, but other times, it seemed you were nowhere to be found. I don’t know if I can trust you.” Or “You seem to be a powerful and helpful force, but what do you want from me?” 

If we are curious, like William James, we may be open to the possibility that human minds are capable of far more than just rational thought. We use only a small part of our brains for this, while a much larger part is capable of mystical experiences, spiritual exploration, and the pursuit of wholeness. Our response might be, “I’m curious to know more. I seem to feel better when I open my mind to you rather than when I stay stuck in my narrow mind.” 

According to Biblical scholars, the Ten Commandments do not appear to be a divine threat, but more of a divine reaching out to humanity from a source of caring and support, offering a partnership with us to repair our broken world. This is an intriguing idea; we all know the world needs help, and we’re not doing very well fixing it our way. It seems we need a more powerful force. We need a miracle. However, joining with some unknown, mystical force to fix the world seems frightening and burdensome. What is this unknowable, mysterious force? And more importantly – what sacrifices will I need to make to be in a relationship with it?
When we look at the first commandment, “Thou shalt have no other gods before me” and our fourth principle, “A free and responsible search for truth and meaning,” they appear to contradict each other when viewed from the perspective of our religious upbringing. We were taught that we had to believe in God a certain way. Unfortunately, many of us were taught totally irreconcilable ideas about God that deeply confused and disturbed us. For example, we may have been taught that God is loving and vengeful, accepting and judgmental, unbiased and prejudiced. 

What if these ideas about God are the “other gods” that we are being warned not to worship in this first commandment? It has been said that to try to capture the Divine with our ideas is like trying to capture the wind with a lasso. Ideas and concepts, like a lasso, are limited in what they can capture. The mind is a tool that uses ideas and concepts. We are free to use it to process and respond to our physical world. We are free to believe what we want – but beliefs have consequences. 

The mind is useful when we use it to evaluate whether or not our ideas are pointing us in the right direction, like signposts, on our own personal journey toward truth and meaning. However, the mind can be dangerous when we identify too much with our ideas, worship them, and make them absolute truth. According to the Ten Commandments, this is the number one thing that robs us of our freedom. How does this happen? 

From a psychological perspective, we are all born with an authentic self. According to the psychologist Abraham Maslow, the highest achievement of all human beings is self-actualization: to reach our full potential as our authentic selves. In the course of life, we experience conflict with others, whose wants and needs may differ from ours. These conflicts arise in relation to our family members, peers, and society in general. In response to these conflicts, we begin to sacrifice parts of our authentic self. 

As a result, our personal, authentic self begins to fade into the background as our “social self” emerges. We all do this to a certain extent in order to live in harmony with others. However, if we have to sacrifice too much of our personal self, it fades so far into the background that we literally become a stranger to ourselves. Then our personal search for truth and meaning, our right and responsibility to move toward self-actualization, is seriously sidetracked. 

Organized religion can contribute greatly to the process of losing our authentic selves. Soren Kierkegaard, a 19th-century Danish youth, gave up his study for the priesthood to become one of the first existential philosophers. He believed that the Church interferes with people’s capacity to be true to themselves. They do this by reinforcing prevailing attitudes and platitudes instead of supporting each other’s right and obligation to an inward search. 

In relation to the ideas about God that we grow up with, who did we need to be? For many of us, the Doctrine of Original Sin taught us that we are “inherently sinful.” This doctrine taught us that our personal, authentic self is evil, and the creation of a false self is necessary to save us from hell. Those of us who accepted this doctrine as young children found that sacrificing our true selves did not save us from hell; it made our lives hell. Our belief in the Doctrine of Original Sin set-up an intense internal conflict that imprisoned our true being and caused us great pain and suffering. 

From a spiritual perspective, let us consider God not as a being, but as Being itself. Let us consider God as the great sphere of Being, and all that is belongs to this perfect, complete oneness of Being. This means that each of us is part of this perfectly complete wholeness of Being. Hindus great everyone with, “Nameste.” Jewish people use “Shalom,” which means “God’s Peace.” This is a way of recognizing and acknowledging the Perfect Being that resides within us all. 

In Exodus chapter 3, God spoke to Moses from a burning bush, asking him to go to the Israelites and free them from their bondage in Egypt. However, Moses had a problem. What is the name of that which is sending him? 

13 Moses said to God, “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?” 
14 God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” 

It seems as if the first commandment is saying just that: “I AM who I am; Do not try to lasso me with your ideas, or limit me with your judgments. This is how our Being becomes enslaved. 

We all have our ideas about ourselves that make up our “self-image.” If we cling to those ideas too fiercely, we imprison our Being because we have to squeeze ourselves into that idea to prove who we think we are to ourselves and/or to others. We protect our precious reputation without realizing what a tremendous burden it is. When we can just say, “I am who I am,” we free ourselves from all ideas and all judgments and open ourselves up to the wholeness of Being. 

If we look at the first commandment from this point of view, it seems to be in harmony with our fourth principle. We are free to search for our truth and meaning, but we must do so responsibly. We are free to be our own Perfection, whatever that is for us. However, we are not free to decide who others are or to allow others to decide that for us. When we are at peace within ourselves, we can be at peace with others. Then we can rest in a state of self-actualization, a state of inner peace – perfectly whole and complete Being.
