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The hymn “Spirit of Life” connects with us in many ways, and I’d like to touch on one of those ways now by recalling what has to be my favorite line of all time from a movie.  Believe it or not, the movie is Jurassic Park.  For anyone who hasn’t seen it, it’s about a businessman who hires a team of scientists to extract DNA from ancient mosquitoes and use it to bring dinosaurs back to life as a tourist attraction.  His insurance company insists he bring a team of independent scientists in to evaluate the safety of this concept.  The park’s scientists explain that one safety feature is that the dinosaurs can’t breed because they have carefully controlled the conditions to ensure that they are all female.  Malcolm, a mathematician specializing in chaos theory, questions this notion, saying: 

“… life will not be contained.
Life breaks free.  It expands to new territories.  It crashes through barriers.  Painfully, maybe even … dangerously, “

The park scientist questions this, saying 

“You're implying that a group composed entirely of females will breed?”

To which Malcolm replies

“I'm simply saying that life - - finds a way.”

In my mind, that is the Spirit of Life – the drive, the ambition, the tenacity to keep going.  The breaking free, expanding to new territories, crashing through barriers, and tearing down walls.  Spirituality is what we are driven to do by something within us.  It is our morality: our thoughts, feelings, attitudes and behaviors toward other people and the world around us.  It is our creativity: making and appreciating beautiful music, poetry and artwork.  It is our emotions: love, joy, hope, and sorrow.  It is our curiosity: our spirit of adventure and discovery.  

This view is a change for me.  I’ve always been the scientific type, and until just a few years ago I viewed the real world as being purely material.  In my mind the spiritual world simply meant the non-material world, which I viewed as falling into three categories: religion, ghosts and goblins, or psychics and fortune-tellers.  I’ve driven poor Miki crazy with endless questions.  What does spiritual mean?  Can someone be spiritual without believing in God?  Does morality come from religion, or the other way around?  I’ve concluded that the world of spirituality is enormous, encompassing an incredible range of ideas and concepts, with traditional religion just a tiny little box in the corner.

Our principles address many topics of great social concern – such as justice, acceptance, the democratic process and world community.  Discussion of these issues can easily appear to be political, intellectual, or academic – anything but spiritual.  

And yet it doesn’t have to be that way.  Our principles are not political or academic – I see them as an attempt to put into words our most deeply held spiritual values.  They explain how we view and relate to other people, other cultures, other species; how we wish to be treated and how we wish others to be treated; how we view our place in the world.

At times we gather here for programs which focus on social justice, community issues, matters of war and peace.  And we gain knowledge through these programs, with the hope that we will carry that knowledge out the door and use it to better the world.  And this is a wonderful goal.  However, I firmly believe that we gain knowledge through our intellect, but we are driven to action through our spirit.

Many of the attitudes and policies which we see as being in conflict with our principles and needing change, have been based on political or economic decisions - often justified through established religion. 

But issues that we care about, such as climate change, racism, poverty, homelessness, access to medical care, and the rights of our gay, lesbian, and transgendered friends are not economic or political issues – they are spiritual issues and they demand a spiritual solution.  And this requires that we leave here on Sundays not with newly gained knowledge and understanding of a problem, but with a new attitude – and the drive to tear down walls and break through barriers.

We as people are not perfect.  We all have our frailties, our addictions, our selfishness, our blind pursuits of wealth or power.  We have illnesses and injuries.  We need comfort, and reason for hope in times of despair.  We need to believe that we are something more than tiny dust specks in a cold and uncaring universe.  Many of us look for spiritual guidance as we try to confront these issues, and many find what they seek in the eternal rewards or punishments promised by some traditional religions.

But the “thou shalt not” approach doesn’t work for all of us.  Some seek a more earth-centered tradition focusing on our one-ness with the earth and recognition of the interdependent nature of our world.  Others are be drawn to the Buddhist traditions, with the idea that enlightenment is within, rather than outside, each of us.  And some focus on humanist teachings, emphasizing our own abilities to find truth and morality.  In many ways, I believe that Unitarian Universalism is uniquely suited to address these issues because we are willing to accept and respect all these viewpoints, and many more.  But we need to do more than accept and respect.  We need to do more than understand and analyze and debate.  

Our fellowship should provide the comfort, the hope, the inspiration to do great things.  And I think it can.  This is a wonderful, warm and caring community.  But with a little focus, I think it can become much more – an endless source of spiritual support for our members and guests.

Through the first half of the nineteenth century, slavery was a very contentious issue in the young United States.  Many opposed it, but those who supported it argued that the economic health of the nation was dependent on slavery, that slaves were better off enslaved than they would be as free men and women, and that slavery was justified in the Bible and was therefore God’s will.  For many people, these arguments were convincing.  But slavery is not an economic or political or religious issue.  It is a spiritual issue.  In 1852 Harriet Beecher Stowe published “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” and much of our nation saw through the smokescreen to the real spiritual nature of the issue: slaves were people too.  People with hopes and dreams, who laughed and cried and loved.  The book was widely credited with changing our nation’s attitude toward slavery. When Abraham Lincoln met her he is reported to have said, "So this is the little lady who started this great war."

Albert Einstein had the intellectual ability to answer questions about the basic nature of the universe.  But far more importantly, he had the spiritual drive to pursue the questions in the first place.  What can be more spiritual than to ask “What would it be like to ride on a beam of light?”, and then pursue the answer even as he was forced to leave behind some of the most fundamental concepts of science – the nature of space and time, and mass and energy?  

“All our dreams can come true — if we have the courage to pursue them.”  And Walt Disney certainly had the courage – as well as the spirit.  In the midst of the great depression he became determined to create the first-ever full-length animated film, over the vigorous objections of many, including his wife and brother, who were convinced it would fail. But when “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs” was released it became an instant classic, and marked the beginning of the “Golden Age of Animation” for Walt Disney Studios.  Walt went on to create Disneyland – “the Happiest place on Earth” where people could forget about the real world and live as children for a day of pure fantasy and joy.  I will never forget visiting Disneyland when my two oldest daughters Nathalie and Erin were just a few years old.  The look on their faces as our “It’s a Small World” boat floated into an enchanted room filled with singing puppets is something I’ll never forget.

These three people were made famous by their spiritual drive – a passion that consumed them and swept up the public who joined them on their missions of social justice, scientific discovery, and the pursuit of happiness.  They all achieved unbelievable things, and changed the world.  

How can we, as UUs, carry on this mission, sweep up others and carry them along as we change the world?

