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OPENING WORDS  by Joy Atkinson:  

The womb of stars embraces us;

remnant of their fiery furnaces 

pulse through our veins.

We are of the stars,

the dust of the explosions 

cast across space.

We are of the earth: 

we breathe and live in the breath 

of ancient plants and beasts.

We are a part 

of the great circle of humanity 

gathered round the fire, the 

hearth, the altar.

We gather anew this day 

to celebrate our common heritage.

May we recall in gratitude 

all that has given us birth.

 MEDITATION –  “Sometimes”  by Hermann Hesse

Sometimes, when a bird cries out, 

Or the wind sweeps through a tree,

Or a dog howls in a far-off farm,

I hold still and listen a long time.

My world turns and goes back to the place 

Where, a thousand forgotten years ago,

The bird and the blowing wind

Were like me, and were my brothers.

My soul turns into a tree,

And an animal, and a cloud bank

Then changed and odd it comes home

And asks me questions. What should I reply?

READING:  From “What Does it Mean to be Human” by Huston Smith

There is nothing that the public at large – parents, teachers, and correctional officers in their number – would more like to learn from psychologists than what makes for behavior change. Thus far researchers haven’t gotten very far with the question, but heading their provisional answers is a changed self-image. For people act out of who they take themselves to be.


Here is where the question of human nature jumps to importance, for the nobler we imagine ourselves, the better we are likely to behave, which is what makes encouragement so important. It’s quite simple, really. The better we feel about ourselves, the better we feel about others, and this leads us to treat them better. And to perform better generally.


…where people position themselves on the scale of self-esteem depends (more than any other factor) on how they think they arrived – the ancestry they posit for themselves. It is the realization that human beings were divinely created that prompts people to love their neighbors. To believe that one is descended from noble stock is to assume that one is made of noble stuff, which in turn disposes one to behave nobly, though of course it doesn’t guarantee such behavior.


When we add to the forgoing considerations Marshall Sahlin’s anthropological observation that we are the only people who think themselves risen from savages; everyone else believes they descended from gods, we have the gist of the point I have been trying to make; namely that the decline in our view of human nature is a serious matter.

SERMON:  “Monkey Shines”  - Rev. Alison Hyder
Several years ago a gorilla named Binti Jua caused a big stir when she rescued a little boy who had fallen into her compound at the Brookfield Zoo. The 3-year old human had scrambled onto the wall and tumbled over, hitting his head on the way down. While her own baby clung to her back, Binti carried the unconscious child away from the other curious gorillas, cradling his head, and left him near the gate where the zoo keepers could rescue him. 

Binti – whose name means “daughter of light” in Swahili – became a celebrity. The incident was captured on home video and soon seen around the world. We were transfixed and awed. The Brookfield Zoo was swamped with fan mail, gifts and honors. Binti’s simple cross-species gesture clearly answered a human hunger for decency and hope. If a gorilla can exhibit kindness, why can’t we? 

According to Huston Smith, if we believe we are beasts, then we will act like them. But for him, that is a problem. Smith believes that the theory of evolution has led to a rise in human brutality and incivility: 

…where people position themselves on the scale of self-esteem depends (more than any other factor) on how they think they arrived – the ancestry they posit for themselves. It is the realization that human beings were divinely created that prompts people to love their neighbors. To believe that one is descended from noble stock is to assume that one is made of noble stuff, which in turn disposes one to behave nobly, though of course it doesn’t guarantee such behavior.

When we add to the forgoing considerations Marshall Sahlin’s anthropological observation that we are the only people who think themselves risen from savages; everyone else believes they descended from gods, we have the gist of the point I have been trying to make; namely that the decline in our view of human nature is a serious matter.

Huston Smith is a scholar of World Religions, a learned and liberal man whose books and television series have celebrated human spirituality and diversity.  And yet his imagination apparently fails to see past his species, past humanness to the affirmation of all of creation.  Why do we need to be at the pinnacle? If a God created the world, isn’t it all “good?”  

The theory of creative evolution, developed by the British Unitarian Charles Darwin in 1859, posits that all life is in a process of change and adaptation.  Each species of animal and plant fills a niche, learning to survive in a competitive and sometimes hostile climate. When one strategy fails, the species either adapts its form or behavior, or, if the change is too cataclysmic becomes extinct.

According to this theory, Homo Sapiens – that’s us – evolved over millions of years, learning new skills and modifying our habits to our surroundings, discovering how to mold the environment to our needs, growing from furry cave-dwellers to tool-makers, farmers, and eventually, anthropologists and window-dressers  (well, what more can we expect, with such a shameful, degrading past?).  

Many religions teach that we are descended from divinity, made somehow in God’s image. We are “a little lower than the angels,” created to companion and worship the Deity, and destined to return to our more exalted origins in heaven as soon as we leave our bodies.  For now, we must rise above our physical desires and seek only the spiritual values, such as piety and gratitude and mercy.  But the world keeps calling to us, inviting us to sin. For Christians in particular, the dichotomy between the physical and the spiritual is clear.  Earth is not our home. We are destined for greater things.  

Glenn Tinder, in his [Dec. 1989] Atlantic Monthly article, “Can We Be Good Without God?” clearly sides with Huston Smith in stating that belief in a religious origin is necessary to decency. “In the act of creation,” Tinder states,

God grants a human being glory, or participation in the goodness of all that has been created. The glory of a human being, however, is not like that of a star or a mountain. It is not objectively established but must be freely affirmed by the one to whom it belongs. In this sense the glory of a human being is placed in the future….This fusion of human freedom and divine necessity may be summarily characterized by saying that the glory of an individual, rather than being immediately given, is destined…. The Christian universe is peopled exclusively with royalty.”
Christians look forward to a heavenly union with God. 

For Tinder and other theologians, all human decency and compassion flow from an acknowledgment of our divine nature, our “brotherhood in God.”  And it is certainly true that society places humans on a much higher plane than we do other creatures. We debate whether animals have souls and are accused of anthropomorphism and sentimentality when we argue for their feelings.  “We have dominion,” the Bible says. “The world was created for our use.”  

Tinder’s emphasis on our heavenly human “destiny” devalues the earth, and excuses any sort of destruction and abuse.  If “nobility” is the criterion for respect, then the land is just a disposable resource, something we’ll leave behind when we are exalted in God.  The world and the creatures of it are transient and unimportant and without inherent worth.  

However, I find this idea of divine hierarchy full of flaws. History is replete with Holy Wars in which religious people perpetrate the most extreme cruelty against stranger and sibling alike, from the Trojan Wars to the Crusades to the various witch hunts, through jihads and slavery and bigotry of every kind. The spark of divinity is not enough to guarantee compassion and acceptance and cooperation. It is far too easy to make judgments, to assume you know both God’s will and God’s role, restricting and punishing others “for the good of their immortal souls.”  Perhaps they will repent and make it to heaven. 

Christian theology answers my objection by maintaining that humans are sinful and disobedient. The Fall of Man was contrary to God’s desire, which was for full unity with God. God grieves at our inevitable perversity.  But in this view of creation, humankind is sinking, our nature descending from divine to depraved.  We may have been created “a little lower than the angels,” but we are now sliding happily toward hell.   

Somehow, I do not find this a particularly inspiring belief. It does dishonor to God and to people alike.

Alice Walker wrote [in Anything We Love Can Be Saved], 

It is fatal to love a God who does not love you. A God specifically created to comfort, lead, advise, strengthen, and enlarge the tribal borders of someone else.  We have been beggars at the table of a religion that sanctioned our destruction. Our own religions denied, forgotten; our own ancestral connections to All Creation something of which we are ashamed. I maintain that we are empty, lonely, without our pagan-heathen ancestors…

All people deserve to worship a God who also worships them. A God that made them, and likes them. That is why Nature, Mother Earth, is such a good choice. Never will Nature require that you cut off some part of your body to please It; never will Mother Earth find anything wrong with your natural way. She made it, and She made it however it is so that you will be more comfortable as part of Her Creation, rather than less. Everyone deserves a God who adores our freedom: Nature would never advise us to do anything but be ourselves. Mother Earth will do all that She can to support our choices. Whatever they are. For they are of Her, and inherent in our creation is Her trust.

And what is the result of decolonizing the spirit? It is as if one truly does possess a third eye, and this eye opens. One begins to see the world from one’s own point of view; to interact with it out of one’s own conscience and heart. …We begin to flow, again, with and into the Universe. And out of this comes the natural activism of wanting to survive, to be happy, to enjoy one another and Life, and to laugh. We begin to distinguish between the need, singly, to throw rocks at whatever is oppressing us, and the creative joy that arises when we bring our collective stones of resistance against injustice together. We begin to see that we must be loved very much by whatever Creation is, to find ourselves on this wonderful Earth.  We begin to recognize our sweet, generously appointed place in the makeup of the Cosmos. We begin to feel glad, and grateful to be here. 
What could be more strange and mysterious than the fact of our existence?  “The womb of stars embraces us; remnants of their fiery furnaces pulse through our veins.”  Evolution, rather than separate us from creation, assumes that we are an integral, even necessary part of it, just like igneous rocks and aardvarks. It is possible to live in harmony with the world; to learn from nature rather than resist and reject it, by changing and growing in response to its moods. 

Evolution states that all life works interdependently and cooperatively toward a kind of balance. Over time, we continue to grow and adapt and refine ourselves, becoming more complex, more flexible, wiser and better maybe. We are on the way up, growing in knowledge and wisdom with each succeeding generation!  In fact, a recent Newsweek article reports that in the US, the average IQ has gone up 24 points since 1918 (22 points in Argentina just since 1964). This puzzles scientists because most studies show that intelligence is largely genetically based.  What researchers have now discovered is that intelligence affects whether people react either actively and alertly to their environment, or withdraw from it out of frustration or confusion. So as life becomes more complex and demanding, humans are rising to the challenge. 

Of course, there is a big difference between being intelligent and being good. We all know of plenty of bright people who use their brains to connive and cheat, or who repress their emotions behind a smokescreen of rationality.  And widespread destruction takes cunning, planning and patience.  So I don’t want to succumb to the same hierarchical thinking promoted by Western religions.   I don’t think humans are inherently evil or sinful – just very, very imperfect.  

Scientists traditionally have overemphasized the Darwinian aggression and self-centeredness that exist in animals. But the actions of Binti Jua have turned the spotlight on an emerging branch of biology known as ‘cognitive ethology,’ which proposes that the motivations of animals and humans are often similar.  Zoologist Frans de Waal states that humans and some higher mammals are “endowed with a capacity for genuine love, sympathy and care…. Aiding others at a cost or risk to oneself is widespread in the animal world,” and such capacities would not have evolved unless they served to increase survival and reproduction of kin.  In the case of Binti, he said, based on his research with chimpanzees, “My assumption is that the motivation of the gorilla would be very much similar to those of humans” carrying out the same actions. “She is helping a fellow primate. She’s not stupid. She knows this is not a gorilla.”  Ten years earlier, he noted, a male gorilla displayed a similar behavior, protecting a boy who fell into his enclosure, and briefly stroking his back. [Washington Post] 

Walt Whitman wrote:

I think I could turn and live with the animals; they are so placid and self-contain’d.

I stand and look at them long and long.

They do not sweat and whine about their condition.

They do not lie awake in the dark and weep for their sins.

They do not make me sick discussing their duty to God.

Not one is dissatisfied, not one is demented with the mania of owning things,

Not one kneels to another, nor to his kind that lived thousands of years ago.

Not one is respectable or unhappy over the whole earth.

I am proud and happy to claim Binti Jua and her kin as ancestors and role models. The answer to Huston’s Smith’s dilemma is not to pine for a simpler time, but to honor and celebrate the divinity in all life. For ultimately, what is important is not how we were created, but the sanctity of the life that we create together. 
CLOSING WORDS  by Nanao Sakaki
Soil for legs

Axe for hands

Lower for eyes

Bird for ears

Mushroom for nose

Smile for mouth

Songs for lungs

Sweat for skin

Wind for mind

Just enough.
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