PAGE  
1

“Tied Together” by Laura Randall

Last Friday, I got to meet one of my heroes.  

I sat in Harvard’s Memorial Church, beaming, as Joss Whedon received the 2009 Outstanding Lifetime Achievement Award in Cultural Humanism given by the Harvard Humanist Chaplaincy.  And then I shook his hand. And then he signed my book.

Yes, Harvard has a Humanist chaplaincy. 

Yes, Joss Whedon is one of my heroes.  

Yes, I am a giant geek.  

I wrote my bachelor’s thesis on gender representations in Star Trek.  

It doesn’t get much geekier than that, folks.  

It’s okay if Joss Whedon’s name rings no bells for you.  He is the television writer who created such scifi hits as Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Firefly.  His latest show, Dollhouse, premiered in February.  

If you’ve never heard of the Buffy the Vampire Slayer, I am sorry.  Right now I will just say that it is one of the greatest shows ever created in the history of the universe.  You should get it from Netflix. 

So why was Joss Whedon, pop culture icon, getting an award from the Harvard Humanist Chaplaincy?  

Humanism is, simply put, the belief that human beings have the ability and the responsibility to lead ethical lives in service of humanity’s greater good without belief in, or reliance on, a Higher Being.  

If Humanism had a bumper sticker, it would probably say, “Good without God.” 

One of the many sources of our Unitarian Universalist faith is Humanism which, in the language adopted by the Unitarian Universalist Association, counsels us to “heed the guidance of reason and the results of science, and warns us against idolatries of the mind and spirit.”

Joss Whedon got this award because he has been one of the most outspoken humanists in the public eye over the last decade.  

Both his creative work on screen and his personal activism testify to his belief in the power of human love to overcome human fear.  

Not that this is necessarily an easy faith to come by.  

During his talk, Joss said, and I’m paraphrasing here, 

“To believe in God is to believe in something with no proof.  A belief in Humanism is to have a belief in something with a great deal of evidence to the contrary.”

Now I don’t think Joss meant that statement to be as pessimistic as it might sound.  I think he was trying to reinforce the point that Humanism, like any system of belief, requires a leap of faith, too.


All we need to do is tune into the evening news or read the paper to get our fill of evidence to the contrary.  

The greed of a relative few bringing financial ruin to thousands upon thousands to families.  

Murders motivated by jealousy and the desire to dominate.  

Fear and ignorance leading people to attack other people because they are somehow perceived as being fundamentally different.  

Not a day goes by, it seems, that we don’t receive our evidence to the contrary.  

Evidence that says maybe humans aren’t such a great group of creatures to put our faith in.


But there is proof positive, too.  

I’m sure many of you have been following the story of Captain Phillips, the man who agreed to be taken hostage by pirates in exchange for the freedom of the rest of his crew on April 8th.  

For four tense days, the Navy and the pirates had a stand off as Navy vessels surrounded the enclosed lifeboat that held Captain Phillips and his captors.  News crews held a constant vigil in the small Vermont town that Captain Phillips calls home as his family and friends waited for what must have seemed ages for a conclusion to this seemingly impossible situation.  

When I heard the news last Sunday evening that Captain Phillips had been rescued, I actually started to cry.  

My tears surprised me but they gave away the thought that I wasn’t even admitting to myself.  

The thought that this story was not going to have any sort of a happy ending.  

I love being wrong sometimes.

Now I know that the story did not end happily for the three pirates who were killed in the course of Captain Phillips’ rescue.  I felt no cheer from the news of their fate.  

I did feel relief that, for once, it seems, that a person choosing to sacrifice his safety for that of his comrades was not forced to pay for that decision with his life.


But here’s the other thing.  I think that even if this story had ended differently, even if Captain Phillips had died during this ordeal, 

I would still put this story in the proof positive category.  

Proof that humanity is still a reasonable thing to have faith in.  

Regardless of the outcome, Captain Phillips acted nobly and in service to humanity’s greater good.  

He chose love when he was surrounded by fear.  

I think this is the foundation of any faith worth its salt.  

Be it Humanist, Jewish, Christian, Buddhist, Pagan, Hindu, Muslim, Unitarian Universalist, or some combination of the above.  If we can choose love instead of fear, we have stepped onto the ledge of faith 

and something extraordinary is bound to happen.  

It could be called a miracle, 

it could be called grace, 

it could be called enlightenment, 

it could be called acting ethically in service to humanity’s greater good.  

It’s choosing love over fear.  

It’s realizing that higher power or no, 

afterlife or no, 

we have the power to make life better for our fellow humans.  

Right here. Right now.

My Buddhism professor at Harvard Divinity School, Roshi Bernie Glassman, told our class that enlightenment was the profound revelation, 

the knowledge the permeated every cell of your being, 

that all sentient beings are one, 

just as an ear or a foot is part of one body.  

When we are enlightened, Roshi Bernie said, we cannot help but act compassionately.  

It would make no logical sense to do otherwise.  

If I were to cut my arm, I would immediately act to take care of the arm.  

My eyes would inspect the damage, 

my other hand would move to stop the bleeding, 

my brain would determine if I were in any danger of being cut again, 

perhaps my voice would call for help 

or my feet would carry me to safety.  

Because my arm is a part of me all of these actions would require almost no thought, no deliberation.  

The rest of my body is instinctively compassionate toward my arm because we are connected.  

We suffer together and we will heal together.  

There is no separateness.

This is enlightenment, Roshi Bernie said, when you act toward others as if there is no difference between you; 

no separateness.  

Because you are the same.  You are one. 

If you brother or sister suffers, you suffer too and you act compassionately because to do otherwise would be unthinkable.  

Because you are the same.  You are one.

Hearing Roshi Bernie speak of enlightenment this way made a lot of sense to me.  It put this concept of cosmic Oneness in very concrete and practical terms.  

It also drove home the point that I am not enlightened.

I do not know this connectedness to all sentient beings in every cell of my being.  

I act in self-serving ways more than I like to admit and sometimes I just do not want to know the far-reaching consequences of my actions.  

It just complicates things.

But something else happened when I heard enlightenment explained this way.  

It felt right to me.  It felt true.  

So, I concluded, if: 

One, the ultimate truth of enlightenment is that we are all one.

And, Two, I am not enlightened. 

It would make sense for me to try and act as if I am.

I know how that might sound. Let me explain.

If I believe that we are all in this together, 

that we thrive together or suffer together because we are all essentially different parts of one body, 

which I do believe, 

then even though I do not experience this oneness as a part of my daily reality, I really ought to act as if I do.  

This is my leap of faith.  This is my spiritual practice.  

Can I practice compassion when I feel separate and alone?  

Can I strive for healing when I feel angry or cynical?

Can I choose love when I am afraid?

Sometimes I can.  

A lot of times I can’t.

And that’s why it’s a spiritual practice.  

If it was easy or if I was naturally good at it, I wouldn’t need to practice.

Mary Rose O’Reilley calls this oneness being “tied together.”  

This term is easier to wrap my head around.  

She says that members of a religious community are tied together, which is undeniably true, but I think it extends beyond our specific religious communities.  

These invisible yet tangible bonds that tie us together stretch out to encompass all people.  

Perhaps the difference between religious communities and the broader community is that in religious communities we take up these ropes with great intention and purpose.  

Here, we really want to take William Penn’s advice and “Try what love can do.”  

Here we get to experience what it feels like to be strong on the ropes and what it feels like to be tethered to those who will not let us fall.  

Because we know that in our lives, 

both inside this church community and outside of it, 

we will be tied to those who need our support in a myriad of ways. 

It’s important to know that there are those lending us their support as well.  

We are all in this together.  Tied together.

The mission statement of the Lutheran church in Burnside, Minnesota puts this idea of being tied together another way by simply stating:  

“You will be cared for. And you will be called upon to care for others.”  

I think this might be the best ideal of a healthy family and a healthy community I have ever heard.  

“You will be cared for and you will be called upon to care for others.”  It feels good just to say it.  It feels even better when we can live it.

Name faith what you will.  

Include the language, rituals, and stories that weave wonderful and rich meaning into it. 

But remember that at the core of faith lies in choosing love over fear.  

Mary Rose O’ Reilly reminds us that throughout history there have been people who have gotten the point about love and there have been people who have been unable to escape their fear.  

The same is true today and we are tied to all of them.

Joss Whedon’s television shows constantly repeat the theme that it is not one person with extraordinary or supernatural powers who is going to save the day.  

The day will be saved by regular people, 

contributing what unique talents they have in service of the greater good.  

Ordinary people choosing love over fear.  

We are these ordinary people faced with this choice day after day, moment after moment.  

Love or fear?  

We won’t always make the best choice, but we will probably be given the opportunity to make another choice again soon.  

With practice, and a leap of faith, we can remember that we are all tied together and choose love.

Please join me in saying Blessed Be.

