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 I was raised in an evangelical Christian church.  There is much of the faith of my childhood I have 
given up, but one thing I have not given up is prayer or meditation.  I was taught to sit quietly and listen 
for God to speak in my heart.   I would no longer describe the practice in those words, but I continue the 
practice. The Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh wrote in his book Living Buddha, Living Christ, “In Buddhism, 
the source of our energy is faith in our daily practice.  Faith in an idea is too risky.   Ideas can change, even 
ideas about the Buddha.  Tomorrow we may not believe the same things, and we may fall into an abyss 
of doubt.  We know very well that our daily practice of mindful living has brought us joy and peace, and 
so we have faith and confidence in our practice….A Zen monk said, ‘Before I began to practice, mountains 
were mountains, and rivers were rivers.  During many years of practice, mountains stopped being 
mountains and rivers stopped being rivers.  Now as I understand things properly, mountains are 
mountains and rivers are rivers.’  Thanks to the practice, this monk was able to see the nature of 
interbeing.  He was no longer caught by the notions of self and nonself….As soon as you know mountains 
are made of rivers and everything else and rivers are made of mountains and everything else, it is safe for 
you to use the words ‘mountains’ and ‘rivers.’” 
 
Thich Nhat Hanh uses the word “interbeing.”  I often use the word “connection.”  When I am quiet and 
listening today I would say I am listening to all.  I still think the sacred or holy can speak in my heart and 
that I can send my inmost thoughts out to it.  I would no longer think of this sacredness as a being.  Today 
my idea of the sacred would be closer to the Taoist concept.  Stephen Mitchell translates passage 34 from 
the Tao te Ching, “The great Tao flows everywhere.  All things are born from it, yet it doesn’t create them.  
It pours itself into its work yet makes no claim.  It nourishes infinite worlds, yet it doesn’t hold onto them.  
Since it is merged with all things and hidden in their hearts it can be called humble.  Since all things vanish 
into it and it alone endures, it can be called great.  It isn’t aware of its greatness; thus it is truly great.”   
 

This is actually not so different a concept of the holy or God as that of the Christian theologian, 

Paul Tillich.  Tillich wrote against the idea of God as a being.  He said, “He is supposed to be beyond the 

ontological elements and categories which constitute reality. But every statement subjects him to them. 

He is seen as a self which has a world, as an ego which relates to a thought, as a cause which is 

separated from its effect, as having a definite space and endless time. He is a being, not being-itself.”  

And, I might note “he.” This God as supreme being was too limited to be God for Tillich.  Tillich said God 

was not a being but was being itself.  He wrote, “The name of this infinite and inexhaustible depth and 

ground of all being is God.” Interbeing, Connection, Ground of All being, these words best describe my 

own concept of the holy or sacred today.  

If the holy or sacred is Being itself or the Tao then it is present in all things.  They taught me as a 

child in Sunday School that it was idolatry to pray to a mountain or a tree or the moon or sun, but I don’t 

think that is so today.  There is something of the sacred in all of these things.  If I meditate on a 

dandelion or say a prayer to an oak tree, I am simply taking a particular pathway to connecting with the 

sacred and holy.   



.  In the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, a seeker named Vidagdha Sakalya approaches the sage 

Yajnavalkya with the question, “How many gods are there, Yajnavalkya?” 

“Three thousand three hundred and six,” he replied. 

“Yes,” said he, “but how many gods are there, Yajnavalkya?” 

“Thirty-three” 

“Yes,” said he, “but how many gods are there, Yajnavalkya?” 

“Six” 

“Yes,” said he, “but how many gods are there, Yajnavalkya?” 

“Three” 

“Yes,” said he, “but how many gods are there, Yajnavalkya?” 

“Two” 

“Yes,” said he, “but how many gods are there, Yajnavalkya?” 

“One and a half” 

“Yes,” said he, “but how many gods are there, Yajnavalkya?” 

“One” 

 The point is that all of those answers are right, “yes, but…,” and not only are all those answers 

right so is the answer “None.” 

There are many connections to the sacred but none of them is the whole, Being itself, the Tao.  

Obviously, I am drawing from many sources in my own thought. I have mentioned Buddhism, Taoism, 

Christianity and Hinduism so far and I am not finished.    

It was a neopagan women’s group at the first UU congregation I attended who first opened my 

mind to the idea that praying to rain or to the earth was not idolatry but simply alternate ways of 

connecting to the holy.   

Often the pagans would address a particular spirit, the spirit of the oak perhaps as male or the 

spirit of the earth as female and picture them as beings.  I personally don’t believe a human-formed 

being lives in trees or the earth but I understand the symbolism of seeing them so embodied.   

Different people need different concepts of the holy and sacred and at different times in our 

lives each of us may ourselves need different concepts or if not different concepts, then perhaps 

different symbols.  While I say that my current concept is of the ground of all being, the Tao, the 

connection that enables life, I sometimes need and use other symbols. I love the hymns, “Precious Lord, 

Take My Hand” and “Lady of the Seasons’ Laughter.” I can picture the sacred as holding my hand or as a 

woman turning from girl to mother to crone with the changing seasons of the year.  I can appreciate 

various forms and images as symbol and use them in prayer or meditation even if intellectually I define 



my concept of the holy differently, and I hope and expect that as Unitarian Universalists we can respect 

other people’s concepts and symbols.  

A couple of years ago on my way home from choir practice at another congregation I heard 

Deepak Singh tell this story on the radio.  He said, “My mother is a devout Hindu. She follows every 

ritual, fasts for every festival on the Hindu calendar and performs most religious ceremonies. She even 

claims to have read every Hindu text. 

“She has a small temple in her home where she worships daily. When she is not praying in front of her 

temple, she is constantly chanting a religious verse. 

“But my father is an atheist who enjoys making fun of my mother’s piety. 

"’What god are you worshipping today?’ he asks my mother every morning. 

“’What does it matter you?’ she responds. 

"’Make sure you don’t feed all the sweets to Shiva,’ he says. ‘He might get diabetic.’ 

“’You should worry about your own diabetes,’ she tells him. The banter goes on and on. 

“On certain days of the week my mother won’t let my father enter her kitchen unless he’s taken his 

shower. On other days, he is not allowed to do things, like get a haircut. That might offend Lord Shani, 

according to my mother. 

“But my father makes sure to get his hair cut on that very day. He says there won’t be a long line. 

"’What a godless man you are,’ she tells him. 

“My father says he’d rather feed a hungry man than shove a laddu, kind of like a donut hole, in Shiva’s 

mouth. 

“Growing up with a pious mother and a nonbeliever father, I didn’t know how to feel about religion. 

Sometimes I wished my father wouldn’t hurt my mother’s feelings by ridiculing her for being religious. 

But I also wished my mother didn’t try to make my father feel guilty for his beliefs.              

“But for the most part, their arguments over religion are good-natured — something we could all learn 

from these days.” http://wlrn.org/post/what-i-learned-growing-devout-hindu-mom-and-atheist-dad-

who-made-fun-her 

The Christian writer of the First Letter of John writes, “Whoever claims to love God yet hates a 

(sibling) is a liar. For whoever does not love their (sibling), whom they have seen, cannot love God, 

whom they have not seen” (I John 4: 20), which suggests that one cannot be religious or a believer 

without caring about people.  But the writer also says, “Everyone who loves has been born of God and 

knows God.  Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love,” (I John 4:7b,8).  You 

could say that, according to this view, as soon as Singh’s father says he would rather feed a hungry man 

than feed Shiva he has become an atheist who knows God. Singh’s father might be offended by that 

conclusion, but it might be a comfort to his mother. 

 I think that it is love that I try to cultivate in myself by the practice of prayer or meditation.  Thich 
Nhat Hanh might say compassion. Either word works for me. Sometimes I set aside particular times to sit 

http://wlrn.org/post/what-i-learned-growing-devout-hindu-mom-and-atheist-dad-who-made-fun-her
http://wlrn.org/post/what-i-learned-growing-devout-hindu-mom-and-atheist-dad-who-made-fun-her


quietly and meditate or pray, but other times something prompts a prayer.  For me that might be the sight 
of a dead animal by the side of the road prompting a prayer for all living things or the sound of an 
ambulance or fire siren prompting a prayer for whomever is in need of help.  Sometimes something like 
an oak tree hundreds of years old might prompt a prayer of thanks for all that such a tree has given over 
its long life.  Have you ever walked in an open field and been one moment in sun and the next in shadow 
as clouds move across the sky above the field? For some reason that I can’t explain that always makes me 
feel a sense of the sacred and is a prompt to prayer for me.  Sometimes I am trying to cultivate love by 
prayer and sometimes something brings on a feeling of love in me and prompts the prayer.  
 
  A poet of Universalist heritage, Rev. Kenneth Patton wrote, “Let us worship, not in bowing 

down, not with closed eyes and stopped ears.  Let us worship with the opening of all the windows of our 

beings, with the full outstretching of our spirits.  Life comes with singing and laughter, with tears and 

confiding, with a rising wave too great to be held in the mind and heart and body, to those who have 

fallen in love with life.  Let us worship, and let us learn to love.”  Patton says “worship.”  I say “prayer,” 

“meditation.”  I think we are talking about the same thing.   By the practice we are learning to love.  

Please join me in meditation using words slightly adapted from the twentieth century Chilean poet 

Pablo Neruda. 

“Now we will count to twelve 

and we will all keep still. 

 

“For once on the face of the earth 

let's not speak in any language, 

let's stop for one second, 

and not move our arms so much. 

 

“It would be an exotic moment 

without rush, without engines, 

we would all be together 

in a sudden strangeness. 

 

“Fishermen in the cold sea 

would not harm whales 

and the man gathering salt 

would look at his hurt hands. 

 

“Those who prepare green wars, 

wars with gas, wars with fire, 

victory with no survivors, 

would put on clean clothes 

and walk about with their (siblings) 

in the shade, doing nothing. 

 



“What I want should not be confused 

with total inactivity. 

Life is what it is about; 

I want no truck with death. 

 

“If we were not so single-minded 

about keeping our lives moving, 

and for once could do nothing, 

perhaps a huge silence 

might interrupt this sadness 

of never understanding ourselves 

and of threatening ourselves with death. 

Perhaps the earth can teach us 

as when everything seems dead 

and later proves to be alive. 

 

“Now I'll count up to twelve 

and you keep quiet and I will go.” 


