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Lighting of Chalice  
 

Blessed is the fire that burns deep in the soul. 
It is the flame of the human spirit touched into being by the mystery of life. 
It is the fire of reason, the fire of compassion, the fire of community, the fire of justice, the 

fire of faith. 
It is the fire of love burning deep in the human heart, the divine glow in every life.           (Rev. Eric Heller-Wagner) 

 
Opening Words 
 
My sermon this morning titled “The Question of ‘God’: Part I, Language” is planned as a two-part 
series, the second part to be given in a little over a month on November 13. Part I, today, has to do 
with our use of language in addressing the ultimate mystery of life and being – the fact there is 
“something” rather than nothing … and the fact that we are both part of this “something” and 
witnesses to it. The 13th century Sufi poet Rumi, born in Afghanistan in 1207, spoke to the 
limitation of language in addressing the ultimate mystery of our being in the following poem, 
which will serve as my Opening Words for today’s service. 
 

Out beyond ideas of wrong-doing and right-doing, 
there is a field. I'll meet you there. 
 
When the soul lies down in that grass 
the world is too full to talk about. 
Ideas, language, even the phrase “each other” 
don’t make any sense.  

(Mevlana Jelaluddin Rumi, The Essential Rumi, tr., Coleman Barks) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Welcoming Hymn #1003: “Where Do We Come From?” 
 

 
 
Our Welcoming Hymn is titled “Where Do We Come From?” … which is the first of three 
quintessential human questions posed in a famous oil painting by the French artist Paul Gauguin, 
painted in Tahiti in 1897, housed at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.  
 
Gauguin titled his painting, “Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going?” 
 
According to a couple of interpretive articles I read on this painting this week, “Gauguin wanted 
to interpret life as a great mystery,…” (https://www.wikiart.org/en/paul-gauguin/where-do-we-come-from-what-are-we-where-

are-we-going-1897). In this painting, he approached “the [human] life cycle from a feminine 
perspective.”(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Where_Do_We_Come_From%3F_What_Are_We%3F_Where_Are_We_Going%3F) 
 
On the far-right side of this painting as you face it lies an infant with three women huddling nearby, 
a scene representing the beginning of human life and the question: “Where Do We Come From?”  

 
In the middle section of the painting, the women represent the “daily existence of adulthood” 
(https://www.wikiart.org/en/paul-gauguin/where-do-we-come-from-what-are-we-where-are-we-going-1897) bringing forward the 
question “What Are We?”  

 
On the far-left side of the painting is a portrait of an elderly woman facing death and the question 
“Where Are We Going?” 

 
Then, above and outside this cycle of human life, there is an exotic blue statue or icon, which 
Gauguin said represented “the Beyond” – the mystery. 

 
I invite those of you in the sanctuary to rise in body or spirit – and those of you Zooming in are 
encouraged to sing along, or hum along, or simply attend with appreciation – as Harmony and 
LeRoy lead us in singing our Welcoming Hymn “Where Do We Come From?” 

 
 
 
 



Story for All Ages: Old Turtle. Douglas Wood, text; Cheng-Khee Chee, watercolors; read by 
Tom Massey 

 
Reading: Statements from Joseph Campbell from The Power of Myth with Bill Moyers 
 
Our reading for today, which I’ve set up to be read responsively, consists of statements of scholar 
of world mythology and religion Joseph Campbell that I’ve pulled together from his interviews 
with journalist Bill Moyers, transcribed in the book titled The Power of Myth. These statements 
relate to the necessary limitation of language in addressing our ultimate questions 

 
MINISTER: Life is mysterious; it is utterly beyond our apprehension and conception. 

 
CONGREGATION: Our senses are enclosed in a field of time and space. All our experiences take 
place within space; they take place in the course of time.  

 
MINISTER: So, too, our minds are enclosed in a frame of the categories of thought. Everything 
we know is within the terminology of the concepts of being and non-being, single and many, true 
and untrue.  

 
CONGREGATION: But the ultimate thing (which is no thing) that we are trying to get in touch 
with is not so enclosed. We enclose it as we try to think about it. 
 
MINISTER: “Transcendent” properly means that which transcends all forms of sensibility and 
categories of thinking. The “transcendent” is unknowable and unknown; it is beyond all names.  
 
CONGREGATION: The ultimate word in the English language for that which is transcendent is 
“God.” 

 
MINISTER: God is a thought, God is an idea, God is a name; but its reference is to something that 
is transcendent to thinking and naming. 

 
CONGREGATION: God can be personified in many, many ways. Is there one god? Are there 
many gods? These are merely categories of thought. 

 
MINISTER: But God, as the ultimate mystery of being, is beyond thinking.  

 
CONGREGATION: God is transcendent finally of anything like the name “God.” 

 
     (Joseph Campbell, statements from The Power of Myth with Bill Moyers) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Meditative Hymn #286: “A Core of Silence”  
 
I’m going to give a lengthy introduction to a hymn in our gray-covered hymnal with which I 
suspect most of you are not familiar. It’s hymn #286 titled “A Core of Silence” and was composed 
by musician and lyricist Jim Reilly, born in 1943, the hymn being published in 1986. 
 
And, like the reading you just heard from Joseph Campbell, this hymn also speaks to the necessary 
limitation of language in addressing the deepest questions of heart and mind … and how the word 
“God” may relate to this quest. 
 
Recently, I did some exploration on the Internet and found an email thread, begun five years ago 
in 2017, in which some Unitarian Universalists were offended by the third verse of this hymn. So, 
Dianne, could I have the words of the first verse of this hymn put on the screen, and I’ll show you 
the source of their irritation. 
 
First verse, and, please, note the quotation marks in this verse. 
 

1. A core of silence breathes beyond all words, 
or else the words have little worth; 
to “Heart” or “Soul” or “Spirit” it comes forth 
(the words we name them matter not). 
 

Second verse:  
 
2. And half the music lies within the pause 
between the arches of the heart; 
the print upon the page means less than ink 
unless the white and black both speak. 
 

Now, there’s no offense in these first two verses, but the third verse is the one that has set the teeth 
of some folks on edge.  
 
Third verse:  
 

3. The “True Religion” gathers up its text: 
“In the beginning was the Word.” 
But I seek quietness behind that start 
and name it nothing, much less “God.” 

 
One person in the email thread said,  
 

“This is the most offensive thing in the hymnal. In my personal copy, I’ve got a big ‘X’ in 
marker over this one. Nope. No way. Not ever. Nope.” (August 8, 2017 at 2:50 pm)  
 
I doubt that the person who wrote this email expected the composer Jim Reilly to respond, but he 
did about five weeks later, humorously quipping, and I quote:  



 
 “To write the ‘most offensive thing’ in a U-U hymnal is quite an achievement, even if I 
wasn’t trying, and even if I think the interpretation above is mistaken – i.e., the hymn is not 
concerned with atheism, or a belief or lack of belief in ‘God’ – it [the hymn] has to do with 
my feeling that some kinds of “spiritual experience” […] are independent of language and the 
limitations it imposes – I do have a kind of disdain for language, necessary as it is, and as 
much as I have devoted part of my life to it – but then it was the language bias of so many U-
U experiences that drove me to write the hymn – it’s not much of surprise that some U-U folk 
wouldn’t like it.” (Jim Reilly, September 18, 2017 at 9:51 pm)  
 

And then, about a year and a half later, Jim Reilly, the composer, jumps on this email thread again, 
having found a sermon on his hymn by the Rev. Frances Dearman, who is a Canadian Unitarian 
minister and a ministerial colleague of mine. This time Jim Reilly wrote: 

 “I am much indebted to Frances Dearman for the “close reading” of my hymn …. Dearman 
understands what I tried to communicate and how the text and music work together, including 
the lack of meter in the tune.” (February 9, 2019 at 12:25 pm) 

So, I looked up Frances Dearman’s sermon on-line, and here’s a taste of it in which she summarizes 
the message of the hymn saying:  
 

 “This is poetry; the words are more tightly woven than their simplicity at first suggests. 
Let’s try a paraphrase first, to try and get at the literal meaning: Reilly tells us that he senses 
a noiseless centre to the universe, something that seems alive; this centre communicates in 
silence – words do not bear the meaning; we call to this centre with certain names, and it 
responds, but the names don’t really matter. The meaning it offers us depends as much on 
what is unsaid, as on what is said. Some proclaimed authority relies on word. But the poet 
looks behind the words to the quiet centre; the poet feels no need to name the holy.”  

(Link to sermon by the Rev. Frances Dearman: http://uuolinda.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Core-of-Silence-11Feb2018.pdf 
 

And now, finally, here is the hymn sung acapella by Harmony Rutter.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



SERMON: “The Question of ‘God’: Part I, Language” 
 
Introduction 
 
The question of “God” is, first of all, the question of what the word “God” means and what the 
word “God” points to. And, given the various answers to that question, it’s also the question of 
whether the use of the word “God” is helpful for communication in our time.  
 
To the question “Do you believe in God?” I can imagine myself giving very different responses 
depending on how the question is asked and what I think the interrogator is after. For example: 
 

Ring on the telephone: 
“Hello.” 
“Do you believe in God?” 
“None of your business. Goodbye.” 

 
Knock on the door: 

“Good morning.” 
“Do you believe in God?” 
“Are you really interested in what I think and believe with respect to God … or do you 

just want me to confirm your thought and belief? I think the latter … so, sorry, it would not 
be appropriate for me to answer.”   

 
Question in a public forum: 

“Do you believe in God?” 
“Well, which concept of God are you asking me about? Are you asking if I hold to a 

theistic, deistic, polytheistic, pantheistic, or panentheistic concept of God? If you clarify for 
me which concept of God you’re asking me about, then I’ll tell you whether or not that concept 
of God works for me.” 

 
Question in a religious education or new member orientation class that I might be leading: 

“Do you believe in God?” 
“Well, isn’t ‘God’ the word that we typically use to refer to what we regard as ultimate 

and most real? And if ‘God’ is the word we use to refer to what is ultimate and most real for 
us, then the question of ‘God’ is not really a question of belief. Rather, whatever fills the 
category for us of what is ultimate and most real for us, then that is ‘God’ for us; it’s not a 
matter of belief.”  

 
And, finally, a question in a quiet, personal conversation: 

“Do you believe in God?” 
“Do I believe in God? Well, if you grant me my own understanding and approach, then, 

yes, ‘God’ is what I do believe in, what I have always believed in, and, ultimately, what for 
me there is to believe in.” 
 

 
 



“God” as word and concept 
 
So “God” – G-o-d – is a word. And, like all words, it is a pointer and a symbol that reflects and 
tries to elucidate certain human questions, experiences, emotions, and ideas.  
 
Historically, the little word “God” has been the primary word that we English-speaking people 
have used to refer to what is regarded by us as ultimate and most real. 
 
In this sense, “God” may be considered a “category word” for speaking of the reality that, for us, 
is the highest, the deepest, the largest, the greatest.  
 
The Story: Old Turtle 
 
That’s the sense of the story that Tom read for us this morning titled Old Turtle.  

 
In that story, each creature, even each form of being, “conceived” of “God” according to their own 
greatest and deepest experience, and according to what was most real and important for them.  
 
Actually, what Tom read for us is only the first half of the story. If things go according to plan, we 
will hear the second half of this story in about a month on November 13 in which we will be 
introduced to yet another creature, a creature with language and self-conscious awareness, namely, 
the human creature. 
 
And, speaking of the human creature, Unitarian Universalist theologian Dr. Forrest Church writes 
that: “Each of us projects our limited experience on a cosmic screen in letters as big as our minds 
can fashion.” (The Cathedral of the World: A Universalist Theology, p. 3) 
 
Idolatry 
 
But, again, following the message of Old Turtle, our sense of what is most essential and important 
is framed by our own experience, knowledge, and drives, which are necessarily limited and partial. 

 
Thus, you might hear it said of an individual that “Money is his God; money is her God” … 
meaning, “Money is what grips this person; money is what he/she serves and regards as most 
important.” 

  
Typically, such a statement is not only a descriptive statement but also a prescriptive statement … 
that is, a judgment is implied … namely, “money” is not an appropriate thing to which to devote 
oneself. 
 
In theological parlance, revering money would be an “idolatry”: putting a “false god” in the place 
of the “true God” … swapping the less real for the more real … or, as 20th century theologian Paul 
Tillich expressed it, it is the substitution of a “penultimate or secondary concern” for an “ultimate 
or primary concern.” 
 



So, the word “God” is not only a word expressing what is most essential and real for us, but it’s 
also an invitation to us to reflect, as that story of Old Turtle does, on what it is that ought to be 
considered most essential and real.  

 
Thus, the word “God” is a word that ought to propel us toward the largest that the human mind 
can conceive, the deepest that the human heart can feel, and toward the most holy and whole life 
that a given individual is called to live.  

 
In considering the question of “God,” we are asking: 

 
 What is it that is self-existent and ultimately real? 
 What is it that abides through all the changes of life and being? 
 What is it that always was, always is, and always will be?    
 

And we are also asking: What, if anything, does this ultimate reality ask of us? 
 
A distinction of Paul Tillich 
 
Theologian Paul Tillich also distinguished between God as “a being” and God as “Being itself.” 

 
“God,” he said is not a being, not even the greatest of beings. “God,” he argued, using a metaphor, 
is the “ground” of any and all beings, but not one of them. 
 
Finding God 
 
In this regard, not long ago I came across the following quote on the internet, which was ascribed 
to novelist Terry Pratchett … a quote I assume he meant mostly humorously – this quote:  

 
“There is a rumor going around that I have found God. I think this is unlikely because I 

have enough difficulty finding my keys, and there is empirical evidence that they exist.” 
(Terry Pratchett, novelist (28 Apr 1948-2015) 

 
Of course, as Paul Tillich would say, “God” cannot be “found” in the same way that you might 
locate your keys … for “God” is not one of the empirical things that could be found, not even the 
greatest of empirical things; rather “God” is the “ground” or “source” of all things empirical.  
 
Or, as Old Turtle put it, “God IS!”  
 
“God,” borrowing the language of the East, is the “isness,” the “thusness,” the “suchness,” of any 
and all existing things.  

 
“God,” if we are to use the word, is that which is both present in each thing and greater than all 
things – “Above all things and within all things,” to, again, quote Old Turtle. 
 
“God” is both imminent within each particle of being as its inner depth and, at the same time, 
transcendent of all particles of being – “Always close by, yet beyond the farthest twinkling light,” 
says Old Turtle. 



 
So, historically, as I said earlier, this little English word “God” has been the primary word to usher 
us English-speaking persons into the realm of our ultimate questions and deepest concerns. 

 
But a question: Is this still the case in our time? Does the word “God” still promote personal 
understanding and public communication in regard to the ultimate questions and concerns of life 
and being? Is the word “God” still a useful word in comprehending reality and communicating 
that comprehension to others? 
 
The approach of Eckhart Tolle 

 
In his book The Power of Now author Eckhart Tolle says that he typically uses the word “Being” 
to speak of: “… the eternal, ever-present One Life beyond the myriad forms of life that are subject 
to birth and death.” (p. 10) 
 
And “Being,” he says, again like Old Turtle, “is not only beyond but also deep within every form 
as its innermost invisible and indestructible essence. This means,” says Tolle, “that it is accessible 
to you now as your own deepest self, your true nature.” (p. 10) 
 
But the question is then put to Eckhart Tolle, “When you say Being, are you talking about God? If 
you are, then why don’t you say it?” (p. 11) 
 
Eckhart Tolle answers as follows:  

 
 “The word God has become empty of meaning through thousands of years of misuse. I use 
it sometimes, but I do so sparingly…. 
 
 “The word God has become a closed concept. The moment the word is uttered, a mental 
image is created, no longer, perhaps, of an old man with a white beard, but still a mental 
representation of someone or something outside you, and, yes, almost inevitably a male 
someone or something.  
 
 “Neither God nor Being nor any other word can define or explain the ineffable reality 
behind the word, so the only important question is whether the word is a help or a hindrance 
in enabling you to experience That toward which it points. Does it point beyond itself to that 
transcendental reality, or does it lend itself too easily to becoming no more than an idea in 
your head that you believe in, a mental idol?  
 
 “The word Being explains nothing, but nor does [the word] God. Being, however, has the 
advantage [in] that it is an open concept. It does not reduce the infinite invisible to a finite 
entity. It is impossible to form a mental image of it. Nobody can claim exclusive possession 
of Being. It is your very essence, and it is immediately accessible to you as the feeling of your 
presence, the realization I am that is prior to ‘I am this’ or ‘I am that.’ So it is only a small 
step from the word Being to the experience of Being.” (Eckhart Tolle, The Power of Now, p. 11) 
 



Personal approach and suggestion  
 
Like Eckhart Tolle, I have no problem using the word “God” for myself … and with those who 
know how I am using the word. But publicly, I share Tolle’s concern.  

 
And though I do not wish to easily give up using the word “God” because of its rich and colorful 
history, I confess that in most current contexts, as with my introductory tease at the beginning of 
this sermon, the word “God” will not escape my lips, as my meaning would be misunderstood. 

 
Thus, let me venture the opinion that there isn’t anything magical or mandatory about the use of 
the word “God.” 
 
And, let me offer the suggestion that if the word “God” has ceased to have meaning for you;  
 

or if it has become corrupted for you to the point that you react negatively against it;  
 
or if you find that the word blocks you from deeper religious and philosophical contemplation; 
 
then, for God’s sake – and by that I mean, for the sake of that which is highest and holiest and 

largest and deepest and most mysterious – discard the word “God” and find a word or words that 
do work for you.  

 
That is, find a word or words that usher you into the largest, the deepest, the greatest reality that 
you can conceive … and even beyond what you can conceive. 

 
Is there a word (or words) that opens you to the experience of the deep mystery of your being and 
of all being?  
 
Any word, as Eckhart Tolle suggests, might close us off to that ultimate reality out of which words 
themselves arise.  
 
Any word might become a closed door rather than an open door to the mystery of life and being. 

 
Thus, as hymn writer Jim Reilly writes and sings, whatever word we use will be a block for us if 
we forget the “core of silence” that “breathes beyond all words.” 

 
Concluding poem  

 
I close today’s sermon with a poem by Mary Oliver titled “Trying to Be Thoughtful in the First 
Brights of Dawn.”  

 
 
 
 
 
 



I am thinking, or trying to think, about all the 
imponderables for which we have 

no answers, yet endless interest all the 
range of our lives, and it’s 

  
good for the head no doubt to undertake such 

meditation; Mystery, after all, 
is God’s other name, and deserves our 

  
considerations surely.  But, but – 

excuse me now, please; it’s morning, heavenly bright, 
and my irrepressible heart begs me to hurry on 

into the next exquisite moment. 
 

(Mary Oliver, “Trying to Be Thoughtful in the First Brights of Dawn,” from Swan, p. 48) 
 
Closing Hymn #92: “Mysterious Presence, Source of All”  

Words: Seth Curtis Beach; music: William Knapp 
 
Our Closing Hymn, which will be led by Harmony and LeRoy, is titled “Mysterious Presence, 
Source of All,” number 92 in our gray-colored hymnal. Please rise in body or spirit … and remain 
standing for the Closing Words and Extinguishing of the Chalice. 
 

1. Mysterious Presence, source of all — 
the world without, the soul within — 
thou fount of life, O hear our call, 
and pour thy living waters in. 
 
2. Thou breathest in the rushing wind, 
thy spirit stirs in leaf and flower; 
nor wilt thou from the willing mind 
withhold thy light and love and power. 
 
3. Thy hand unseen to accents clear 
awoke the psalmist’s trembling lyre, 
and touched the lips of holy seer 
with flame from thine own altar fire. 
 
4. That touch divine again impart, 
still give the prophet’s burning word; 
and vocal in each waiting heart 
let living psalms of praise be heard. 
 

 
 
 
 



Closing Words  
 
Our Closing Words of benediction are from the Rev. Gary Kowalski:  
 

Go in peace, speak the truth, give thanks each day.  
Respect the earth and her creatures, 
     for they are alive like you.  
Care for your body; it is a wondrous gift.  
Live simply. 
Be of service.  
Be guided by your faith and not your fear.  
Go lightly on your path. 
Walk in a sacred manner.   

  
Extinguishing of Chalice 
 

We extinguish this flame, 
But not the Light of Truth, 
The Warmth of Community, 
The Fire of Commitment, 
Or the Power of Transformation; 
These we carry in our hearts 
Until we are together again.  
 

(NOTE: This is a manuscript version of the service led by the Rev. Bruce A. Bode at the Olympic 
Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Sequim/Port Angeles, WA on Sunday, October 9, 2022. Rev. 
Bode retired as senior minister of the Quimper Unitarian Universalist Fellowship in Port 
Townsend, WA in June 2018, and is now minister emeritus.) 
 


