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Searching for Signs 

Delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship on October 23, 2022, by Joseph Bednarik 

One of my favorite theologians, Steve Martin, performed a bit on his comedy album Wild and 

Crazy Guy that went something like this: “If there’s a God, give me a sign! [pause] See, I told ya 

tha— dubbidahdiu diggiadudgia…” 

I think searcher Steve—through laughter—was on to something. My guess is that if and when we 

examine our life, there is some point—at least one, even if we were sheepish in doing so—when 

we looked to the external world for a sign, some helpful instruction on which way to turn, what 

course to take, what to do, what not to do…  

Perhaps as a love-struck teenager we plucked the petals of a daisy, “she loves me, she loves me 

not, she loves, me…” Perhaps as adults we reached for a divination tool. Something as simple as 

a flipping coin to allow the binary of “heads or tails” help determine a binary choice. “Heads we 

continue with this worship service, tails we go immediately to coffee hour.” 

[flip coin] 

Heads! On we go… 

There are hundreds of divination tools and methods—across cultures and human history—each 

method designed to access divine or supernatural or non-rational forces to help us make 

decisions. Some forms are very familiar, and embedded in pop culture: 

➢ Tarot cards, Palm-reading, Runes 

➢ Dream interpretation, tea leaves, the I Ching 

➢ Astrology, and, of course, the Magic 8 Ball, named by Time magazine as one of the “Top 

100 Greatest Toys”… though “tool” might be a better descriptor, if ever you’ve used a 

Magic 8 ball and it worked. 

Keeping the sample size to this congregation, my guess is that there are hundreds, if not 

thousands, of specific instances of people in this sanctuary employing one, some, or all of these 

methods to help guide their life. Speaking for myself, I have experienced all of the above, and 

while most had to fight the headwinds of my rational and skeptical brain, I did  

➢ receive a powerful and useful tarot reading;  

➢ I gifted the Magic 8 Ball to a Managing Editor at a publishing company, to help them 

manage;  

➢ and over the years there have been several instructive dreams that have provided me 

guidance in the so-called waking world.   

The importance of dreams is obvious for the Jungians among us. 
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And while researching for this sermon I found an article, “10 Historical Divination Methods for 

Predicting the Future,” from the website Mental Floss, and I’d like to read the first five methods 

from their list: 

➢ Hieromancy, or divination using entrails 

➢ Ornithomancy, divination using birds 

➢ Pyro-osteomancy, or bone oracles 

➢ Alectryomancy, which is divination using chickens, apparently a sub-set of 

Ornithomancy 

➢ And Bibliomancy, divination using books 

So what we have is a rich tapestry of tools and activities, rituals and behaviors, for helping 

people make choices, to move beyond rational decision-making, and receive divine guidance—

“divine,” of course, the root word for “divination.” 

Even if you are the fiercest most rational data-driven science-minded embodied brain, please 

hold tenderly this fact: Human beings, throughout recorded history, have longed for help and 

guidance in making decisions, and have looked to the Universe for signs.  

And the Universe, generally speaking, delivers.  

One of the most brilliant people I have ever met regularly practiced bibliomancy, or divination 

using books. His method was idiosyncratic and showed a resonance to numerology. If he had a 

question or needed to quote-unquote “find some wisdom,” he would locate a book—how he 

determined which book I do not know—and he would open to pages 33, 77, and 144 to see what 

the book revealed.  

Again, the person practicing this was a rational human being, successful in their field, whose 

obituary was published in The New York Times. In other words, no slouch.  

Keep those numbers in your memory banks and try the method the next time you need a nudge in 

some direction:  Choose a book and open to pages thirty-three, seventy-seven, and 144 and see 

what messages you may receive. 

I recall another person in my life who owned the natural food store where I worked. Whenever a 

major business decision needed to be made, they would consult their astrologer. The business, 

operating under the laws of the United States and thriving within dog-eat-dog capitalism, would 

write large checks to an astrology, on company checks, and the owner would sign those checks. 

As someone fresh out of college with a degree in philosophy I thought this was a ludicrous waste 

of good money, even though the business was hugely successful and thirty-five years later the 

store is still active, with the same owner. While I think business acumen and a robust strategic 

plan is the real key to success, it is undeniable that astrology has played a critical role in the 

business’s development and strategic thinking. And I use that phrase with respect:  Astrology is a 
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essential part of the business’s development and strategic thinking. Not to mention that whenever 

there is an accident at the store you can bet on hearing the phrase “Mercury’s in retrograde.” 

The first time I heard the phrase “Mercury’s in retrograde” I had to ask what it meant.  

The beautiful aspect about writing a sermon focused on receiving signs is that you begin to ask 

friends and family whether they have ever received a sign from the Universe. Again, in my small 

sample size, some haven’t, most have, and whatever the answer, the very question is a great 

conversation starter that can lead into some intimate discussions and shared insights.  

And another form of research, of course, is personal research. In preparation for this sermon, I 

started to personally search for some kind of sign... not too intensely, or the Universe will think 

you’re too desperate for information, even though a few days ago, the message printed on the 

little piece of paper at the end of a tea-bag string read “Know that you are a child of the 

universe.” Small-case “u.” 

So this “child of the universe” began to search. And maybe “search” is the wrong term: perhaps 

“be receptive” is a more accurate way to describe what I was actually doing.  

A quick sidenote:  Imagine if we Unitarian Universalists swapped out the word “search” for the 

word “receptivity” in the fourth principle, to create: “A free and responsible receptivity for truth 

and meaning.” While this doesn’t have the same call toward active agency, truth be told I like the 

feel of it. It brings to mind the tagline to that TV show The X Files: “The truth is out there.” Or 

rather than swapping words, perhaps we should add the phrase “receptivity of” to the fourth 

principle to read: “A free and responsible search for—and receptivity of—truth and meaning.” 

And then, just when you least expect it, in your searching state of receptivity, a sign appears: 

There I was, at a big fund-raising book sale for the Friends of Port Townsend library.  I am a 

huge fan of library book sales and have been attending them regularly since the 1990s. I always 

enjoy myself at these kinds of sales, and I always find treasure of some kind or another, because 

apparently, I am easily amused. 

If ever OUUF has a book sale for a fundraiser, please let me know! 

Anyway, a week ago Saturday, I was at a book sale with thousands and thousands of donated 

books displayed spine-up on folding tables, in boxes, in piles. A churning sea of books, dozens 

of people looking for books, and volunteers for the Friends of the Library keeping everything 

tidy and the tables filled.  

I was in my element, finding books, filling the first box, then a second box, and there it was:  

A sign.  

Truly, a sign! I stopped my treasure hunting and stared: 
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Amidst thousands of books, I spotted a small-format book that could fit in the palm of your hand, 

in your back pocket, in a purse or back-pack or glove compartment. I have a thing for small-

format books, so I was immediately attracted. I noted the white leatherette covers with crisp 

gold-gilt capital lettering on the front cover that read: “The Greatest Thing in the World.” 

Hell-o! “The Greatest Thing in the World!” 

Here was the sign I was looking for. Who on Earth would ignore “The Greatest Thing in the 

World?” Seemed like a no-brainer, so I tossed the dinky book into my box and got back to 

business. Sign or no sign, I didn’t have the time right then and there to dive into the intricacies of 

“The Greatest Thing in the World.” 

However, when I got home, I found a quiet moment and followed my dead friend’s methods and 

opened to page thirty-three and read these words: 

“Patience; kindness; generosity; humility; courtesy; unselfishness; good temper; guilelessness; 

sincerity—these make up the supreme gift, the stature of the perfect [person]. You will observe 

that all are in relation to [people], in relation to life, in relation to the known to-day and the near 

to-morrow, and not to the unknown eternity. We hear much of love to God; Christ spoke much 

of love to [people]. We make a great deal of peace with heaven; Christ made much of peace on 

earth.” 

For those atheists and humanists who just mentally clicked off because you heard the words 

“God,” “heaven,” and “Christ,” you are invited to please flip the switch back on and hang in 

there… 

And as you do, a quick sidebar: 

I mentioned that I have a soft-spot in my heart for small-format books. Years ago I was in New 

York City and went to an exhibit at the Grolier Club, a legendary club for bibliophiles, and the 

focus was small-format books. The exhibit was incredible. The earliest forms of small-format 

books were religious and sacred texts, so travelers and warriors and explorers and pilgrims could 

easily carry them during their travels. As the saying goes, “Travel light, or don’t travel at all.” 

And the publication and dissemination of small-format religious books continues to this day. 

And I will admit to you that I am not a huge fan of the run-of-the-mill Christian pamphlets and 

small format printed proselytizing tools. I had the sneaking suspicion that the small-format book 

I found was part of that evangelical proselytizing tradition. That said, there was something about 

the passage on page thirty-three, specifically the sentence “You will observe that all are in 

relation to [people], in relation to life, in relation to the known to-day and the near to-morrow, 

and not to the unknown eternity.” There was something very “here and now” about the 

sentiment, something present in the real world, something not narrowly evangelical or fire-and-

brimstone, so I continued my sign-seeking and opened to page seventy-seven and this passage, 

quote: 
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“In the Book of Matthew, where the Judgement Day is depicted…” 

Hold it right there!   

Again, for the atheists and humanists and likely everyone else in this sanctuary who bristles at 

the phrase “Judgement Day”—myself included—please please please hang in there…. 

We begin again, with a deep cleansing breath: “In the Book of Matthew, where the Judgement 

Day is depicted for us in the imagery of One seated upon a throne and dividing the sheep from 

the goats the test of a [person] then is not ‘How have I believed?’ but ‘How have I loved?’ The 

test of religion, the final test of religion, is not religiousness, but Love.” 

And it is important to note—especially in a sanctuary where Universalists meet and worship—

that the word “Love” in this paragraph on page seventy-seven is capitalized. The passage 

continues: 

“I say the final test of religion at that great Day is not religiousness, but Love; not what I have 

done, not what I have believed, not what I have achieved, but how I have discharged the 

common charities of life.” 

Note the word “religiousness” rather than “Christianity.” I sensed an openness here, an openness 

to the understanding and acceptance of the fact that Christianity was one religion in a world 

teeming with religions, and when the message of Jesus is brought to its essence, that essence is 

Love. We Universalists agree heartily.  

The book ended at page eighty, so I could not open to page 144. 

After these two “sign” passages, I read the entire small book and discovered that it was a famous 

lecture—“viral” in its day—given by a scientist, who doubled as a devout evangelical Christian, 

during the late 1800s when Darwin’s Origin of Species catalyzed intense intellectual and 

spiritual convulsions.  

During those heady and tumultuous times—not unlike our own, with the massive space telescope 

sending back revolutionary information about the Universe—scientific evidence made it clear 

that the Holy Book was filled with Truths different than scientific ones. The Holy Book 

contained the Truth of story and metaphor; the Truth of profound and powerful and sometimes 

counter-intuitive social teachings; and the little book The Greatest Thing in the World began with 

a quote from first Corinthians, chapter thirteen, which concludes with these famous sentences, 

“When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I 

became [an adult] I put away childish things. For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then 

face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known. And now 

abideth faith, hope, Love, these three; but the greatest of these is Love.” 

And therein lies the answer within the sign:  The Greatest Thing in the World is capital-L Love. 

As a child of the universe and an adult Universalist on the Earth, I choose to believe this sign, to 
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live this sign, to discharge “the common charities of life.” And as a reminder of the received 

sign, I slip the tea-bag holder into this small book and like the travelers and warriors and 

explorers and pilgrims before me, carry the book in a pocket over my heart.  

As the saying goes, “Travel light, or don’t travel at all.”  

And the good news is that Capital-L Love doesn’t weigh a thing, and it means everything. 

Amen     
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