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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 Question of ‘God’: Part I, Language” given by the 
Rev. Bruce A. Bode at the Olympic Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Sequim/Port Angeles, 
WA on Sunday, October 9, 2022. The second part of this two-part series “The Question of ‘God’: 
Part II, Concepts” was delivered on November 13, 2022. (See below for print version.) 
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Lighting of Chalice 
 
Today’s sermon will be the second and concluding sermon of a two-part series titled “The Question 
of ‘God’.” In Part I, given a month ago on October 9, I began the service with the same chalice 
lighting words I am using today, words from the Rev. Eric Heller-Wagner:  
 
 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.  
     
Opening Words (for two readers)    
 
In Part I of this two-part sermon series, Tom Massey read the first half of a story for the “Story for 
All Ages” titled Old Turtle, which Harmony Rutter will be completing in just a couple of minutes. 
Our Opening Words for today’s service is a kind of adult version of the story of Old Turtle, 
statements from Bhagavad Gita of the Hindu scriptures, which Flossie and I will read together.  
 
1st READER: Neither the hosts of gods nor the great saints know my origin, for in every way I am 
the source of all the gods and great saints. 
 
2nd READER: I am the Self existing in the heart of all beings. 
 
1st READER: I am the beginning, the middle, and also the end of all beings. 
 
2nd READER: Of the gods, I am Vishnu; of luminaries, the radiant sun. 
 
1st READER: Of bodies of water, I am the ocean; and of streams, the Ganges. 
 
2nd READER: Of fishes, I am the shark, the old dragon of blue water. 
 
1st READER: Of things secret, I am the silence; of those who know, I am the knowledge.  
 
2nd READER: Birthless and beginningless am I, the one thing besides which there is no other.  
         (Bhagavad Gita, ch. 10, adapted) 
 



Welcoming Hymn: “We All Come from the Goddess”  
 

In my sermon this morning, I will be exploring various concepts of “God,” which will include 
looking at God through the lenses of both male and female perspectives, looking at “God” through 
the images of both gods and goddesses. 

 
Our Welcoming Hymn this morning is a hymn of praise to “God” from the female perspective, the 
song “We All Come from the Goddess.”  
 
The arresting YouTube video of this song comes to us from our sister congregation, the Kitsap 
Unitarian Universalist Fellowship in Bremerton, Washington. The primary vocalist you will hear 
is Alena Hemingway, accompanied by her father Mike Menefee, the choir director at the Kitsap 
congregation. Mike has also put together the images of this YouTube video.  
 
Story for All Ages: Old Turtle. Douglas Wood, text; Cheng-Khee Chee, watercolors; read by 
Harmony Rutter 
 
Responsive Reading 
 
In my sermon in a couple of minutes, I will be summarizing several different concepts of “God,” 
including a pantheistic concept in which “God” and nature are pretty much equivalent terms.  
 
And humans, then, as part of nature would also be part of “God,” a form of nature in which “God,” 
as it were, comes to self-conscious awareness.  

 
In the poetry of the 20th century poet Robinson Jeffers from the Monterey Peninsula in California, 
we find an example of poetry from a pantheistic perspective.  

 
After Robinson Jeffers’ death his final poems were published, one of them a lengthy poem in 
which he speaks of everything as having “consciousness” of one sort or another, at one level or 
another … and the human species, then, as having a particularly concentrated type of 
consciousness, which, as Jeffers says in another poem, is both our “honor and hardship.”  

 
We that have the honor and hardship of being human 
Are one flesh with the beasts, and the beasts with the plants 
One streaming sap, and certainly the plants and algae and the earth they spring from 
Are one flesh with the stars.”  
      (Robinson Jeffers, from “Monument,” The Beginning and the End) 

 
For our reading today, which I’ve put in the form of a responsive reading, I’ve selected excerpts 
from the first poem I mentioned, which when it was originally published was given the title “The 
Beginning and the End,” though the poet himself had not titled it.  

 
(And, let me note here that I typically use responsive readings as opportunities to explore ideas, 
thoughts, and feelings, not as statements of what we as a body necessarily believe.) 
 



MINISTER: What is this thing called life? – But I believe that the earth and stars too, and the 
whole glittering universe, and rocks on the mountain have life, only we do not call it so. 
 
CONGREGATION: I think the rocks and the earth and the other planets, and the stars and the 
galaxies, have their various consciousness.  
 
MINISTER: All things are conscious; but the nerves of an animal, the nerves and brain bring it to 
focus; the nerves and brain are like a burning-glass [a mirror] to concentrate the heat and make it 
catch fire. 
 
CONGREGATION: It seems to us martyrs hotter than the blazing hearth from which it came.  
 
MINISTER: The human race is one of God’s sense organs, immoderately alerted to feel good and 
evil, pain and pleasure. 
 
CONGREGATION: It is a nerve-ending – like eye, ear, taste-buds – a sensory organ of God’s.  
The exultations and agonies of beasts and humans are sense organs of God.  
 
MINISTER: On other globes throughout the universe much greater never-endings enrich the 
consciousness of the one being who is all that exists. 
 
CONGREGATION: This is the human mission: to find and feel.  
 
MINISTER: The human mind … hawks are more heroic, but humans have steeper minds: huge 
pits of darkness, high peaks of light. 
 
CONGREGATION: You may calculate a comet’s orbit, or the dive of a hawk, not a human mind. 

(Robinson Jeffers, from “The Beginning and the End,” adapted) 
 
Meditative Hymn #37: “God Who Fills the Universe” 
 

1. God who fills the universe from the atom to the stars, 
make firm my changeful heart so I may do my part 
and bring joy to all the earth. 
 
2. God who webs the universe with amazing mysteries, 
make glad my fragile soul so I can see life whole 
and bring hope to all on earth. 
 
3. God who keeps the universe by the truths of living love, 
make strong that love in me so I can set it free 
and bring peace to all on earth. 

 
 
 
 
 



SERMON: “The Question of ‘God’: Part II, Concepts” 
 
Introduction 
 
What is contained in our little English word “God?” 

 
In part I of this two-part sermon series, I indicated that in the word “God” we’re typically 
attempting to address the largest reality the human mind can imagine and that the human heart can 
feel, a reality beyond all words.  

 
And I used as an illustration of this notion a rather unfamiliar hymn in our gray-covered hymnal 
titled “A Core of Silence,” the first verse of which begins: 

 
“A core of silence breathes beyond all words, 
or else the words have little worth;…” (#286, “A Core of Silence,” words and music by Jim Reilly) 
 

I also quoted Joseph Campbell, who said: 
 
“The ultimate word in the English language for that which is transcendent is ‘God’. 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.”  

(Joseph Campbell, statements from The Power of Myth with Bill Moyers) 
 
In this second part of this two-part series, I will add that not only does our word “God” point to 
that which is beyond all words but also to that which is beyond all concepts. 
 
Nevertheless, because we humans are creatures for whom both words and concepts are important, 
even essential to who and what we are, we have come up with many words and many concepts for 
“God.” 
 
So, this morning, I will take you through some of the most common concepts of “God.”  
 
A majority concept of “God” 
 
And, let me quickly stop here to make the point that there are, indeed, several concepts of “God,” 
not just one. 
 
However, you could say, and rightly so, that there is a majority concept of “God,” certainly in our 
country and culture. And when pollsters and knock-on-the-door evangelists ask, “Do you believe 
in God?”, it’s some kind of theistic concept of “God” they are assuming.  
 
They are assuming a concept in which “God” is understood as a single, directing consciousness 
set apart from “natural reality,” or “creation” in their case, but capable of intervening in it; and, 
usually, an everywhere present, all-knowing, all-powerful creator and sustainer of life and being.   

 
This is a typical “theistic” concept of “God.” But the point I’m making here is that it’s not the only 
concept of “God;” it is one among several.  



 
Thus, in using the word “God,” it’s helpful to indicate which concept of the word is being used – 
whether theistic, deistic, polytheistic, pantheistic, or pan-en-theistic. 
 
Theism 
 
So, let me summarize these most common concepts of “God” … beginning with “theism” … 
which, as I just said, is typically understood as the idea of a presence and a power that stands apart 
from natural or material reality and is the conscious Creator of that natural or material reality … 
a Power, an Intelligence, an Infinite Being that creates, cares for, and can intervene in the 
natural/material world; a personal presence or a personal being with whom one can relate and upon 
whom one can call; a being and a reality that can be both loved and feared.   

 
I thought it might be helpful to provide diagrams of these different concepts of “God.”  

 
And, fortunately, for you, as you are about to see, I was able to engage a near-at-hand, 
accomplished artist and photographer, though at a cut-rate, to render these diagrams. So, the 
theistic concept of “God” could be diagrammed as follows:  
 

 
 

Here you see two separate circles with arrows pointing from the circle representing “God” to the 
circle representing material reality. The separate circles indicate a concept in which “God” is 
understood as a separate reality or entity from natural/material reality or creation. And the arrows 
coming from “God” to natural/material reality or creation indicate God’s creation and the 
continued maintenance of all that has been created.  



Atheism 
 

This theistic concept of “God,” as I say, is the majority concept of “God” in our part of the world. 
Many persons assume it is the only concept of “God,” including atheists.  

 
So, a denial of this theistic concept of “God” is how one might define “atheism.” The “a” in 
“atheism” means “not;” thus, “not” theism = “a-theism.” 
 

 
 
So, as you see, one might diagram “atheism” by simply writing a large “X” through the diagram 
of “theism,” thus, crossing it out and indicating a denial of that concept.  
 
Technically, one could be an atheist but still hold to another concept of “God.” But most persons 
who call themselves atheists want to distance themselves from the theistic concept of “God” and 
may not even be aware that other concepts of “God” exist, or be open to them …  
 
Apatheism 

 
… though, in other cases, atheism might express a disinterest in or disagreement with any concept 
of “God” or to any subjects related to the question of “God.”  
 
For example, the spouse of a member of the congregation I used to serve in Port Townsend 
described himself, not as an atheist, but as an “apatheist.” He drolly proclaimed that “He just didn’t 
give a rip” … “apatheist” being derived from the word “apathy” – “a-patheist.” 
 



On the other hand, Unitarian Universalist theologian Forrest Church writes:  
 

 “When people boast to me that they don’t believe in God, I ask them […] to tell me a little 
about the God they don’t believe in. Almost surely, I don’t believe in ‘him’ either.”  

(Bringing God Home: A Traveler’s Guide, p. 20)  
 
Deism 
 
A second concept of “God” is that of “deism.” “Deism,” like theism, is the concept of a Creator 
God who has set the natural/material world or creation in motion so that it operates according to 
its own principles and laws.  
 
But the deistic Creator, then, stands apart from the natural/material world or creation, much like a 
clock-maker who has wound up a clock and set it running and does not interfere or intervene with 
its movement.  
 
Our human task in this deistic concept of “God” is to investigate and rationally understand nature’s 
laws … in order to create a better world with the tools we have been given and within the created 
conditions in which we find ourselves.  
 

 
 
This concept of “God” can, again, as you see, be represented with two circles, but this time with a 
firm line separating the circles … and no arrows going from “God” to natural/material reality or 
creation, thus indicating a separation of the Creator from the created reality.  

 



The deistic God is the “God” of several of America’s founding fathers: Washington, Jefferson, 
Ben Franklin, Ethan Allan, and others. 

 
And this is also for many in our secular culture the concept of God in practice – that is, a sense of 
some originating Creator God, but One that is quite distant and doesn’t need to be reckoned with 
or consulted with on a daily basis …  

 
… perhaps, an occasional nod of the head or tip of the hat to the “Man in the Sky,” while life goes 
on with all its hustle and bustle …  

 
… almost the sense of: “I won’t bother you, if you don’t bother me.”  
 
Polytheism 
 
A third concept of “God” is polytheism, a concept of “God” still very much alive in many parts of 
the world, and a concept being recently picked up again in our part of the world in neo-pagan and 
New Age religion. 
 
In this concept, instead of a single, unified creative presence and power, there is a sense of a 
plurality and multiplicity of powers, of gods and goddesses. 
 
Some polytheists regard their gods and goddesses as being aspects, facets, or emanations of a 
greater Godhead, or, yet again, as manifestations of a common, impersonal entity. 
 
Still others give a psychological interpretation to the gods and goddesses, understanding them as 
archetypes of the human psyche and of nature. 
 
Polytheists do not usually worship all the gods and goddesses equally but are devoted to particular 
gods or goddesses, which may change as one’s life circumstances change. 
 
In Hindu temples, for example, you will find a number of images of gods and goddesses in separate 
rooms and buildings representing different powers, but all in the same temple.  
 
And, to my mind, the various male and female saints in Catholic cathedrals function in much the 
same way as the gods and goddesses of Hinduism.  
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
So, polytheism may be diagrammed in a similar way to theism, except with a plurality of divine 
realities, represented by the small circles within the large one, and with arrows coming from them. 
(I’m going to speak to the artist about revising this diagram so that an arrow might come from each 
deity.) 
 
Also, as a sidenote, sometimes the word “Goddess” is used in place of the word “God,” as in our 
striking Welcoming Song titled “We All Come from the Goddess” at the beginning of this service.  
 
I understand the reason for this, as “God” in our part of the world is usually thought of and imaged 
as male … and, thus, the desire to correct this misunderstanding.  

 
In one sense, however, this correction is an over-correction, as it substitutes female for male 
imagery. But “God,” as a word pointing to ultimate reality, contains both the male and female 
dimensions … or is beyond and transcends the categories of male or female.  

 
Thus, in terms of capitalization, I typically write the word “God” with an upper case “G,” as in the 
diagram above, and write “gods and goddesses” with the lower case “g,” indicating that “God” 
contains and transcends the gods and goddesses.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Pantheism 
 
A fourth concept of “God” is that of “pantheism.” “Pan” means “all” and “theism” means “God” 
… and so “pan-theism” means “all is God” or “God is all.”  
 

 
 
Pantheism, thus, can be diagrammed as a single circle … but, actually, it’s two circles; it’s just 
that one is on top of the other, indicating that “God” and natural reality are one. They coincide; 
they’re identical.  
 
In pantheism, no new facts or information are added to reality; there’s no separate realm of “God.” 
Rather, natural reality is also spiritual reality… and visa versa. It’s one coin that can be looked at 
from two different sides. As poet Charles Baudelaire puts it:  
 

 “The natural world is a spiritual house.... We walk through forests of physical things 
that are also spiritual things, that gaze upon us with affectionate looks.”  

 
In pantheism, it’s not that the facts and processes of the natural world are any different because of 
an understanding of “God.” However, one’s way of relating to the natural world might be different 
because of such an understanding of “God.”  

 
Either nothing is a miracle or everything is a miracle; either nothing is divine or everything is 
divine. In pantheism, everything is a miracle and everything is divine!  

 



Pan-en-theism 
 
The fifth and final concept of “God” I’ll describe is one that is gaining in usage and popularity, 
namely, “pan-en-theism.”  
 

 
 
“Pan-en-theism” is “pantheism” with an important little connector syllable in the middle, the 
syllable “en,” which means “in.” (I like to hyphenate “pan-en-theism” for clarification, though 
usually it is not hyphenated.) 
 
So, again, “pan” means “all,” and “theism” means “God,” and “en” means “in,” so that you get 
“all in God.” But the force of this little syllable “en” indicates a connection that goes both ways. 
So, to give it the full meaning, you need to go the other way as well; that is, “God in all.” “All in 
God and God in all” – that’s the idea of “pan-en-theism.” As the thirteenth century, medieval 
mystic Mechthild of Magdeburg said: 
 
 “The day of my awakening was the day 
 I saw all things in God and God in all things.” 
 
To diagram “pan-en-theism,” simply take the single large circle of pantheism and draw an even 
larger circle around it, thus enclosing it. Then, also put a dot or point in the center. This indicates 
a concept in which “God” is understood as both the circumference and the center of all natural or 
material reality, both greater than all natural/material reality and at the same time present in each 
part of natural/material reality.  

 



What “pan-en-theism” does is to bring together aspects of both theism and pantheism – the 
transcendence of theism along with the imminence of pantheism. 
 
In “pan-en-theism,” if all things fell out of existence, if the universe and all there is in it were to 
disappear into some black hole or another, “God” would still “be” as the power and potential of 
new universes and new beings. In this concept, “God” is not exhausted by natural/material reality 
nor coincident with it as in “pantheism.”  
 
This is the “transcendence” of God, indicated by the outer circle of the diagram – “All is in God.” 

 
But, in this concept, God is also at the center of each existing thing, the power of being in each 
and all, from minnow to mountain, from quark to quasar. This is what is called the “imminence” 
of God, indicated by the point at the center of the diagram – “God is in all.” 

 
And that “imminence” includes us humans.  

 
In both pantheism and pan-en-theism, we humans are part of “God,” infinitely small, finite 
particles of “God,” but still part of the ultimate creative power of Being. 

 
This was the force of our earlier responsive reading from the poet Robinson Jeffers in which he 
said, “The human race is one of God’s sense organs,…”  
 
Or, as the process theologians put it, we are “God coming to conscious awareness.”  
 
A necessary frustration in speaking of “God” 
 
In this second part of this two-part sermon series, I have briefly summarized the main concepts of 
“God.”  

 
And here I will say that just as the word “God” is a symbol that points beyond itself to that which 
cannot be captured in words, so the various concepts of “God” point beyond the concepts to that 
which cannot be captured by concepts. 
 
Thus, there’s a necessary frustration built into this whole enterprise, which may turn certain folks 
from it. But these concepts, I would suggest, are not so much meant to define ultimate reality as 
they are meant to open us to ultimate reality and its nature.  

 
Yet, because many times we want to nail things down, we can easily become overly attached to a 
given concept so that it becomes an idol and short-circuits our connection to the mystery of Being. 
 
Again, as I said in part I of this series, there’s nothing magical or mandatory about having a clearly 
defined concept of “God” … and if you find this process closing you off and irritating you, then 
let it go.  

 



On the other hand, I would like to recommend that you not let this necessary frustration of language 
and concept defeat you too easily so that you give up on the process and so close yourself off to 
the wonder and mystery of life and being. 
 
A complementary approach regarding concepts of “God” 
 
I also suggest that you need not feel bound to choose one concept of “God” over another.  
 
Personally, I’m most drawn, as perhaps you might suspect, to the pan-en-theistic concept of “God.”  

 
But I also like to argue for a complementary approach to “God” in which you might recognize 
aspects in more than one concept that speak to you, appeal to you, and touch a part of you. 
 
You may have heard of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s often quoted statement, “A foolish consistency 
is the hobgoblin of little minds.”  
 
But you may not be familiar with the context of this statement. That statement “A foolish 
consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds” comes right after these statements, where Emerson 
writes:  
 

“In your metaphysics you have denied personality to the Deity, yet when the devout 
motions of the soul come, yield to them heart and life, though they should clothe God with 
shape and color. Leave your theory, as Joseph his coat in the hand of the harlot, and flee.” 

(from his essay “Self-Reliance”) 
 

(In the same essay, Emerson said, “I deny personality to God because it is too little not too much.”) 
 

Concluding poem: a prayer to what cannot be named or conceptualized 
 
In the vein of this expansive, complementary approach to concepts of “God” and to language used 
to address that which is ultimate, let me conclude with a poem by the late Unitarian Universalist 
minister the Rev. Nancy Shaffer, who died in 2012 at the age of 61.  

 
   That Which Holds All 
    

Because she wanted everyone to feel included 
in her prayer, 
she said right at the beginning 
several names for the Holy: 
Spirit, she said, Holy One, Mystery, God 
 
But then thinking these weren’t enough ways of addressing 
that which cannot be fully addressed, she added 
particularities, saying, Spirit of Life, Spirit of Love, 
Ancient Holy One, Mystery We Will Not Ever Fully Know, 
Gracious God, and also Spirit of This Earth, 
God of Sarah, Gaia, Thou 



 
And then, tongue loosened, she fell to naming 
superlatives as well: Most Creative One, 
Greatest Source, Closest Hope – 
even though superlatives for the Sacred seemed to her 
probably redundant, but then she couldn’t stop: 
 
One Who Made the Stars, she said, although she knew 
technically a number of those present didn’t believe 
the stars had been made by anyone or thing 
but just luckily happened.  
 
One Who Is an Entire Ocean of Compassion, 
she said, and no one laughed. 
That Which Has Been Present Since Before the Beginning, 
she said, and the room was silent.  
 
Then, although she hadn’t imagined it this way, 
others began to offer names:  
 
Peace, said one. 
One My Mother Knew, said another. 
Ancestor, said a third. 
Wind. 
Rain. 
Breath, said one near the back. 
Refuge. 
That Which Holds All.  
A child said, Water. 
Someone said, Kuan Yin. 
Then: Womb. 
Witness. 
Great Kindness. 
Great Eagle. 
Eternal Stillness.  
 
And then, there wasn’t any need to say the things 
she’d thought would be important to say, 
and everyone sat hushed, until someone said 
 
Amen. 

 
   (Nancy Shaffer, “That Which Holds All,” from Instructions in Joy: Meditations) 
 
 
 
 



Introduction to Closing Hymn 
 
Our Closing Hymn, #8 in our gray-covered hymnal, was composed by the Rev. Norbert Capek, 
who lived from 1870-1942 – he was executed in a concentration camp in Dachau, Germany – and 
before his death headed the largest Unitarian congregation in the world, a congregation of 5000 
members in the beautiful city of Prague in the Czech Republic.  

 
The hymn, a lovely one, is titled “Mother Spirit, Father Spirit” in which Rev. Capek addresses the 
ultimate questions of our being through both sides of the male/female polarities of our language. 

 
Closing Hymn #8: “Mother Spirit, Father Spirit”  

1. Mother Spirit, Father Spirit, where are you? 
In the sky song, in the forest, sounds your cry. 
What to give you, what to call you, what am I? 

2. Many drops are in the ocean, deep and wide. 
Sunlight bounces off the ripples to the sky. 
What to give you, what to call you, who am I? 

3. I am empty, time flies from me; what is time? 
Dreams eternal, fears infernal haunt my heart. 
What to give you, what to call you, O, my God? 

4. Mother Spirit, Father Spirit, take our hearts. 
Take our breath and let our voices sing our parts. 
Take our hands and let us work to shape our art. 

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 two-part sermon series “The Question of ‘God’,” given 
by the Rev. Bruce A. Bode at the Olympic Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Sequim/Port 
Angeles, WA on the Sundays of October 9 and November 13, 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.) 
 
 


