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Readings: 

Joseph Campbell: 

People say that what we are all seeking is a meaning for life.  

I don't think that's what we are really seeking.  

I think that what we are seeking is an experience of being alive, 

so that our life experiences of the purely physical plane  

will have resonances within our own innermost being and reality,  

so that we actually feel the rapture of being alive. 

Wendell Berry 

 the poem Breaking: 

Did I believe I had a clear mind? 
It was like the water of a river flowing shallow over the ice.  

And now  
that the rising water has broken the ice,  

I see that what I thought  
was the light 

is part of the dark. 

Albert Einstein:  
“It is the theory which decides what we can observe.” 
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We began the service saying:  
The quest for truth is our sacrament.  

A sacrament is an activity, to which we “impart particular 

importance and significance.”  

For most of human history the quest for truth has been revealed 

through story.   

In “A Hero With A Thousand Faces,” Joseph Campbell tells us 

stories transform into the mythic when they begin serving as 
markers in our quest for an authentic life. 

Fundamental to my sense of self and community is the idea that 

we - collectively - make meaning and discover meaningful ways 

of sustaining life through our shared stories. 

Pause 

The first chapter of my story might be entitled: 

EXCEPTIONALISM.  

By the time I was 16, it was routine for my brothers and me to 

manage the raging war we called mom and dad.  
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We stood between our parents in times of their rage.  We paid 

their bills.  We managed the house.  We lied for them when 

mom was too bruised to go to the door // or dad was too drunk 

to change his pee-soaked jeans.  

We were the white knights in our story.  

Our sense of exceptionalism, helped make sense of the chaos - 

until it did not.  

Within a year of  acquiring our drivers licenses, we found 

guidance, and God in a fellowship of 120 young people - all 

“slain in the blood of the lamb”.   

True believers, we gathered each Sunday evening to sing, read 

scriptures and share testimonies. Testimonies were a big deal.  

We laid hands on one another and we prayed for one another.   

We believed we were the true children of  God - exceptional in 

our devotion. 

In college, I associated with a more educated, but no less 
parochial clan of believers. All truth and wisdom laid with God, 
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all that happened was God's will. If our  experience led us to 

question the wisdom or sanity of what was transpiring, it was up 

to us to accept and to understand. 
  

Do you see what is happening here?  I am skating over ice.  
It is bright and fast - it sustaining;  

part of the light. 

Joseph Campbell would call the next part of my story Initiation. 

It is defined by a disruption of the seekers equilibrium.  

Before beginning my senior year of college I withdrew my 

application from veterinary school.  I was confused. My parents’ 

life was a disaster. No amount of prayer changed it. An all 

powerful loving Deity was not making much sense. 

By 1981, I was attending seminary at the Dubuque School of 
Theology - an ecumenical school sharing space with the Aquinas 
Institute of Theology.  I wanted to sort out this religious 

phenomena - once and for all ((ha)) 

I drove through the beautiful Mississippi River valley of South 

West Wisconsin every day of class. 
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River ice is tricky. With the play of light and the flow of 

water one never quite knows where one stands. 

Dubuque Schools of Theology exposed me to people of other 
faith traditions and cultures.    

I especially remember an all school service lead by my friend. 

Joe. 

As the service  began, all of the pronouns were in the feminine. 

All the references to God were in the feminine.  I became 

agitated; but just as I was ready to check out,  Joe switched to 

an inclusive use of language.  

The water was rising. 

In the summer of 1983, after serving a small church in Henderson 

Illinois, I entered Chandler School of Theology, a graduate 

program at Emory University.  I studied theories of personality, 

social organization, and religious anthropology that shattered 
any remaining notions of exceptionalism. I studied the writings 

and work of Martian Luther King, Jr.  I studied liberation theology 

and feminist theology.  
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If you are to understand my transformation, it is important to 

understand that the primary critique of feminist theology is that 

THE STORY is told from such a male-dominated and exclusive 

perspective - it is by definition limited - if not corrupt.  Once you 

accept that - the ice is shattered.  

 I was a Chaplain in a deplorable men’s shelter.  I was a chaplain 

in a children’s hospital - a task I found heart breaking.  I 

counseled the family of the first man in Georgia to petition the 

state to have his life support systems shutdown - at his choosing. 

My best friend, Milton was a black man from South Africa. 

Milton’s story confronted me with Reinhold Niebuhr’s concept 
of the corrupting nature of power and the struggle to 
challenge that power culturally and theologically. 

These experiences and stories became part of my story. 

The water was rising fast. The ice was breaking up. 

After graduation I took an appointment to serve as the campus 

minister of the Wesley Foundation at the University of Illinois.  

I found inspiration and challenge in the organic, questioning 

theology of the students and the feminists who made up a 

program called Ministry with Women.  
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By  the end of my third year I began to see that what I thought 

was the light is part of the dark.  

My closest friends from seminary had come to me one by one to 

tell me they would not be ordained because they were gay. 

Milton was poisoned while serving his mixed race congregation. I 

was in Joseph Campbell’s belly of the whale. 

I left the ministry. Lynette and I stopped going to church. 

By now I was running the local chapter of Habitat for Humanity.  I, 

bogusly described myself as spiritual but not religious.  

It is easy to say: I’m not religious but I am spiritual. 

The hazard, I learned,  is that when one is not involved in an 

intentional community; their spirituality ends up becoming little 
more than a self-aggrandizing mirror.  

Alone we confirm what we know.  In an intentional community 

we are continually confronted with the Other. 

We will refer to the last part of my story as Joseph Campbell’s 

“The Return.”  
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Lynette and I decided that we wanted to be part of a religious 

community.  We choose the Unitarian Universalist Church of 
Urbana Champaign. 

In Urbana’s UU Church we encountered the seven principles. 

Beautiful banners, from all of the world’s major religious 

traditions lined the walls  - exemplifying UUs commitment to 

ecumenical sources. Thoughtful readings from a wide variety of 

sources beyond mythology where used.  And most importantly 

Everyone was wearing comfortable shoes.  

We first attended this congregation In 2006.  And while we 

became deeply involved and connected, our first few years were 

filled with difficulty.  After serving on the board and negotiating a 

particularly difficult transition - I regret to say - we pulled back 

significantly.   

Campbell actually has a subcategory  in his stages of mythology 

called the ‘refusal to return.”  

But we did return.  
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When one literally leaves legs, fingers and internal organs in 

death’s grip - life comes into sharp focus.  Elemental truths and 
values cut through the fog. The ordinary becomes sacred.  

  

Joseph Campbell speaks of this as the rapture of being alive.  

Endemic to that rapture is a love of the particular. 

In a letter to his Bohemian friends, Thomas Mann’s 
character, Torino explains why he is leaving them and 

returning home: 

“I admire those cold, proud beings who adventure up on 

the paths of great and demonic beauty and despise 

“human kind”; but I do not envy them. For if anything is 

capable of making a poet of a literary man, it is my home 

town love of the human, the living and ordinary. All warmth 

derives from this love, all kindness and humor.” 

Torino understands that our search for universal values — our 

search for authenticity — is known in the contextual; 
in community.  

When I was ill, our circle of friends were compassion writ large.  

Some of you were among those friends. I value those 
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relationships deeply. I value being a part of a community which 

understands prayer as presence and love as a verb. 

Isolated, whether within ourselves or in our tribe, we become 

enamored with our story.  We come to see our story as 
exceptional - as the story.  

Confronted with the reality of another human being we can 

choose either to dehumanize them or love them.  We 

dehumanize others when we tell them their story is illegitimate. 

And we dehumanize them by defining the truth exclusively in 

terms of our personal story.   

Love of another begins by humbly acknowledging their story. 

As UUs we honor and respect the individual’s search for 

meaning. And while this is laudable, I believe it is important that 

we understand that we are only fully human in an intentional 
community.  To be an intentional community we must engage in 

crucial conversations with trust and without fear.  It is 

incumbent, that we be present to one another and respectful of 

one another’s quest. 
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 I am grateful to have found UUism and this society in particular. 

May our quest together enrich us, strengthen us and serve the 

larger community. 


