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Nets and Webs: Open Source Religion
“Easter” we call the day, namesake of a deity of the Northlands, Eostre, goddess of the 
dawn. English speakers still call the direction she arises from “east.” She is the goddess 
of new beginnings and of fertility, celebrated as the earth comes back to life after a long 
winter.
The holiday (holy day) called Easter is a movable feast, tied to both the cycles of the 
sun and of the moon—Easter occurs on the first Sunday after the first full moon after the 
equinox. 
Religious holidays are celebrations of cycles; celebrations of recurrence. Children in the 
Northlands have been searching the wet, awakening grass for eggs on Easter morning 
for thousands of years. The celebration has spread to other lands; to other religions. 
You may have memories of rushing through the grass searching for eggs. 
You may have memories of your children doing that. You may have seen the excitement 
of the children around here this morning. The tradition cycles on and on. 
Nineteenth Century German philologist Jacob Grimm reported that in his time in some 
remote German villages people still celebrated Eostre 
with sword dances, bonfires, and the baking of “heathenish pastries.” 
It’s difficult this time of year—at least in the top half of the Northern Hemisphere—not to 
think of new beginnings. Difficult not to dance just a little bit. The iron grip of the ice is 
finally broken and life is emerging from the long-dead earth again. 
ONE
This is one of only two days the so-called “C and E” (Christmas and Easter) Christians
—also known as Cheasters—fill churches.There are something on the order of eighty-
five million Cheasters in the United States. Easter brings ‘em out—even more than 
Christmas. And I have to ask myself why . . . 
Might it be because Easter is such a blend of religious traditions?
Reflect on the potpourri of religions and cultures that make up the concept of Easter as 
it is celebrated in the US today. We have a fertility goddess from Northern Europe who 
survived the invasion of a Southern European tradition, Christianity, based on a Middle 
Eastern tradition, Judaism, itself an amalgam of religious thinking from the earliest 
agricultural civilizations of Mesopotamia with additions during an enforced stay in 
Persia. All those ideas added up to create a lunar holiday celebrating a solar god in a 




myth echoing human sacrifice that originated in Egyptian mythology concerning the god 
Osiris, a metaphor for the planting and growth of vegetation in the Nile Delta. 
And here, in the US—a land stolen from its rightful inhabitants using the excuse of 
spreading a particular faith and eradicating paganism—eggs and rabbits and fertility 
rituals and human sacrifice add up to Easter brunches. And chocolate. It all adds up to a 
congregation-based religion, Christianity, that three-fourths of its adherents practice at 
best twice a year. A congregation-based religion that will, according to most predictions, 
close half its churches in the next twenty years. 
This is not a value judgment. I’m curious. Why isn’t every Sunday like Easter Sunday?
TWO
The Easter holiday is a good example of the nets and webs that we live in. Have you 
noticed that both the word “net” and the word “web” have double connotations—of 
expansiveness and also of imprisonment. 
You can be caught in a net. Or you can go on the net, which is a “world wide web,” 
which sounds good, until you reflect on the “tangled web we weave.” And many argue 
that it is the web, the net, freely available information, that is simultaneously killing and 
revitalizing religious thinking in the United States today. Killing the traditional and 
revitalizing a free-ranging search for truth and meaning across religions and 
philosophies. 
“Syncretism” is one of those ten dollar words that theology is full of. The word describes 
the human propensity for combining religious ideas from various traditions. 
Sometimes syncretism is a conscious choice: both Sikhs and Baha’is follow traditions 
that began as conscious attempts to reconcile disparate, even warring, religious 
traditions. Unitarian Universalism is another conscious attempt at syncretism. 
Syncretism also occurs in a more unconscious fashion. For example, the idea of the 
soul entered Christianity from Greek thinking after Christianity’s separation from its roots 
in Judaism, a tradition that had no concept of a soul during the time that Jesus lived. 
It’s difficult to think of Christianity today without the concept of a soul separate from the 
physical, material body. Yet, there’s no way that first or second century Palestinian Jews 
could have been thinking of such a thing. It’s a later, Greek, idea.
The same is true of the idea of spirituality. “Spiritual but not religious” is a common 
phrase in the US of our day, yet it is a late-Twentieth Century Christian concept that has 
little to no meaning in Judaism or Islam, though both of those traditions, at least here in 
the United States, have had to learn to swallow hard and cope with the concept. 
(Humanists have a similar problem with the word.)





But what’s a poor religion to do? Ideas catch on and spread and religions and 
philosophies adapt, or lose their ability to communicate with a large part of their 
adherents. People vote with their feet. 
The poet Wallace Stevens—an atheist by the by—made a very good point when he 
said, “The people, not the priests, made the gods.” We do well to remind ourselves that 
ours is not the first generation to experience the meeting and mingling of several 
religious traditions. The Silk Road was also a net, a web, stretching from China, through 
India, Persia, Arabia, 
to Europe.
Take the first known instance of Christianity meeting Buddhism: When the Roman 
Catholic merchant Marco Polo headed east on the Silk Road and encountered 
Buddhism, in 1261, he apparently began practicing Buddhism, disguising the fact in the 
notes on his journey. Marco Polo is the first of what is nowadays a large group: so 
called “double-belongers.” People who grew up in a one religious tradition and don’t 
wish to break with that faith entirely but have found another religion that makes more 
sense in their lives. 
It’ interesting to notice that thirty years before the conversion of Marco Polo, the Roman 
Catholic Church had opened its office of the Inquisition, 
nowadays known as the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith. 
Yes, it’s still in existence, but of all the failed enterprises in human history, isn’t the 
failure of the “Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith” one of the biggest of all time? After 
nearly 800 years of existence, the people just keep coming up with ideas the priests 
can’t stop.
Wallace Stevens continues to be correct: the people, not the priests, make the gods. 
And we the people continue to vote with our feet. And the more information that flows on 
our nets and our webs, the more people are going to . . .  well, what are we people 
going to do?
Some will become Cheasters. Some double-belongers. Some “bujus,” Jews who have 
found that Buddhism makes more sense in their lives. 
Consider the case of the goddess Eostre. The story goes that Pope Gregory the Great 
was walking one day in a slave market in Rome. 
This was in the 600’s CE. Pope Gregory saw a couple of blonde slaves and asked his 
handlers where blondes came from. The handlers said they were Angles, at the time 
meant either the English or Northern Germans. 
The pope was so taken with blondes that he decided to devote his life to converting the 
Northlands to Christianity.  
In 601 CE Pope Gregory instructed the missionaries he was sending to England with 
these words: 






. . . the temples of the idols in those nations ought not to be destroyed; but let 
the idols that are in them be destroyed; let holy water be made and sprinkled in 
the said temples, let altars be erected, and relics placed.
For if those temples are well built, it is requisite that they be converted from the 
worship of devils to the service of the true God; 
that the nation, seeing that their temples are not destroyed . . . 
may the more familiarly resort to the places to which they are accustomed.

Syncretism. This was an act of genius. It was a strategy that led to a Christendom that 
included all of Europe. But it also introduced a blue note; a note of mystery. Were those 
people out in the country—“paganus.” pagans, which means “villagers” or “rustics” in 
Latin—were those pagans, 
were those people of the heath, those people of the wastelands, those heath-ans—were 
those away from the centers of power, away from the army and the enforcers of the king 
and pope and bishop—were they really Christian? Or were they going to their old 
temples for other reasons?
No one ever knew for sure. And we never will know. But is it a coincidence that the 
largest concentration of atheists on the planet today . . . happen to live in those places 
that Pope Gregory Christianized?
Syncrenism. The people, not the priests, make the gods. In computer speak, it’s called 
Open Source: people with different agendas; different talents; different points of view, all 
have access to a program and can change it. And the result is often a better program 
than those programs built with controlled access. The results are things like Linix 
operating system and Wikipedia. The people, not the priests, make the gods. Religions 
are open source.
 
THREE
Syncretism. We human beings combine religious ideas. Why? Because we need our 
religions and philosophies to do what we go to religions and philosophies to do: reduce 
difficulty and increase happiness. 
This is of course the goal of most human activities, isn’t it? I have a flat tire on the 
freeway. I want to reduce my difficulty and increase my happiness. 
Think of all the goods and services out there that offer reduced difficulty and increased 
happiness. Health insurance. Life insurance. pharmaceuticals. Gyms. Yoga classes. 
Comfort food, convenience food. 
And, of course, all the various philosophies and religions. 




All the various religions saying, Hey, come over here. We’ve got the real and true 
program for reducing your difficulties and increasing your happiness. 
And I’m not trying to say that they’re all lying. I’m saying that it’s the people, not the 
priests, who make the gods. (Just don’t try to tell the priests that!)
Syncretism. Open source. Face it: Christianity did not offer an opportunity for yoga 
pants! 
Who you gonna call?
CONCLUSION
Join me in a little experiment: Enjoy the rest of your day. Notice all the stories that you 
hear. Newspapers. Magazines. Watch some TV. Go to a movie. Read the Bible or the 
Bhagavad Gita. Whatever. 
At the end of the day, ask yourself if any of those stories were as useful at reducing 
difficulty and increasing happiness as the story I’m about to tell you. A story from ancient 
China. A Daoist story. Called “True Tranquility.”
(In which case you may just convert to being a human-ow-ist or an athe-ow-ist or a 
Christo—dow-ist.
Just see if any religion gives you better advice than this story today: 
Once upon a time an emperor was in his study, looking over stacks and stacks of 
diplomatic documents. He just could not concentrate, so he called his most trusted 
advisor.

 
When the advisor arrived, he saw that the emperor was pacing back and forth, back and 
forth, looking irritable.


The emperor said: "I need to focus on the affairs of state, but my mind is unsettled, 
agitated. When I feel like this, I need something I can look at to help me regain 
tranquility. 

Have the best artist in the land create a painting that has the power to calm me down. I 
want the theme of this painting to be 'true tranquility.'"

"As you command, your majesty,” the advisor said. 

A few days later, the advisor reported to the emperor that there were three artists widely 
considered to be the best in the land. They were equally talented, so the advisor had 




brought all of them into the palace and told them what the emperor needed—a painting 
representing true tranquility.

When the paintings were done, the advisor took the emperor to the studio to judge for 
himself. 


The first painting they looked at depicted a placid lake surrounded by tall mountains. It 
was a beautiful scene; the surface of the lake seemed perfectly still and conveyed a 
peaceful, easy feeling. 

The emperor smiled: "This is beautiful,” he said. 

The second painting showed a snowscape. It evoked the silence after a heavy snowfall, 
a deep silence that goes beyond mere lack of noise, because the snow banks absorb all 
sound. 

Both the advisor and the emperor nodded their approval. 

"Very insightful," said the emperor.

Then they came to the third painting. It featured a huge, roaring waterfall with white 
water and swirling cataracts. 

"I am sorry, your majesty," the advisor said. "It looks like this artist did not understand 
my instructions to paint a scene of serenity. Let’s get this thing out of your sight."

The advisor reached for the painting, but the emperor stopped him: "No, wait,” he said. 
The emperor stared at the painting for a moment longer, and then said: "This is the 
painting for me."

"What? But . . . your majesty! How can this crashing waterfall compare to the other 
paintings in representing tranquility? I don’t understand!"

The emperor said, “The waterfall is not the most important thing in this painting. Look 
again."

The advisor took another look at the painting, more carefully this time. And he saw that 
there was a spindly, crooked tree next to the waterfall. And one of the branches of the 
tree held a nest. And in that nest was a little, singing bird.

The emperor said, ”See how that bird is able to relax and sing even though the 
deafening torrent is so close? That bird has such a profound quietness within itself that 
no external conditions have the power to irritate or disturb. 

Now that is the essence of true tranquility!"  


