
 

 

 
“Pitching That Big Tent: Welcoming Like We Mean It” 
 
 
 
A Crazy Boat 
 
 
An old Chinese Daoist story goes like this: 
 
Imagine you are rowing a boat upstream at night. You see another boat 
approaching, coming downstream. It appears to be heading right for you. 
 
You shout: “hey, watch out!” 
 
The boat continues to come at you.  
 
You change course a bit. The boat changes course as well. Again, it is headed 
right for you. “Hey!” you shout. “Stop that!”  
 
You change course a bit. The boat changes course. And eventually, the boat runs 
right into you. “What are you, crazy?” you shout.  
 
Then you look more closely and realize there is no one in the boat. It’s empty—
merely drifting.  
 
What happens to your anger? Your attitude changes, doesn’t it, when you realize 
that the boat was being guided not by a human being but by the chance of the 
water’s currents? 
 
When we remove human agency from the actions of the boat, our attitude about 
what happened changes.  
 
The teaching is that when we stop ascribing MOTIVE to what happens to us, we 
lose our anger. We reach the state of mind desirable among Daoists—that of 
equanimity . . . 
 
 
ONE 
 
Well, that’s impossible!   
 
Every morning I’m out there in traffic trying to get to work.  
 



 

 

Clearly, some of those people are crazy! Others are stupid. They’re on the 
highway merely to annoy me! 
 
Well, no, that’s what’s not so clear . . .  
 
What if I could see all those cars as so many empty boats, drifting down stream?  
 
What if I could see the people in the cars as people just as intent on their own 
purpose and as locked in their own problems as I am? 
 
 
 
A couple of weeks ago Jim considered a mystical experience that monk and 
mystic Thomas Merton wrote about:  
 
 

Yesterday, in Louisville, at the corner of 4th and Walnut,  I suddenly 
realized that I loved all the people and that none of them were, or, could be 
totally alien to me. 
 
Thank God! Thank God! I am only another member of the human race, like 
all the rest of them. I have the immense joy of being a man! As if the 
sorrows of our condition could really matter, once we begin to realize who 
and what we are . . . 

 
TWO 
 
Sometimes we all sing that hit from the mid-Nineties: “Everybody knows the 
world is full of stupid people.”  
 
But how does that fit with a central humanist and Unitarian Universalist value—
the inherent worth and dignity of every person? 
 
Well . . . it doesn’t!  
 
Humanists know that human beings evolved from lower life forms. We know that 
human beings have created the religions and social structures in which we live.  
 
We know that the world is NOT full of stupid people—the world is full of people 
just like us. We’re all family here.  
 
We know that human beings share roughly 99.9% of our DNA. All the diversity we 
perceive—gender; race; ability; hair color . . . what-have-you . . . it all resides 
somewhere in a range from point-five to point-one percent of our DNA.  



 

 

 
Thomas Merton’s mystical insight that “none of them were, or, could be totally 
alien to me,” his awakening from “the dream of separateness” is not mysticism—
it merely describes the truth of the human condition.  
 
Fact is, human procreation is exponential—two parents, four grandparents, eight 
great-grandparents . . .  Bill Bryson did the math in his book A Short History of 
Nearly Everything: twenty generations ago the number of direct forebears for 
each of us is 1,048,576. Twenty-five generations ago the number jumps to 
33,554,432 (page 397). Thirty generations ago the number jumps to over a billion. 
And there simply weren’t a billion people around to procreate thirty generations 
ago . . . 
 
Merton’s mystical experience is not only a mystical insight—it is demonstrably 
true: no person is alien to us, at least on a physical level.  
 
The Buddha had a mystical insight that he heard the earthworms cut by plows 
crying out. Well, turns out that human beings and earthworms share 98% of our 
DNA. That identification with earthworms is merely reality.  
 
DNA sequencing is still in its infancy, but we know, for example, that there are 2.4 
billion "letters" in a dog's DNA code, representing 39 chromosome pairs, and that 
human beings, by comparison, have 23 chromosome pairs. We have to start 
thinking about other creatures as equally complex 
.  
 
Sometime when you’ve got nothing to do, Google “homologous DNA sequences” 
and see how wings become arms . . . 
 
Animals, plants. The earth itself. Humanists don’t get a free pass to considering 
ourselves the crown of creation. We’re parts. We ignore the other parts at our 
peril. We consider ourselves better-than others only out of ignorance of the facts 
that reason and science teache us.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
That’s one reason humanism is the biggest tent of all. Because we believe in 
science and reason. We may be prejudiced, but we can’t hide behind those 
prejudices. It’s prejudice. And it’s up to us to stop it.  
 



 

 

Every difference we see is either a product of nature or a product of the teeming 
human mind. 
 
 
THREE 
 
 
But, seriously, there ARE some stupid people, right? 
 
After all, how about an extreme case—terrorist extremists?   
 
They’re just stupid, right? 
 
Dr. Arie Kruglanski is a social psychologist who has created a theory of 
“cognitive closure.” Kruglanski works with the National Center for the Study of 
Terrorism. He’s “who you’re gonna call” concerning terrorist psychology.  
 
“Cognitive closure” examines the fact that some people are more comfortable 
with ambiguity than others. Humanists eat ambiguity for breakfast. We love it. But 
some people search until they get a definitive answer, even if that answer is 
wrong—an answer with flaws even the believer can see, but chooses to dismiss 
or compartmentalize.  
 
Kruglanski has developed the “Need for Closure Scale” as a test. Many of us 
don’t need closure all that much. But many of us do—whatever the cost to our 
own reasoning abilities.  
 
Why are there extremist terrorists? That’s the wrong question. Who ARE the 
extremist terrorists? Mostly young males between the ages of 18 and 30: ages 
when the human prefrontal lobes are still developing. Without developed 
prefrontal lobes, it’s very difficult to separate right and wrong, and it’s difficult to 
imagine that you yourself will die.  
 
All of us who have been teenagers know that.  
 
Why does a young person become an extremist? Kruglanski says, first, young 
people need the opportunity to do something important.  
 
Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? 
 
Second, extremists want to be part of something bigger than themselves.  
 
Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? 
 



 

 

Extremists want, quoting Kruglanski here, “very coherent, black and white, right 
and wrong” answers.  
 
Ah. It would be nice, wouldn’t it? 
 
Forget religion. Terrorists extremists are just like the rest of us. They are looking 
for meaning and purpose in the context, in the circumstances, in the society, in 
which they find themselves.  
 
When he was 20 years old, my dad was quite literally shooting Nazis. Extremist . . 
. or performing a greater social good? 
 
But does that that question really matter? The fact that we must remember is that 
human beings can be cajoled, convinced, or lured into doing incredible harm or 
incredible good. As vets can tell us, “good” slaughter and “bad” slaughter 
appears very similar.  
 
It’s up to the rest of us—up to society—to create the circumstances that nurture 
the behaviors we wish rather than the circumstances that create extremists. 
 
We humanists know that. That’s why we’re uniquely situated to pitch a big tent 
and welcome people of all stripes. We agree with the Roman playwright Terence, 
who said, “I am human; nothing human is foreign to me.” Forget motive. 
Ascribing motives merely allows for us and them thinking.  
 
Humanists know that things get complicated. We know that cognitive closure 
comes with a price . . . 
 
Take this for-instance: 
 
In the early 1700s in London, England, changing technology led to smaller 
chimneys. Smaller chimneys meant that adult men couldn’t get inside chimneys 
to clean them. So, those in the chimney sweep business began to buy orphans, 
kids under ten years of age, who would fit in the chimneys.  
 
At one level, it makes practical sense: kids who have no productive social use 
meet the very real needs of the city. On the other hand, it’s a morally 
reprehensible practice. The great poet and social critic of the time, William Blake 
wrote a poem about it:  
 

When my mother died I was very young, 
And my father sold me while yet my tongue 
Could scarcely cry ” ‘weep! ‘weep! ‘weep! ‘weep!” 
So your chimneys I sweep & in soot I sleep. 



 

 

 
Colloquial English still has a memory of the practice: nowadays we talk about 
motivating someone by, “lighting a fire under” him. That’s exactly what the 
bosses of the young chimney sweeps would do to encourage the kids to get up 
those chimneys faster. Light a fire.  
 
Eventually the practice of using children for this purpose was declared illegal. The 
decision was that the practicality of chimneys needing swept was overbalanced 
by the immorality of putting poor children in a very dangerous situation.  
 
My hunch is that everyone here this morning agrees with that law.  
 
But what about those Minnesotans in Syria? 
 
What reacted the situation and what can we do about it? 
 
We’re all family here . . . 
 
We don’t have the luxury of combing through scriptures or church tradition to 
justify our prejudices.  
 
If we are going to put our trust in reason and science, those are going to lead us 
into uncharted moral and ethical territory.  
 
Furthermore, reason won’t provide us with the option of making blanket 
pronouncements. After all, in the case of the London chimney sweeps, the 
argument of the greatest good for the greatest number doesn’t point the way to 
the moral choice: using five year olds to clean chimneys WAS the greater good 
for the larger number of London dwellers. The sacrifice of a few homeless 
children saved many London buildings from burning down and therefore saved 
many lives.  
 
But clearly a larger moral imperative is in play: Human beings should not be used 
as means to an end. Human beings have INHERENT worth and dignity. 
 
Furthermore, we know that human beings have this right, despite what the 
majority in a society believes.  
 
For example: interracial marriage became legal in the United States in 1967 based 
on court decisions. For humanists, that’s a no-brainer: Human beings have 
inherent worth and dignity; adults deserve the right to marry who they wish to 
marry—no brainer. Yet, polling shows that a majority of Americans did not 
support interracial marriage until 1995—28 years after the court decision.  
 



 

 

Humanists don’t get the cognitive closure of reading scripture to justify that kind 
of prejudice.  
 
Humanists don’t get the “get out of moral dilemmas free” card.  
 
We don’t get the comfort of saying there’s a god somewhere who creates racial 
and economic disparity and wants things just as they are. Who creates disability. 
Who chooses favorites and doles out rewards based on religion or racial identity 
or gender or who tries harder than someone else . . . 
 
We know there’s no great and powerful Oz pulling the leavers. We know there’s 
someone behind the curtain—and it’s all of us and the heavy weight of human 
history.  
 
We also know that cognitive closure is always a dodge—one story, one truth, 
does not suffice—be it a scripture or tradition or even science or reason! 
 
 
So, what’s this about pitching a big tent in our congregation? 
 
Since humanism considers religious thought as a product of the teeming human 
mind and human flourishing as a primary goal of human activity, our movement is 
uniquely able to pitch that "big tent" that Unitarian Universalist hope for.  
 
Yes, many of us come to First Unitarian Society because there’s nowhere else we 
can speak our truth. But that doesn’t mean we should listen only to ourselves.  
 
Humanists need to learn a lesson: we have to learn how to listen, even to those 
who live happily in their cognitive closure. Who live happily in a black and white 
world. Forget motive; we are all empty boats drifting on social forces we don’t 
even see. 
 
The Greek philosopher Epictetus was on the right track long ago when he said, 
“We have two ears and one mouth so that we can listen twice as much as we 
speak.”  
 
(Biologists will disagree about why we have two ears, but cut Epictetus some 
slack. He has a good point.) 
 
 
We don’t often use biblical quotes around here. The author (or authors) of the 
Gospel According to Matthew has Jesus ask a very humanist question: 
 



 

 

If you welcome your sisters and brothers only, what are you doing more 
than others?  (Matthew 5:47) 

 
If you only talk to your friends, how are you different from anybody else? How are 
you avoiding your own cognitive closure, your own “private Idaho”?  
 
And the question clearly points to a moral imperative: you SHOULD be different 
from others; and it is a moral imperative that you DO welcome those not like 
yourself.  
 
It isn’t hat thumanists should pitch a big tent and welcome others not like 
ourselves. It’s that we must if we are living up to what we know to be the case.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The empty boat. Why do we assume right out of the box that the boat is being 
guided by a human being? Why do we so quickly assign motive and blame? 
 
What’s going to happen to road rage when we all ride around in Google-guided 
cars? 
 
 
Psychologist Peter Suedfeld of the University of British Columbia is investigating 
a trait he calls "integrative complexity," which is an anecdote to cognitive 
closure.  
 
Integrative complexity describes how well we recognize and integrate multiple 
perspectives and contingencies.  
 
This is not about “smart” or “stupid.” It’s about seeing complexity and 
contingency and seeing ways to pull the apparently oppositional forces together.  
 
It’s the opposite of black and white cognitive closure.  
 
It’s the opposite of extremism—liberal or conservative. 
 
It’s about having two ears and only one mouth.  
 
Integrative complexity. 
 
It’s about understanding some very basic math concerning the human family and 
the earth around us . . . 


