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“A Ritual to Read to Each Other” by William Stafford


If you don't know the kind of person I am

and I don't know the kind of person you are

a pattern that others made may prevail in the world

and following the wrong god home we may miss our star.


For there is many a small betrayal in the mind,

a shrug that lets the fragile sequence break

sending with shouts the horrible errors of childhood

storming out to play through the broken dyke.


And as elephants parade holding each elephant's tail,

but if one wanders the circus won't find the park,

I call it cruel and maybe the root of all cruelty

to know what occurs but not recognize the fact.


And so I appeal to a voice, to something shadowy,

a remote important region in all who talk:

though we could fool each other, we should consider—

lest the parade of our mutual life get lost in the dark.


For it is important that awake people be awake,

or a breaking line may discourage them back to sleep;

the signals we give—yes or no, or maybe—

should be clear: the darkness around us is deep. 




INTRODUCTION


For some reason, when some people discover I’m a humanist, they seem to think I 
want to argue about religion. I don’t want to argue about religion. As far as I’m 
concerned, religion is a lot like bingo: you’re interested or you’re not. 


Some people grow up in families or communities that virtually require interest. Some 
develop an interest for one reason or another. Some, like me, were interested once 
upon a time but lose the interest as they mature or move to other places. Others just 
don’t see bingo. Or religion.


I really don’t want to argue about religion any more than I want to play another bingo 
game. And, if you love bingo, I apologize: I’m bingo neutral actually. And, like bingo, I 
understand that religion is a thing for a lot of people. Bingo and religion—they’re 
categories. And they’re a matter of taste.


To get a handle on how we think in language, the twentieth century philosopher Ludwig 
Wittgenstein considered the category that we call “games:” Bingo. Chess. Tennis. Tic 
Tac Toe. Baseball. And on . . . We understand that all these games fall under the 
general category “games,” but what do they all have in common? How do we know 
that bingo and basketball are both games?


After all, some games we play with a pencil; some we play with a ball. Some we play 
with those tiddlywinks things. For some games we wear particular sorts of clothing.


Some play games for fun; some people play games for a living. What do all games 
have in common?


Well, so, “games” is an abstraction, isn’t it? We can even find what we might call an 
“essence” of games, perhaps. That’s another thing Wittgenstein tried to figure out: 
what, if anything, is the essence of “games.” And, further, what the essence of 
“essence,” for that matter?


Religion too is a category; an abstraction. What is the essence of “religion.”


Ask some, and you’ll hear that the category “religion” requires one god or another. 
Others will say that some sort of truth claim concerning the supernatural is required. 



Yet, some religions, like Buddhism, for instance, don’t make claims about gods about 
the supernatural. Well . . .  what do we make of that?


Again, I suspect that political philosopher Hannah Arandt was right: we are looking for 
meaning, not truth. The category we call “religions” offer meaning, not truth. Religions, 
like games, are a matter of taste, at least for the fortunate ones on our shared planet 
who get a choice in the matter. 


Ludwig Wittgenstein had this to say about religious belief:


One could say “every view has its charm,” but that would be false. The correct thing 
to say is that every view is significant for the one who sees it as significant (but that 
does not mean, “sees it other than it is.”  Indeed, in this sense, every view is equally 
significant. (“Remarks in Frazer’s Golden Bough.”) 

Wittgenstein famously ended his masterwork on the meaning of language with this 
sentence: “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”


If everyone in our world were a fan of Wittgenstein, theocracy would be impossible; 
religiously-inspired murder would be impossible; dumb laws about restrooms would be 
impossible. 


But we don’t live in a world like that. 


Last week, I proposed that religion fits into the category of art, not the category of 
truth. Art has meaning—and perhaps even truth—yet art is an ongoing project of the 
collective human mind. What gives meaning changes. There is a difference between 
truth and meaning. Truth is objective and testable. Truth requires evidence. E=MC2 is a 
truth. Meaning is subjective. Art. Literature. Open-ended.


No, I don’t want to argue about religion any more than I want to argue about which 
game is the greatest game. Bingo lovers unite, and all that. But why fight about it? If it 
works for you, bully for you. Bingo!


ONE


Harvard psychologist Gordon Allport performed groundbreaking experiments 
concerning racism back in the 1940s. One simple experiment went like this: he showed 
people a photograph. The photograph showed a white man threatening a black man 



with a knife. Later, when Allport asked the subjects to describe the photograph from 
memory, the majority of people reversed the image: they described a photo of a black 
man threatening the white man with a knife. 


Allport’s experiment reveals a simple fact about human beings: we do not see what is 
there: we see what our biases lead us to see.


As psychologist Thalia Wheatley put it, “To confabulate is human.”


This is the third talk in a series on the subject of doubt. (You can give a listen or a read 
to the others on our website, thanks to our brilliant AV folks and web team. It’s a 
convenient way to check to see if you have confabulated!)


Doubt, I have been contending, is a spiritual practice, as it were. A way to check our 
opinions and prejudices, see our assumptions for what they are, and say to ourselves, 
“hold your horses! Wait just a minute!” The prudent exercise of doubt helps us in, as 
the poet William Stafford called it, “staying awake.” 


Unitarian Universalists aren’t loudmouths out on the street corners. Why? 

What appears to be true for proselytizers—those who talk most loudly in support of 
their religious beliefs—is that they may well be having a very difficult time believing 
those beliefs. Which makes some sense of the fact that Unitarian Universalists and 
humanism don’t become proselytizing converts: the views of Unitarian Universalism 
and humanism make reasonable sense, therefore the brain isn’t churning over the 
contradictions, therefore we don’t get raving street corner preachers screaming about 
humanism or UUism.


What we get, rather, is a sort of slow burn because there’s always a tension in Unitarian 
Universalism between what we do corporately, as a congregation, and what we do 
individually. 


Once we have realized that religion is about meaning, not truth, we also know—as 
Wittgenstein pointed out—that there are many ways to find meaning. Only individuals 
can find the meaning that is actual meaning-full for them. Unitarian Universalists value 
the inherent worth and dignity of every person and the free and responsible search for 
truth and meaning. These are individual concerns but not individualISTIC concerns. 
Still, a wide variety of searches creates tension.


Those of us who seek for meaning that closely reflects truth have some hard work to 
do because the meanings that pretend to be truths are like clothing off the rack: they 
are meant to fit people vaguely like us—they are in the vague category “clothing”—but 



do not exactly fit us. If we are willing to accept prefabricated meaning pretending to be 
truth, we are liable, as the poet William Stafford put it, to follow “the wrong god home 
and miss our star.”


You’ve got to think about it; you’ve got to doubt yourself into it; and you’ve got to feel 
it. The game (or the clothes) that works for me, that gives my life meaning, won’t work 
for you. That’s why each week we welcome,


theists, post-theists, atheists, agnostics, and searchers joining together not in 
common beliefs but in common values in a safe place to share dangerous ideas.


 

It’s a bit busy, everyone trying on clothes. What we do here can get you shunned or 
imprisoned or killed in a lot of places, including the good ol’ USA. But if you don’t feel 
it, you don’t feel it. Only you can decide if you are living in integrity and authenticity.


That’s why we’re all searchers here—we’re not buying what tradition sells off the rack. 
We’re not going to sit around and beat ourselves up because we doubt the religions 
that dominate our culture. Here, we learn from each other because we know, as William 
Stafford said, “the darkness around us is deep.” 


TWO


Yet, doubt as a practice means that we are not doomed to bounce from one hypocrisy 
to the next, one app in the brain to the next, thinking this about evolution, that about 
morality and ethics, that other thing about global climate change, yet another about 
racism or affordable housing and on . . . 


It is those internal contradictions, those hypocrisies, which can lead, as Hannah Arendt 
claimed, to the “banality of evil,” in which we—forget about being “of two minds,” 
we’re of about two dozen minds—doing our jobs and being good patriots, all the while 
subjugating and even murdering the innocent . . .


After all, as some have argued, the chief product of a capitalist economy is indifference 
. . . indifference to the poor and the working poor; indifference to what industrialized 
farming does to farmers, animals, and the land itself; indifference to where our gadgets 
come from, and on and on.


How do we know we aren’t following the wrong god home when, as Thalia Wheatley 
put it, “To confabulate is human”? Or, as poet William Stafford put it:




I call it cruel and maybe the root of all cruelty

to know what occurs but not recognize the fact.


You’ll notice that I’m depending upon a poem for meaning. That’s not accidental. Too 
often humanists get tagged as attempting to live only in our heads. If we trust evidence 
and science, it’s impossible to think that we live only in our heads because science and 
reason tells us that we are not reasoning machines. I’ve mentioned before the work of 
Dr. Martha Nussbaum at the University of Chicago, who is my favorite living 
philosopher. Her work focuses on how the emotions inform thought. Nussbaum argues 
that emotions such as grief and love are ''intelligent responses to the perception of 
value.’’ (Notice, again, that she isn’t talking about truth, she’s talking about meaning.)


I mentioned Adolf Eichmann a couple of weeks ago—the architect of the Holocaust. It 
may just be that Eichmann at some moment, sometime, felt a little something in the pit 
of his stomach that told him that he was perpetrating evil. But he didn’t listen because 
he was a good soldier and a good patriot and a committed Christian and a true-blue 
Nazi. 


You’ve got to listen to the pit of your stomach. Doubt sometimes occurs there. 
Humanists are not afraid of emotion, because emotion is of this world. It’s where we 
live. Emotions are a system we—and some other animals—evolved for prosocial 
reasons. Emotions step in when the strong decide to abandon the weak; when the 
healthy decide to abandon the ill; when we remind ourselves that we are vulnerable; 
when we realize that nobody can live on ten dollars an hour.


Humanists trust emotions to tell us what they tell us. It is, rather, religions that often 
make strange claims about emotions. About why we should or shouldn’t have 
emotions. One of my uncles belonged to a fundamentalist Christian church that taught 
that death is a happy occasion—something to be celebrated—your loved one has gone 
on to a better place.


You know what? That’s downright weird. It’s unhuman. And the people at his funeral 
had that distant and abstract stare that says the brain has shut down. Sure, it gives 
their lives meaning, but at what cost?


But you know what? That is unfortunately an antiquated but logical conclusion to the 
separation of reason and emotion in the Western World. Loss hurts. Emotions can be 
overwhelming and uncontrollable.


Nussbaum has this to say:




If we think of emotions as essential elements of human intelligence, rather than just 
as supports or props for intelligence, this gives us especially strong reasons to 
promote the conditions of emotional well-being in a political culture: for this view 
entails that without emotional development, a part of our reasoning capacity as 
political creatures will be missing. 


So, it goes beyond just the individual. Nussbaum claims that it is a citizen’s right to be 
trained to be emotionally healthy. But where’s that plank on any party platform? You 
cut the arts out of education, you teach people to ignore emotion, and you get what 
we’ve got—a nation of people who can’t distinguish fear from patriotism. 


Emotions are embodied thought, just as reason is embodied thought. When you stop 
believing in a soul; when you stop living in a dualistic fabrication of flesh versus spirit, 
that arcane and damaging thinking goes away. Then you realize that everything you 
think and everything you feel is embodied wisdom . . . 


CONCLUSON


Doubt is the beginning of wisdom. For Unitarian Universalists and humanists, doubt is 
not something to be wrestled to the ground, driven from the mind, and defeated at all 
costs, but rather doubt calls into question religious and cultural sacred cows, and only 
in this doubt  will you find the way forward for human religion or culture. 


Religions tell us that meaning comes from the past—past thought, past scripture, past 
theology, past dogma. Philosophy, humanism, tells us that meaning must come to each 
of us here and now. The revelation must be our own. 


It’s great that St. Paul got knocked off his horse on the road to persecuting Christians 
and converted to Christianity. Good for Paul. But you’re not going to wake up and stay 
awake until YOU get knocked off YOUR horse. And you’re not going to find your 
meaning with the same-‘ol same ‘ol religion off the rack. That’s why we’re all doubters 
and searchers here,


 joining together not in common beliefs but in common values in a safe place to 
share dangerous ideas.


As the poem says:




. . . it is important that awake people be awake,

or a breaking line may discourage them back to sleep;

the signals we give—yes or no, or maybe—

should be clear: the darkness around us is deep. 



