
Understanding and Undergoing Our Transforming and Ever-broadening Edges

Though I will share with you the longer title this talk today has in a moment, let’s 
begin with one word: aspirations.

It is a good word and a good one not only to begin 2019 with but also to continue 
our foray into the “not yet.” The word “aspire” means “to breath upon” and gets 
the meaning of moving on or up toward something from the image of the panting 
that comes from going after something with great desire.

The word “aspiration,” the noun form of the verb, literally means “the act of 
breathing into” and its original meaning was “a steadfast longing for a higher goal, 
an earnest desire for something above one.” That dates back to about 1600.

After I started working on this talk one of the Buddhist journals I take arrived with 
a huge section of it devoted to meditation practices. Have I mentioned to you the 
importance of having a daily spiritual practice? One common thread ran through 
most of the articles. It was that of intention. If you are going to undertake a 
meditation practice, what is your intention? Write it out. You can’t hit a target you 
can see.

Intention is very kin to aspiration.

In some ways I have not changed my theological aspirations or intentions since 
first starting my formal study of psychology and religion in 1957. For those of you 
who, like me, are not quick at math, that is sixty one years ago.

Yet, in other ways, that budding therapist, theologian and spiritual teacher is so 
different today than then as to be barely recognizable.

One of the ways I have not changed is that I am still trying to understand and, then, 
communicate, this whole Jesus, Christian thing. Even then I wanted to find ways to 
make relevant insights from psychology, religion and spirituality that would be 
useful. I’ll have more to say about Jesus in a moment.



Of course, if those insights weren’t useful to me, if they didn’t find relevance in my 
own life, they would not be useful to anyone else. Even then, over a half a century 
ago, I stated that my commitment was to follow new light as I found it, or it found 
me, wherever it might lead. I did not then and do not now want to make a 
commitment to a position or label that would cause me to be blind to new insights. 
Or, keep me from growing. Every closely held loyalty threatens to impose a 
blindness.

Though other spiritual teachers have taught the same thing as I’m about to say, the 
construction of this phrase was original with me when I came up with it sometime 
early in the 1960’s: Our spiritual work is to be involved in the process of becoming 
centers of freedom and love.

We are to be involved, not spectators.

We are to be involved in a process of becoming. Following Jesus or living an 
intentional spiritual life is not a steady state.

We are to be involved in a process of becoming centered, integrated, whole. 
Integration is the umbrella under which all Jungian psychology can fit.

We are to be involved in a process of becoming centers of freedom. This liberation 
is the primary meaning of what Jesus was about. Freedom doesn’t mean freedom to 
do whatever we want to. It means freedom to be who we are intended to be.

We are to be involved in a process of becoming centers of freedom and love. Love 
is what is.

Another aspiration of mine that has not changed since I first came up with it in the 
mid 70’s this this, that you have heard countless times.

The central truth of and for spiritual practice is “paying attention” and developing 
the resources to be present to “what is.” Central to this spiritual practice is growing 
in the capacity to be non-judgmental.



All of these aspirations have been created with the intention of taking a stance of 
radical inclusion. You will notice that none of this contains specifically religious 
language. No one is not welcome at the table. So none of that has really 
fundamentally changed.

Currently when I use the word “spirituality,” I’m referring to the inner experience 
that we have of the full richness of life. Spirituality knows a reality greater than the 
ego or even of the individual self, greater than the physical world. Spirituality is 
the way, or ways, people seek meaning for their lives. Spirituality isn’t limited by 
religious doctrine and it includes relationship with all that is and all who are.

Currently when I use the word “religious,” I’m referring to the way people identify 
with some specific religious group or label or tradition. It may include certain 
beliefs or practices or ethnic heritage or group membership. Such identification is 
getting tricker and tricker in our culture.

What has changed for and about me, and you, too, I imagine, is the understanding 
and awareness of the person who holds those positions. The person I once was now 
lives in a world, or cosmos, that is as unrecognizable as the one before the shock 
the work of Copernicus gave to the human psyche. We are not the center of the 
universe, we humans. Indeed, in the entire beautiful parade since this globe came 
into being, a little over four and a half billion years ago, humans are like a fly on 
the rump of a horse. Although what we’ve done to the earth in our short stay here 
is a lot more than a fly can do to a horse.

I was taught in graduate school that there have been three major shocks to the 
collective human psyche. One was the Copernican revolution that took the earth 
out of being the center of things.

One was that of Darwin who revealed that we are part of a great, evolving chain of 
being.

One was that of Freud who revealed that most of who we are is unknown to us. 
That we can be and are in the grips of powerful shadow archetypes that can and are 
leading to our destruction.



I would add that there has been another shock to the human psyche. It is the one 
that began being known sometime in the 1950s and is unfolding before us right 
now. This involves a growing awareness of the enormity of the energy field in 
which we live and the profound complexity introduced by quantum mechanics and 
astrophysics.

So this is how I am different, and you, too, I hope. We are gifted with, and this is 
the real title of this talk, the opportunity of understanding and undergoing our 
transforming and ever-broadening edges.

Though the energy field in which we live is always evolving and expanding, it has 
always been the way it is. Those who study such matters are not discovering new 
things. They are seeing what has always been but in new ways and this is causing 
us to rethink everything and this rethinking includes matters that fall into the 
arenas that have been referred to as religious, spiritual, theological, ecclesiastical 
or the like.

For example, in this energy field where there is no “up” and where space is infinite, 
where do we place and how do we think about “God”? What do we do with 
prayer? And, perhaps the most tough subject of all, what will happen to you when 
you die?

That just a hint of the territory we are heading into.

We seek to understand and undergo our transforming and ever-broadening edges.

Let’s begin with this: why Jesus?

I began to teach about the historical Jesus in here twenty years ago. Not only am I 
not the same person as then but I see Jesus differently now. I want to say that I see 
Jesus more completely now. Our culture is being taught a distorted and ugly form 
of a religion misusing both Jesus and his teachings in a way that was not true 
twenty years ago.

I thought back then that the distortions done to Jesus by Mel Gibson’s “The 
Passion of the Christ” and Dan Brown’s best-seller “The Da Vinci Code,” were bad 



enough. But now things being said, or put in the mouth of Jesus, by people like 
Jerry Falwell, Jr. - you can go on line and look his nonsense up - are unspeakably 
appalling. Falwell took his father’s place as president of Liberty University that 
claims to teach the Bible but his obvious ignorance and misuse of the Bible is 
alarming, astounding and frightening. Because it is from a source like Falwell that 
most people get their education about both Jesus and the Bible.

Apart from an ecclesiastical context, what you would expect to hear from a church 
of almost any stripe, the fact that Jesus and what he is alleged to have said and 
done still makes the front pages of the newspaper is amazing. This is more true in 
the United States than it is any other country on the planet.

I saw a poll recently that said over 80 percent of the population of the United 
States identify as Christian and 84 percent agree with the statement that Jesus is the 
Son of God. Most people think that Christ is Jesus’ last name. Jesus Christ. Mr. and 
Mrs. Christ had a baby and named him Jesus.

Many of these people who identify as “Christian” do not follow the teachings of 
Jesus. Jesus was a pacifist as were his first followers for almost three centuries. Our 
Christian nation spends more money on military weapons both to use and to sell 
than any other country in the history of the world.

The majority of people who identify as “Christian” support a literal interpretation 
of the Bible and oppose the fact of or teaching about evolution.

I could go on and on.

I don’t want the statistics I quoted about Christianity in the U.S. to be misleading. 
Even though the majority of people identify as Christian there is a continuing 
decline in religious belief, practice and affiliation in contemporary society. More 
than one-third of adults under the age of thirty do not belong to a religious 
tradition. Thousands of churches are closing their doors every year. Less than 20 
percent of Americans attend religious services regularly. Diana Butler Bass, a 
religious scholar, says that the trend is clear: “Traditional forms of faith are being 
replaced by a plethora of new spiritual, ethical, and nonreligious choices. If it is not 



the end of religion, it certainly seems to be the end of what was conventionally 
understood to be American religion.”

Just this week someone sent me this.

“Christianity: The popular belief that a celestial Jewish baby who is also his own 
father, born from a virgin mother, died for three days so that he could ascend to 
heaven on a cloud and then make you live forever only if you symbolically eat his 
flesh, drink his blood and telepathically tell him you accept him as your lord and 
master so he can remove an evil force from your spiritual being that is present in 
all humanity because an immoral woman made from a man’s rib was hoodwinked 
by a talking reptile possessed by a malicious angel to secretly eat forbidden fruit 
from a magical tree. Sounds perfectly plausible.”

This misunderstanding and misappropriation of the mythic dimension and history 
of the Jewish Christian story reflects the sorry state of religious education and 
spiritual illiteracy.

I want to teach about Jesus because people know about Jesus but they don’t know 
Jesus. Even among many liberal or progressive people, people don’t know Jesus. 
What they have been taught is a Jesus character that was created to fit the theology 
of Paul, who never met Jesus, and then this theology was written back into the 
early narratives that were created about Jesus. This is why you have no birth story 
in Mark or the Gospel of Thomas but an elaborate on in Matthew and Luke. I’m 
not saying that this theology is necessarily wrong. I’m just saying that it leads to a 
misunderstanding of Jesus and his teachings.

So as we go forward I want to introduce you to Jesus, who didn’t come down from 
some heaven above, but rose up among a specific race and religion of people and 
who embraced his Jewish faith in such a radical way that he demonstrated to some 
of those who heard him a life-transforming way to live. He did it because he 
embraced the central tenets of the Jewish religion of people being created in the 
image of God and their needing to live lives of justice, inclusion and compassion. 
When you start with an understanding that God’s loves everybody, justice can’t be 
far behind.



What many have grown up believing, because it was what was taught to us, is that 
God actually didn’t love us. It certainly was taught to me by my church. Please 
understand, I’m not being critical of those people. I love what they gave me and 
how they loved me. They lived in another world. But, what they taught was that the 
heart of God was closed to humans until Jesus came to earth to die for our sins. 
Jesus himself would have never embraced that notion.

Some of you may find some of this challenging. But we have a choice to make. Do 
we accept Jesus’ teaching that God is a loving presence with us always? Or, do we 
choose to follow other teachings that say that God is a distant far off in the 
heavens, a God who withdrew and withheld forgiveness? I find it incredibly ironic 
that those who have historically in the Christian community stressed the 
importance of “having a personal relationship with Jesus,” in fact stress doctrines 
and beliefs about Jesus rather than Jesus the man, the person, the teacher, the 
mystic.

I do not mean to be critical. This is just a fact. Most people who call themselves 
Christian, even fervent ones, have no knowledge of the historical events, the 
prevailing worldview, the religious questions and dynamics of the first four 
centuries that led what became the Christian Church to shape and tell the story of 
Jesus that they did.

That aside, it is time now for those of us who are willing to be exposed to all the 
data that is available about the expansiveness of our universe and earth’s place in it 
to be willing to have our own faith expanded beyond what was formulated in a 
time when people believed the earth was flat.

I believe that Jesus has a message that our world desperately needs.

One of the greatest failings or sins of organized Christian religion in this country 
has been not to teach about the enormous shift in the understanding of the cosmos 
and how that affects religious thinking. The reason that organized Christianity has 
not done this is because built into the system is a prohibition about questioning 
anything that is considered “correct doctrine.”



I had a discussion - open, frank and cordial - with one of the top leaders of the 
United Methodist Church last year. Sometime next month the Methodist governing 
body will come out with a statement about its stance on the inclusion of people 
who identify as part of the LBGTQ community. I think the leaders of the Methodist 
Church are trying to come out with something that will be acceptable to a variety 
of positions on the matter. I said, “If they come out with anything that in the least 
sounds other than totally inclusive of everyone, the press is going to interpret that 
as anti-gay. (Which is one of the ways many people think about what it means to 
be Christian.) Don’t they know they are shooting themselves in the foot?” The 
response I got back was, “They don’t see it that way. They think they are being 
doctrinally correct.”

One of my aspirations is taking our awareness of the new understandings about the 
cosmos and articulating ways of believing and having faith that are not only more 
meaningful but also more sustaining in the midst of the crazy culture and world in 
which we live.

The goal of spiritual practice, and I consider being here a spiritual practice, is to 
help us see through the deceptions of the self and the world so that we can get in 
touch with the Sacred both within us and around us. We want to be able to develop 
a loving look at “what is and who are.”

How do we in this new and growing understanding of who we are and where we 
live engage with questions of meaning, belief, morality, the transcendent and 
community?

We just finished with Christmas and the Christmas parable, created by early Jesus 
followers, is just full of meaning.

Right now, though it has always been here, there is something new that wants to be 
born in us and in the world. How many of us though, even with the good hearts 
that we have, have ridden right past the stable on our high horses of opinions and 
convictions? We’ve so often, perhaps more often than not, been absolutely unaware 
that we are riding right past a miracle, the miracle of life and love.



I read what is to me a wonderful set of words by the Danish philosopher and 
theologian Soren Kierkegaard. It is about the Christmas parable as well:

“Although the scribes could explain where the Messiah should be born, they 
remained quite unperturbed in Jerusalem. They did not accompany the Wise Men 
to seek him. Similarly we may be able to explain every article of our faith, yet 
remain spiritually motionless. The power that moved heaven and earth leaves us 
completely unmoved.

“What a contrast! The three kings had only a rumor to go by. But it spurred them to 
set out on a long, hard journey. The scribes, meanwhile, were much better 
informed, much better versed. They had sat and studied the scriptures for years, 
like so many dons. But it didn’t make any difference. Who had the more truth? 
Those who followed a rumor, or those who remained sitting, satisfied with all their 
knowledge?”

I still get e-mails that I call litmus tests of my faith: “Do you believe in the virgin 
birth.” That’s a big one. “Do you believe in God.” “Do you believe the Bible is 
true?”

These kinds of questions lock a person into a very narrow understanding. There is 
about much religion today an investment in a closed and locked down theology 
that overshadows new understandings. I believe that there is a Sacred Presence that 
operates today as a pervasive Presence in all that is and all who are. It has always 
been here. We are just learning to see, to apprehend with new eyes. Richard Rohr is 
fond of saying that the church has taught people what to see, now how to see.

Seeing what is isn’t easy. As you know, we live in an era of deliberate 
disinformation. We live in the pollution that pours in from Facebook and from 
various other so-called news outlets and where one of the most prominent political 
voices, at least one of the loudest, proudly proclaims, “Truth isn’t truth.” Truth is 
now whatever you prefer to believe. So another one of my aspirations is to be 
guided by “the truth.” Jesus taught that knowing the truth would set us free.

As disappointed as I get in religion, as critical as I can be of religion, I maintain a 
religious identity because I believe a healthy religion, one given to the study of the 



truth of its tradition and the value of its ritual and the community it can provide 
and the missions it can support is what is able to point us beyond the mere 
psychological to the cosmic. Only healthy religion can to what the word means, 
healing and reconnecting all things and people and reposition us inside the heart of 
Sacred Mystery. We are already there. What true religion can do is help us see that.

Our practices, including serious study and reflection, and our rituals can lead us 
into knowing and experiencing our true Identity, what Carl Jung called the Self. It 
is only with the Self that we can know the Self of other people, of other things. 
What is required that this Self be awakened. Most people cannot even imagine that 
they are one with Sacred Mystery. This is one of the great values in wrapping our 
lives around the story of Jesus. This was his central teaching: “I am a child of God 
and so are you.”

Thomas Merton said that this Self of which I speak should not be thought of as 
anything different than life itself. We are not separate from Being itself. Not the 
little being that you and I get attached to and take too seriously but Being itself, the 
one who, as Paul put it, we live and move and have our being in.

You and I are on this exciting journey that is leaving behind beliefs about both 
religion and spirituality that are no longer useful, certainly no longer credible. And, 
we are moving forward toward something that fits the growing understanding we 
have of this evolving, expanding cosmos we are ever so briefly a part of.

My goal is to gather around the story of Jesus and understand its implications for 
all that we do - our interactions with each other and how we care for the earth. This 
is a challenge in light of all we have learned about the cosmos in just the last few 
years. All institutional understanding of religious matters were shaped in a 
worldview that was prescientific, ignorant, limited and now extremely out-dated. 
Jesus was focused on this world and on affirming his Jewish belief that all people 
were created in the image of God. This I think is salvation. Salvation is not eternal 
life in some boring harp-playing place. It is being lifted out of the muck and mire 
of everyday existence to an awareness of interconnectedness and the wonder of all 
that is.

We seek to understand and undergo our transforming and ever-broadening edges.



The laws by which the world operates have not changed since the beginning of 
time. The understanding of these laws has and is changing dramatically. It is time 
for those of us interested in crafting lives using spiritual language and values to 
bring our religious understandings into this new world.

As I see it now, there are two things that are blocking the way for most people to 
move in this new direction.

The first of these is fear. People are afraid of God. People are afraid of change. 
People are afraid of what others will think. People are afraid of . . . well, you fill in 
the blank.

The second impediment is the belief that God, whatever is meant by that word, is 
either out there at so great a distance as to not be accessible. Or, that there is no 
reality to Sacred Mystery.

I promise you that neither one of those is the case but you won’t know that if you 
don’t have a practice and you may not even know it after you take one up. At least 
for a while. I read recently a Hindu mystic who said, “Meditation can turn fools 
into sages but unfortunately fools never meditate.” (Don’t take it personally. I 
didn’t say that.)

Those of you who get Father Richard Rohr’s daily meditations know that he has 
undertaken a new theme for this year. He is calling it “An Evolving Faith.”

Today’s world faces so many challenges. Climate change experts are issuing dire 
warnings. Political scientists are saying that the United States is not as 
indestructible as some of us had thought. Authentic religion is supposed to heal 
suffering and put the broken back together yet a look at what is going on in 
Christianity in the United States, Buddhism in Malaysia, the Muslim conflict 
between the Sunni’s and the Shite’s. Are such religions worth saving? By the way, 
in all these religious conflicts I’ve just mentioned, they are fueled because the 
religion in question has allowed itself to be shaped by the nationalism and politics 
of the country it is part of.



As we go forward one of the things I want to show are the many good and 
beautiful things, especially about Jesus and his teachings that are worth saving. 
Real religion is far more than an antique shop where we collect things for their 
own sake. It is not a museum we visit to remember what used to be. One of the 
beautiful and valuable things about Jesus is that he practiced inclusion and healing 
and calls us to follow him. At the same time I want to be clear that Jesus is not the 
only path out there. If something is true it is true everywhere and for all time. It 
shows up in various ages and cultures through different vocabulary and images. 
They are many paths to wholeness.

I know some quote a passage from John that makes Christianity an exclusive path. 
But, I’ll quote again the line I got from a Scottish Roman Catholic nun who 
became a Hindu. “It is not the way because Jesus walked it. Jesus walked it 
because it is the way.” Jesus never taught or talked about or demonstrated anything 
about privileging any group. He teaches a way that anyone must follow if the 
person is to live out one’s identity in the heart of Sacred Mystery.

Next week we’ll talk about how Jesus taught about and lived in accordance with an 
understanding of God who was for all people and in all people, especially suffering 
people. Shane Claiborne writes, “Jesus came to show us what God is like in a way 
we can touch and follow. Jesus is the lens through which we look at the Bible and 
the world; everything is fulfilled in Christ. There are plenty of things I still find 
baffling, . . . but then I look at Christ, and I get a deep assurance that God is good, 
and gracious, and not so far away.” Rohr goes on to say, “That is all we need to 
move forward.”

Of course, going forward takes faith. Or, as I called it at the beginning of our time 
together today, aspiration.

I got that idea from a long time friend of mine who is, among other things, a poet, 
an excellent theologian, a therapist and a photographer.

He sent me a poem of his called “Aspirations.” I want to read it to you.

The freedom to see as joyfully
without a camera



as I can under the magic of its permission

To think as clearly in company
as I do in solitude

To accept the shortcomings
of myself and others
as easily as I do the vagrancies
of nature

To believe without depending on beliefs

To be faithful without the illusions of a faith

May we aspire to these matters of true religion.

No matter where you go this week, no matter what happens, remember this: you 
carry precious cargo. So, watch your step.


