LAW AND ORDER AND THE VERY GOOD GIRL


A friend was telling me years ago about how she prayed for her kids.  “Protect them as they go on the airplane.” Oh, what about when they are on their way to the plane? “Protect them as they are on their way to the airplane.”  What about when they are on their way from the airplane? “Please protect them when they are on their way home from the airplane too.”  As if God were waiting up there trying to find a loophole through which to smite the kids. Tricky God, playing by rules that you can learn well enough to control Him/Her.   This is what   Gordon Allport (The Individual and His Religion (1950)) would say was “immature religion.”  Mature religion is when a person’s approach to religion is dynamic, open-minded, able to maintain links between inconsistencies.  Immature religion is all about how you can make God work for you. If you are a very good girl or a very good boy, God will like you, and bad things won’t happen.
  
Researcher Daniel Batson, about ten years ago, came up with a third category, religion as search, where there is a willingness to view religious doubts in a positive way, acceptance that religious orientation can change.   There is an expectation that one's religious beliefs should be shaped by life’s experiences, good and bad.   Batson talks about Religion-as-means (to get what you want), religion-as-end (because that’s what you’re supposed to do) and religion-as-quest (who am I and why am I here? What am I to do to be a good person?) (Batson, Schoenrade & Ventis, 1993).

Some people try to describe stages of faith development that correspond with Erik Erikson’s stages of psychological development and Kohlberg’s stages of moral development.  All of these systems have been criticized for using too many male subjects and too few females, and Lawrence Kolberg did his studies of moral development in societies that were rural, traditional and very settled in their religious framework. We can talk about it some this morning, though, knowing we aren’t talking science, we are talking about what we notice and what we think is true about how people think about religion as they grow from babies into adults.   
One of the foundations of a religious sensibility is trust.  Do you trust God? The Universe? Do you trust that you will have what you need? I’m going to use that question as a reference point for talking about different stances of faith. Do you trust that you will have what you need?  I don’t like talking about stages, because it makes them sound separate from one another, which I notice they are not, and it makes it sound like one is more advanced or intelligent than another, which they may be, but I’m not sure we know which is which. So I will talk about different stances. I’m sure you know people who are in each one, and it’s possible you have many of them in layers in yourself.
Babies are in the stage where they begin to learn trust, hope and love. Will their needs be met? Are they safe and warm? Are they held with love and spoken to gently? Do you trust that you will have what you need? Psychology teaches that if they learn to have faith in those who care for them, they are more likely to have good ability to trust further along in their lives.  Their religious experience is in relationship and in games.  Do you hold me when I cry? I throw this down. Do you pick it up? I feel hungry. Am I fed with affection or with annoyance? All of these experiences shape a person’s deep feeling about   what’s out there. 
In the next stage, around ages 2-7,   the child can use language and imagination. Long lasting images, both good and bad, are planted deep in the mind, later to   be addressed by logic, thought (and therapy).  The child’s sense of God is intuitive. You believe you can feel what the world is like.  One of my friends used to talk to God when she was five, just stand up in the boat while she was fishing with her Grandpa and start talking to God. The world feels magical.  Anything might happen. Symbols and imagery give the child a understanding about who she is and how s/he feels about that.  This is the age where kids around here learn about hell. Those images of terror, depending on the child’s imagination, can be powerful influences for life.

Most adults still have streaks of this intuitive/magical stage in their religion, like my friend I told you about at the beginning who superstitiously prayed all around her children, filling every loophole she saw.  We might think: “If I give 100.00 to the soup kitchen, my sister will get well.”  Or “If I keep everything in my house immaculately clean, nothing bad will happen to us.”  It’s easy to feel yourself slipping into this magical way of thinking when you are in distress. This is the stage where people think they might have caused the death of someone by wishing for it, where you feel like if you think really, really hard you could move that tree, where you know if you are sure you can fly then you will be able to fly.  Images are powerful, no matter how intelligent or spiritually mature we are. The image of Jesus the good shepherd with his sheep, of the lamps in the temple burning for days when there wasn’t enough oil, George Washington standing over the cherry tree and saying “I cannot tell a lie,” the image of your mom scooping up a spider to set it free in the front yard, the feeling of your dad carrying you, asleep, from the car into the house. Those are strong images that tell children a lot they need to know about life and love and power. Our Religious Education teachers work with the children, talking to them in images like this. More importantly, they are themselves images the children will remember.   Do you trust that you will have what you need?   If I do things right I will.  If my luck and magic hold and I think the right thoughts…
Between five and twelve, most people develop more concrete thinking. This is real and this is not real. Did Jesus really feed five thousand people? Yes, you believe that because your group believes it.  Your morality is about fairness.  The stories of your faith group are a powerful way to give unity and meaning to experience.  We use Bible stories, stories of the lives of Unitarian Universalists, stories from many faiths.   This is a literal age, and some just stay in this literal faith stance. All faith stories must be believed literally and people are very disturbed if those are challenged. They may live in a rigid perfectionism, or give up on feeling like a good person because they have made mistakes, done bad things or angered significant others. 
The time comes to this person where their literal understanding is challenged.  In one church group I was part of a man had it pointed out to him that the first Chapter of Matthew says “And these are the fourteen generations of Jesus” yet when you count it it’s only 13. He left the church.

        Another stance is   the conventional faith stance.  You have an understanding of the world beyond your own community.  You are very tuned in to the expectations and judgments of others. You believe the traditions and the authority you were presented with. Your beliefs are deep in you but you haven’t had the chance or the inclination to examine them, to lift them up to the light and take a look at whether they make sense with what you know of the world.   You go along in your life, feeling generally like a good person, like if you can learn the laws or the order of things,  you will get what you need from God and from life.   The universe looks orderly, and people who challenge and question look silly or hell-bent on destroying the goodness of life. Why would they do that? 
But then the authorities contradict each other. Your world shakes. 
For my Aunt Margaret it happened when she traveled to Germany during HS.  In her dad’s church, the big lectures were about teens abstaining from drinking.  In Germany, the teens had been drinking beer with dinner since they were children. There, the church taught that the big deal was not to wear jewelry. Same format, different content.  It made her think.  Something always happens that makes you think.  Am I sure what they say is true?   For some people it happens when the church changes its teaching. We used to think divorce was wrong, but now we have a divorced minister.  How can they change their minds? What’s next? This kind of change can make a person feel like they are “leaving home. “ You start questioning all the values and beliefs you used to hold without a thought or care.  
That experience can kick a person out of the conventional stance into the territory of building your own faith. You can think about the stories you were taught metaphorically, as symbols of an inner truth, and let go of the historical truth of the stories themselves. You realize that your morality is not held by everyone, but you obey the laws because it is useful to have an orderly culture where justice is clear.   You insist on defining yourself rather than letting others define you.  You demythologize the world. This is just this.  Do you trust that you will have what you need?  Yes, if I work for it. If I’m fortunate and supported and if I behave according to the rules of society, I will get my American Dream, I will get what I deserve, I will be respected in my church community. I can figure this out.  Some people stay in this stance, and some leave it in mid-life.

In mid-life, all certainties tend to shake. Voices from the deeper self emerge and stories and images from childhood re-surface.  You may enter “Don’t know mind.”  You see the ways you have been unconscious, of your privileges, of your place in society, of the stories you have told about your past. Elements of your self and your history begin to shift inside you. You become more and more aware of how hard it is to grasp an absolute truth.   You become more open to the strange ways and odd truths of people you are “other” than you.  You become more willing to spend and be spent for others’ good.  You can see that your group has its own ways of worshiping and its own rituals, and that you can appreciate them while knowing at the same time that they inevitably distort reality – the reality of the world we can see, and the reality of the one we can’t see.  One danger is that you can get paralyzed by knowing that all knowledge is incomplete.   You have a radical openness to other traditions. You can understand the Dalai Lama saying “All spiritual paths are good. Pick one and follow it.”  You universalize compassion – it’s not just for you and yours any more. You say “God Bless America and Everybody Else.”  You love your country but you know its problems. You can go beyond an obsession with “survival,” which could threaten others’ worldview.  The other stance is one that most of us only get in glimpses, the enlightenment, the phase where you understand that we are not separated.    
 
What is this to us?  We are trying to develop our faith; our faith is in the good, our faith is that there is a spark of God in everyone, and for some of us, in everything.  

I wanted to talk about this for several reasons. One is that we each are surrounded by people in all of these stages, or stances, of faith.  They ask questions that come from their stance, and they don’t understand the answer that comes from yours.  They say “How can you have a church when some of you don’t believe in God?” Where do you go with that? You have to start with what do you mean by “church” and what do you mean by “believe” and what do you mean by “god”  or you just can say “We just do, that’s all.” 

You get in conversations with people who say “But that’s not in the Bible.” Or “But the Bible says that’s wrong,” and you have to go to where they are and speak in the language of their faith stance, if you can, in order to communicate. 
You hear people say “I’m so mad at God for the death of my child,” and you know that under that statement is the stance that if you do everything right, things are supposed to go well with you. We all think that at times. It is not borne out by anyone’s experience. No. One. Not Jesus especially. 


You are here because you spend most of your time in a faith stance that sees a large world, that claims compassion for everyone, that makes demands that you build your own theology, walk the path you choose in this community. 

Our teachers help us get here. If you have taught in the LFD program, youth or adults, please stand. If you are teaching this year, please remain standing. We bless you and we thank you. 
