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Okay, I have to tell you something. I’ve been hearing voices all my life. There. How’s that for a confession?

Now, before you go running for a copy of the DSM-IV, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for mental conditions, or before you go calling for the guys in the white coats to come take me away, let me assure you, my symptoms do not come anywhere near the DSM-IV’s definition of auditory hallucinations.

The fact of the matter is, I'd venture to guess all of us have been hearing voices all of our lives.

Here, try this. Everyone close your eyes and be very, very quiet. Now, cup your hand behind your ear and lean forward slightly. Good. Listen. Can you hear them? Listen carefully. Hear them? Those are the voices we’ve all been hearing all of our lives.

Let me tell you an ancient story about a man who, like you and like me, heard voices. His name was Elijah. As the legend goes, Elijah was a prophet of the Hebrew god. The story goes something like this:

Ahab was the seventh king of the northern Hebrew kingdom of Israel. See, by his time, the Hebrews had split into two kingdoms, north and south. Judah was the southern kingdom; Israel was the northern kingdom. Ahab ruled the north.

Ahab was not the most shining example of a good king. In fact, he was pretty corrupt and a large part of that was due to his wife, Jezebel. Jezebel has come to stand, in the popular imagination, for the female version of evil incarnate. You know, she’s just a Jezebel! kind of stuff.

Anyway, to the story. Ahab told Jezebel that Elijah had ordered the execution of 850 prophets of the goddess Asherah and her consort, Baal. Needless to say, as a devotee of Asherah and Baal, Jezebel was ticked off. Now, get this; she sent word to Elijah that she was going to kill him within the next twenty-four hours. Maybe it’s true that the anticipation of death is worse than death itself. Seems like Jezebel believed that, as did Elijah.

Elijah, coming off that great victory in which he had indeed been responsible for the slaughter of 850 prophets of Asherah and Baal, ran like hell. He was scared out of his wits and began to suffer a deep, dark depression. He ended up in a cave in the wilderness hiding from Jezebel and asking his god to just go ahead and let him die.

Then, according to the story, Elijah heard the incredible roar of something like a tornado. If you’ve ever been near one, you know how loud they can be. But, the story says, Elijah’s god was not to be found in the awful noise of the tornado.

Then comes the snapping of rocks and trees as the earth’s crust splits in an earthquake. Still no god.

Then comes a raging fire. Again, if you’ve ever been near, say, a forest fire or any large fire, you know how loud that can be. But still no god.

Finally comes what modern translations of the story call “a gentle blowing.” I like the old King James wording of “a still, small voice.”

When Elijah heard that still, small voice, he went out to the entrance of the cave and his god said to him, “What are you doing here, Elijah?”

Elijah, like you, like me, heard voices. Conflicting voices. Competing voices. He heard voices of fear and voices of courage. He heard voices of depression and voices of hope and assurance. And, like you and me, more often than not, he listened to the wrong voices.

Let’s talk for a few minutes this morning about a few of these voices, voices we hear or have heard; some that perhaps we should tune out, some that perhaps we should listen to.

Here’s the first. It comes in several forms. Perhaps you have heard it.

“If you can’t do it right, don’t do it at all.”

“If I want it done right, then I guess I’ll have to do it myself.”

“Here, let me do that. I’ll show you how to do it right.”

"Four A's and one B. Let's see all A's next time."

And finally, the ubiquitous, “You call that cutting the grass? You missed a spot over there.”

That is the voice of perfection.

I heard that voice from my father all the time. I’d like to think my father had my best interests at heart when using this voice. But what he didn’t realize, perhaps, is that this voice takes no prisoners in its insidious war against the soul.

This voice communicated to me that I would never be able to produce the perfection he demanded, rise to the level of performance he expected and required. Even more devestating, this voice of perfection told me I’d never be able to make him proud of me.

Whether it comes directly from someone else or from some place inside of us, this is the voice which tells us that we must always, in every way, be striving for something that we can never ever really reach: perfection.

Let me tell you about perfectionists. I know them. I grew up with one as a father. I still, even to this day at 55 years of age, ten years after his death, hear that voice.

Perfectionists often procrastinate because they are scared of not being perfect; they are paralyzed by a fear of failure, failure being defined as anything short of perfection. In my world it is sometimes called writer's block.

Perfectionists tend to be hypercritical to the point that they can't support the people around them. In other words, "Why should I encourage you when I know you're not going to be able to succeed (success being defined as perfect performance).

Perfectionists often can't seem to finish a project because they are constantly looking for a way to improve it.

Perfectionists are the ultimate hypocrites, because they know that no one, especially themselves, is perfect and they can't risk showing that realization to the rest of us.

I came across a good article recently called Breaking the Perfection Habit. The author gives us a few things to think about if we find ourselves letting this voice of perfection ring loudly in our minds.

First, you get more done if you don't sweat the details.

Now those who know me well know I'm often prone to say, God is in the details. And details are important, very important. I think what the author here is getting at though is our attitude. Don't fret, don't let a fear of not reaching 100 per cent perfection stop you from doing. Doing something 75 per cent right is better than not doing anything at all, at least most of the time.There's a huge difference between wanting to do a good job and wanting to do a perfect job.

Second, she says we do better work if we aren't worried about being perfect.

That makes sense to me. Here's a cool story: there was a ceramics teacher who divided his class into two groups. One group was to see how many pots they could make. The more pots they made, the higher the grade they'd receive. The other group only had to produce one pot, but it had to be an absolutely perfect pot.

The first group churned out pots, making mistakes as they went along but learning from those mistakes. They all got an A.

The second group sat around contemplating the perfect pot, made a number of starts at creating it but always seem to find some flaw in it and therefore, when all was said and done, had no pot to show for their efforts. They all got a F.

Think about it. The more you practice, the better you get. In one form or another I've heard this question asked a number of times: How do I become a writer? And my answer is always the same: You sit down and write. With writing, as with most things in life, the more you practice, the better you become. When I was a kid, I used to hang out in a pool hall in Anderson. When I first started playing, I couldn't sink a single ball it seemed. But I kept playing, kept practicing and though I could never, say sink 150 balls consecutively, I got pretty good. You know it's true in your own life. The more you practice, the better you become because you make mistakes and learn from your mistakes. The perfectionist, unfortunately, often doesn't even start. They make the bar so high, they don't even try to jump over it and never, never encourage anyone else to try to jump over it.

To know that something is perfect, it seems to me like we'd need to have some objective standard of perfection by which to judge our efforts. And as of yet, I haven't come across one.

Here’s another voice. Perhaps you’ve heard this one, too.

“Your granddaddy would get up before the sun, go outside and sit on a stump and wait until there was enough daylight to plow, then he’d work till the sun went down.” That’s how I heard this voice. It comes in other forms, too.

“What have you been doing all day? Just wasting time, I bet.”

Or the proverbial, “The early bird gets the worm.”

This is the voice or achievement or productivity or success, whatever you want to call it. This is America’s true religion. Call it the Puritan work ethic, call it unbridled captialism, whatever you call it, it is a religion.

Back in 1991, Juliet Schor, professor at Harvard University, Senior Lecturer on Economics and Director of Women's Studies, published an outstanding book, a book which I can't recommend too highly, titled: The Overworked American. She followed up that book with another called, The Overspent American.

In the first book Schor looked at the work habits and patterns of U.S. citizens comparing them with, among other things, the work habits and patterns of other first world economies.

Schor points out that for nearly 100 years the amount of worktime had been declining in the U.S. but this changed abruptly in the years immediately following World War II. The change, she wrote, was barely noticable and surprising. Equally surprising, she said, was the deviation of U.S. worktime from that of Western Europe. Writing in 1991, Schor pointed out that U.S. manufacturing employees were working 320 more hours per year than their European counterparts. That's two months more.

Then Schor pointed out that while, since 1948, productivity had failed to rise in only five years, the level of productivity of U.S. workers had more than doubled. In other words, according to her, we could produce our 1948 standard of living, measured in terms of marketed goods and services by working only half the time we do. A four hour day. Or a six month work year. Or by working every other year. All with the same pay. We opted, however, for more stuff rather than more time. The average American owns and consumes more than twice as he or she did in 1948, but has far, far less free time. We live in a culture that worships efficiency. We as a culture seem to be obsessed with work.

I heard this voice not only from my father’s mouth, but in the way he lived. He arose each day at five and was gone by six. He would come home for lunch, then immediately return to his office. Often, very often, he would come home for supper and then go back to the office. Even his idea of relaxing was working: in his shop, in the yard. To be still and do absolutely nothing was a foreign concept to him until his last years when he had no choice.

Now hard work is good. I’m not discounting its value at all. Let me tell you, writing, doing it well, developing it as an art, is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. But there are some dangers inherent in this voice of productivity, this voice of achievement.

Another thought from Schor's analysis. She asks, rightly so, the question, Why has leisure been such a conspicuous casualty of prosperity?

She wrote, and I quote, "In cross-country comparisons, Americans have been found to spend more time shopping than anyone else. They also spend a higher fraction of the money they earn. And with the explosion of consumer debt, they are spending what they haven't earned."

What suffers? Life. Schor aptly points out that we have sacrificed time on the altar of prosperity. Our sleep suffers (the average American gets 1.5 hours less than they should for optimum health and performance). Our relationships suffer. Our children suffer. Economist Victor Fuchs found that between 1960 and 1986, the time parents actually had available to be with their children fell by 10-12 hours per week.

I sometimes say in the context of a discussion on wages and spending that it is a law of nature that spending always rises to the level of income. Schor writes, "What if our desires keep pace with our incomes, so that getting richer doesn't make us more satisfied? Or what if satisfaction depends, not on absolute levels of consumption, but one one's level relative to others? Then no matter how much you possess, you won't feel well off if the Jones next door possesses more.

We can become so busy making a living that we forget to live. When that happens, people cease to be people, they become opportunities.

This is the voice which leads us to value people by how much they can produce, how much they can contribute.

Ultimately, what this voice communicates to us is that if we are not constantly producing at the highest, most efficient rate possible, if we don’t have visible, verifiable results of our producing, then we are useless, we are worthless.

Think about those omnipresent bumperstickers: “My Child is an Honor Student at this or that school. I’d love to see one that says, My kid is an average student at whatever school but has much more insight into the human heart and condition and what it truly means to live than your kid ever will.”

Look at how we define people. It used to be a joke that in the north people would ask you what you do and in the south they’d ask you where you’re from. That distinction is disappearing. We define people in terms of what kind of work they do: he’s an assembly line technician, she’s a doctor, he’s a teacher, she’s a cashier.

People are not lists of adjectives. Let me say that again. People are not lists of adjectives. They are not defined in terms of what they produce. We don’t value the person who contributes more than we do the person who contributes less.

This is the voice which uses phrases like: “Good for nothing” or “You’ll never amount to anything” or “You’re going to end up a bum.” This is the voice which was so poignantly portrayed in the film Dead Poets Society with the suicide of the character who wanted to be an actor but whose father insisted he pursue more “practical” goals like becoming a lawyer or engineer or something like that.

Another very powerful voice we hear is the voice of certainty, the voice of the absolute.

There is seemingly something about us in the western world, descendants of Greece and Rome and the Christian Church, which distinguishes us from our fellow humans who come from eastern traditions. We strive for certainty, we are seemingly engaged in a great quest for certainty. We tend to long for absolute, immutable truth (operative word there being immutable).

We are not satisfied unless we have an objective, unchanging standard by which we can measure our lives. We have to know, beyond a shadow of a doubt. We view doubt with suspicion, we see uncertainty as weakness. Something in us wants to say at every opportunity, I’m right and you’re wrong.

This voice of certainty comes in many forms. Listen.

“Don’t you want to know where you’ll go when you die?”

“God said it, I believe it, that settles it.”

This one even comes from a national gay rights organization: “We have truth. Those who don’t accept us have untruth.”

The voice of certainty is often heard in what we call “conventional wisdom.” Conventional wisdom is the received truth of any given historical moment. We’ve been looking some at this notion of conventional wisdom contrasted over against the subversive and alternative wisdom found in some of the teachings of Jesus in the Evening Liberal Bible Study Group.

The thing about conventional wisdom is that we tend to assume it is an immutable truth which has come down through the ages and matches reality. Even we progressive religious folks have a tendency to assign eternal reality to what our conventional wisdom says and, in the words of one of my favorite Broadway characters, “it ain’t necessarily so.” Often, very often, conventional wisdom bears no resemblance to reality.

I don’t believe it is a sign of weakness at all to contradict conventional wisdom, even though those who do often get into trouble.

Of course, I heard this voice of certainty from my parents and in Sunday school and in sermons and from my teachers in public school. I grew up in the age of certainty, the 1950s and early 1960s. This was the voice that told me there was an absolute right and wrong, especially when it came to religion and politics.

It was the voice which told me that regardless of whether my country was in reality right or wrong, it was my country and therefore it was always right and I should love it, fight for it and, if necessary, die for it in some far off southeast asian country.

It was the voice which spoke of truth with a capital T when it came to religion. The strongest, loudest that this voice ever spoke to me was when I was in seminary. Reformed Theological Seminary was founded in reaction to the “liberal” drift of other Presbyterian seminaries. At Reformed I was told, in a variety of ways, that theology reached its apex in the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century and the formulations of the Westminster Confession of Faith and Catechisms. Therein, I was told, was Truth, with a capital T.

I’m firmly convinced that the essence of fundamentalism, no matter what kind of fundamentalism we’re talking about, conservative or liberal, is this notion of exclusive possession of the truth. The fundamentalist, no matter what kind, says, “I have Truth and you have untruth and you need to listen to me and believe the Truth."

There is, I believe, an inherent and grave danger when we as individuals or collective groups claim to have exclusive possession of something we call truth.

When I was in seminary there was a guy a couple of years behind me named Paul Hill. He followed me in the two rural churches I served in the South Carolina lowcountry. He left those two churches and moved to Florida. One morning in Pensacola he walked up to a doctor’s car at a women’s clinic and, with the shotgun he carried, killed the doctor and his driver. Why? Because Paul was a true believer. He had the truth.

Well, what voices should we listen to? I can’t tell you. I can only tell you what voices I now listen to.

One is the voice of which Henry David Thoreau spoke when he penned those immortal words, “If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer. Let him step to the music which he hears, however measured or far away.” 

This is the voice of self-realization. It is the voice of self-authentication. It is the voice of self-acceptance. It is the voice of self-discovery. It is the voice of, and I’m real hesitant to use this word because of its overuse, the voice of self-esteem.

I don’t believe self-love and self-esteem are the same thing. A person can truly love themselves, but still look to others for esteem, a sense of worth. The minute I start thinking about what other people are thinking of me, that’s the instant in which I give up my own voice. At that second, I hand over my source of esteem and worth to someone else and lose my own sense of power. There’s much truth in the old joke that says if you really knew how rarely other people thought about you, you wouldn’t spend so much time worrying about what other people think about you.

I can never totally rely on other’s perceptions of me without risking my own self. If I do so I will remain vulnerable to the conscious and unconscious manipulation and power wielded by those voices.

I’ve often wondered what my life would have been like had I learned from the outset to respectfully listen to my heart, to my own voice. I say "respectfully" because I realize and believe that as a child I should have respected my parent’s wishes and listened to what they said (but not uncritically).

Sometimes I wonder what would have happened way back then in 1970 when I graduated from high school if I’d said to my father, “I understand your concern for my financial well-being and social standing in the community, but I’m going to have to go my own way, I’m going to have to be a writer.” Or if I’d said, “Hey Dad, I know you love to work in the yard and I don’t mind doing it sometimes but as a rule, I’d rather be fishing.” I really loved fishing as a kid, not the kind where you had to catch something, but the kind where you were simply there drowning worms, in the moment, doing absolutely nothing and not caring whether that cork bobbed under or not.

The voice inside me which has typically been called “a calling to ministry” was stifled for nearly twenty-five years because I listened more to the voice of rejection by the church. That and the fact I didn’t know that Unitarian Universalism was an option. I could regret that.

But it does no good to sit around and regret, does it? Like the General of old, “I choose to regret nothing.”

What’s important to me now is that I’ve come to the point where I can distinguish those voices calling out to me. I think what’s important to me is that I’ve come to the point where I can simply be and be me. Not what my father wanted me to be. Not what any lover has ever told me I should be. Not what my professors told me I should be. Not what my friends think I should be and certainly not what some political activist says I must be. Not what television or movies or magazines or even the books I read tell me what I should be. And not even what the church told me I should be.

In Neil Simon's wonderful play, Jake's Women, there's an exceptionally powerful scene in which Jake and his wife, Maggie, are separating after several years of marriage. In that dialogue as Maggie prepares to leave, she says to Jake, "I don't want to be anyone's concept of me except mine." How powerful. Taking the approach of Maggie, I can't help but believe my remaining days will be good and happy ones.

