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HOW MUCH OF YOU IS REAL? 

 
A sermon preached by the Reverend John H. Nichols on May 26, 2013 

  
 I know someone who writes deep, penetrating articles that are published 
in scientific journals and read only by individuals in the academic stratosphere.  
But in his free time, he is Casey Jones. He has the world’s longest, largest, most 
intricate and impressive electric train set. On a rare free evening he will go down 
to the basement, put on his engineer’s cap and talk loudly to himself for several 
hours as he routes and reroutes his own miniature model railroad world. 
  
 I know someone who is as caring and fair as the day is long. She is much 
sought after both as a professional and as a friend to mediate disputes, heal 
wounds, comfort the lost and befriend the lonely. But give her a ticket to Fenway 
Park and she will exercise her considerable lungpower in providing a running 
commentary on the wisdom or lack thereof demonstrated by Red Sox players, 
managers and coaches and on the frailty of the human condition as 
demonstrated by the umpires. When my friend engages her passion for the Red 
Sox the furies are unleashed.  Caring and sensitive though she may be she 
regards every Sox game as a contest between the forces of good and the forces 
of evil. 
  
 Like my friend the engineer and my friend the Red Sox zealot, many of us 
have contradictory sides of our lives.  Sometimes we may be idealists but 
sometimes we are also realists. We may be pragmatic in some things, but also 
romantic in others. We may be pessimists and optimists depending on the issue. 
If our friends knew our full range of moods and interests they would wonder if our 
bodies were inhabited by two or more different people though we experience 
ourselves as one coherent person. 

 
Some time ago, I attended a conference of UU ministers on science and 

religion. We spent three days talking about what the word, “Truth” meant in light 
of science. On the last night – as a change of pace – we were asked to share a 
belief or fantasy we have that might surprise our friends. Our carefully hidden 
beliefs or fantasies included: beliefs in fairies, guardian angels, communication 
with dead spirits, reincarnation, a Life Force, Heaven, astrology, a personal God 
and Jesus as a revelation of God. 
  
 For most of us, these were long standing beliefs. They were deeply 
personal and meaningful, but no one had known about them. And no one saw 
any contradiction between one sphere of his/her life and other, quite different 
spheres.  It seemed somehow right to be thoroughly rational on the one hand 
and on the other to believe things we could neither explain nor defend. I suspect 
that few of us are truly consistent. I suspect Life’s deepest realities are so 
paradoxical the only way we can be comfortable with them is to entertain 
opposites.   
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This morning I want to reintroduce you to Sr. Arthur Conan Doyle, 
because he was a man who exemplified the interplay of opposites – two 
contrasting personalities enriching one life.  You will easily recognize one side of 
Conan Doyle, but the other may be a surprise.  

 
This is the side you will recognize. For many years tourists coming to 

London sought out 221B Baker Street, the address of an apartment rented by the 
famous detective, Mr. Sherlock Holmes. Until recently, tourists were disappointed 
to discover that 221B Baker Street never actually existed. 

 
It seemed so real to hundreds of people who sent letters to Sherlock 

Holmes at this address, asking for his help in solving their mysteries. In fact, the 
Abby Foundation, which is located at 215 Baker Street, employed someone just 
to respond to those who still write letters to Sherlock Holmes – advising them that 
Mr. Holmes is on a very important case in North Wales and probably would be 
unable to help them with their problem. 

 
But things have changed. I am told there now is a 221B Baker Street. It 

houses the Sherlock Holmes Museum, which includes what is purported to be 
the exact room where Holmes and Dr. Watson solved many of their cases. The 
room includes souvenirs of the cases they solved and copies of the letters they 
together have written along with Holmes own personal opium pipe and 
deerstalker cap. 

 
Your guide to this particular museum will be Sherlock Holmes own 

personal costumed maid. And if you have any extra time in the area you might 
want to visit Mrs. Hudson’s restaurant (She was his landlady) or the Sherlock 
Holmes Memorabilia Company. All of this honors a person who never existed, a 
person who was a figment of Arthur Conan Doyle’s imagination. 

 
 Arthur Conan Doyle was a scientist, a physician in fact. After graduation 

from medical school at the University of Edinborough he set up a private practice, 
but did not do very well at it.  So, in the long hours of waiting for patients to come 
through the door, he wrote short stories. His story about this eccentric detective 
and his physician friend Dr. Watson, finally succeeded.  So to supplement his 
medical income Conan Doyle wrote more and more stories about Sherlock 
Holmes. 

 
Holmes was a detective scientist at a time when science had become the 

new religion. Holmes would have nothing to do with the outworn theories and 
practices of the past. He began each case by examining the facts, even the 
overlooked facts. Linking them together in a painstakingly rational manner he 
then moved to reveal the truth with devastating accuracy, the truth that had been 
in plain sight all along, the truth that had been unrecognized until illuminated by 
the new science of detection. 
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Sherlock Holmes was the advanced guard of a new age. Charles Darwin’s 
theories of evolution had put religion on the defensive. People believed that 
science would transform the world, and here was this detective hero using this 
new science to demonstrate that the old ways and the old authorities no longer 
had power.  They overlooked the fact that this great idol of rationality – Mr. 
Holmes – was subject to meteoric mood changes and that he frequently sought 
relief in narcotics. All was forgiven for the brilliant, rational Sherlock Holmes. 

 
There was, however, another side of Arthur Conan Doyle that you should 

know about. Raised in a family of ten by a depressed and alcoholic father, and by 
an overworked mother, he was a closet romantic.  The tenderest part of him 
wanted to live in a time when all men lived by a code of chivalry and when all 
women were inherently good and pure. He really wanted to write stories about 
the lives of noble individuals who defended just and worthy ideals, not the 
prosaic world of hard facts and cold logic. 

 
Once he had launched Sherlock Holmes, Conan Doyle tried writing about 

this other world – where noble men and women believed in goodness, purity, 
beauty and love. He wanted to give equal life to a past in which he believed great 
and worthy sacrifices had been made to defend sacred principles. But no matter 
how much he wrote – stories and many novels – nothing ever came close to 
capturing the enthusiasm with which the public greeted each new Sherlock 
Holmes story. 

 
Wherever he went, Conan Doyle, the romantic, the dreamer, the idealist, 

the optimist became confused with his invented character, Sherlock Holmes, the 
scientist, the rationalist, the pragmatist, and the realist.  When Conan Doyle 
finally decided that Holmes had taken over too much of his life, he wrote, “The 
Final Problem” in which the scientific detective, Holmes, and the evil scientist, 
Professor Moriarty, while locked in a deadly embrace both fall off a cliff and 
supposedly are killed. 

 
Sherlock Holmes stayed dead for about eight years. But, Conan Doyle 

could not by writing romantic stories fill the financial gap, which the loss of 
Holmes had created.  So, in 1901 Conan Doyle wrote in a short story that Dr. 
Watson was shocked, and the world thrilled, to discover that Holmes had not 
died after all in the struggle with Moriarty, but he had just been lying low and 
waiting for the proper moment to return. 

 
Even as his readers rejoiced in Holmes survival, Arthur Conan Doyle had 

quite a more urgent message for the wider world.  It was, actually, a religious 
message that came from his deepest convictions. He had become a Spiritualist 
with all of his heart and soul, and his new message was that the spirits of those 
who have gone before us do survive, and they reside in a sweeter, happier place 
from which they want to reach out to instruct or guide us.  He wrote passionately 
and extensively about his new discovery, but the public wasn’t buying it. 
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They could not reconcile the creator of Sherlock Holmes with a man who 
believed in spirits and immortality. They never wanted to grasp that both sides of 
his personality – the creator of scientific detection and the passionate idealist – 
were part of the same coherent person. “Poor Conan Doyle,” they said, “He’s lost 
his marbles.”  Like his readers, many of Conan Doyle’s good friends had difficulty 
believing that all of him – even the seemingly contradictory – was real. 

 
This linking together of opposites in a personality isn’t at all unusual. One 

of the intellectual traps of the Twentieth Century was the temptation to think that 
we can make sense of all we believe or do or of all that we are.  The truth is we 
are mysteries to ourselves and to each other. 

 
Other examples come readily to mind, and among them is Winston 

Churchill’s black dog. We think of Churchill as a man of incredible wisdom, 
foresight and courage who led the British people in heroic resistance to the Nazi 
war machine, giving the rest of the free world enough time to arm and join the 
struggle. Most people don’t know that he was also subject to bouts of deep 
depression, which he called his “black dog” because like a shaggy black dog they 
followed him throughout his life. 

 
Neglected by his parents in childhood, Churchill was raised by nannies 

and sent, too young, to a boarding school where he proved to be an indifferent 
student and a major problem. Denied approval in all of the ways that British boys 
generally found it, he withdrew into an ideal world of his own creation. He 
convinced himself that his parents were noble and important people who really 
did love him. In this ideal world, in which his parents loved him, there also were 
great aims and high endeavors, and there were courageous and daring men and 
women who would risk everything to do the right thing. 

 
This world became his escape hatch whenever his “black dog” depression 

got the worst of him. Whenever he began to doubt himself, or to believe the 
implicit negative judgment of his parents, he turned to the world, as he wanted it 
to have been and chose for a time to believe it was. Few people ever knew him 
well enough to appreciate that when he seemed most heroic – inspiring others to 
bravery and self-sacrifice and giving it himself – he was most furiously fighting his 
inner demons. Ironically, both his feelings of worthlessness and his illusions 
about the grandeur of the British people were fantasies. But this man’s fantasies, 
emerging from his own cauldron of contradictions, probably saved the Western 
world from collapse in the early years of the war.  

 
Sr. Isaac Newton, who defined gravity, never had a predictable  

family, and he always yearned for it. So, for stability, he turned to mathematics 
and religion, which became his passions.  Out of his fear that his private world 
was in chaos, he looked for order. Because he yearned for order he was led in 
the direction of constructing a theory in which everything in the universe had its 
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place and was functioning, as it should – something that never happened in his 
private life. 
 

In the last forty years or so we have discovered that the universe is not 
quite that orderly. The universe may even be more like Newton’s chaotic private 
life. Some historians have concluded that had Newton been able to accept a little 
more uncertainty in the world, he might have pushed on to discover some of the 
ground eventually uncovered by Einstein. 

 
Creation works in mysterious and even messy ways, and Newton could 

only go so far.  His vision, however, of divinely ordained consistency and order 
gave strength to the notion that everyone is created equal – which became the 
founding principle of the new American Republic.  

 
I think we want to see men and women whom we revere as calmly and 

confidently in charge of their lives. Yet the three lives we have looked it clearly 
reflect that what is real for all of us is much more of a mixture of rationality and 
emotion, of reality and fantasy, of good memories and awful memories, of elation 
and depression. Much more of us is real than anyone can ever see or appreciate, 
because the Spirit of Life works through us in mysterious even seemingly 
contradictory ways. 

 
Abraham Lincoln’s severe bouts with depression were real, but those who 

saw him either as a buffoon or a monster never would have suspected them. 
Martin Luther King’s self doubt was real as was his need to seek affection in 
ways most people wouldn’t have thought he needed. 

 
We are hidden worlds, each of us. Very little we do is either wholly rational 

or irrational, and not every great thought or noble impulse comes from a calm 
center. As we seek to understand and celebrate our incredibly beautiful outer 
world, let us also honor the wondrous, complex, seemingly contradictory inner 
worlds, which have sustained us as well as those we have known and loved. It is 
most likely our inner worlds have been the true sources of our strength.   

 
On this Memorial Day we give thanks for a lives that are both 

understandable and unreal, a life that gives us heroes and heroines who never 
thought of themselves that way, a life which teaches us that courage and 
sacrifice can come from totally unexpected places. 

 


