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“Seeking Solid Ground 

A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

First Parish in Wayland 

September 22, 2019 

 

On Friday, millions of youth and supporting adults gathered around the planet in a Climate 

Strike. While such show of devotion and passion is inspiring, the underlying need for such 

social action reflects a terrifying reality of a destructive path and pattern of climate change.  

 

It’s bad right now. As the climate is demanding our attention through furious storms and 

shifting patterns of unexpected cold and heat, rain and drought, our national and global 

political system is broken.  At the same time, we are witnessing the global movement of 

people because of environmental challenges, political instability, and/or violence of many 

kinds. And yet, many governments, including ours, are increasingly saying, “No! We do not 

want you here.”  Even if these asylum seekers and immigrants make it into the U.S., they 

would likely encounter economic inequality, unaffordable housing, and a healthcare system 

whose promises often fell short in their care and/or cost.  And, for those whose skin color is 

not perceived as white, the injustices of racial bias, mass incarceration, and plain ole hate, 

create layers of injustice and anxiety many of us will never understand.  

 

It’s bad out there. Maybe not for all of us here. Although looking around, I know many of 

your stories and know that there is plenty of pain and struggle here in this room. Even if we 

are among the economically secure, the well-educated, and/or the white-skinned, life can 

knock us off our feet. Someone we love struggles with addiction. Illness or death takes 

someone too young. We lose the job that made life as we know it possible. Or, maybe we 

simply find ourselves struggling to hold it all together with multiple demands stretching us 

thin.  

 

This is life. The unknown. The unpredictable. The ever certain, if often sublimated, 

knowledge of death.  

 

And so how do we live in the face of all this? How do we take our next breath? How do we 

keep moving through a world so marred with injustice and struggle? 

 

Wouldn’t it be nice if I could just give you a simple answer—if, in fact, I did have a hidden 

truth or special knowledge that I could share and just make it better today, now? I wish I 

could—for your sake and for mine.  
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But, I suspect that many of us are here in a Unitarian Universalist congregation because we 

don’t believe in answers handed to us as a four-point plan or some other simple formula. 

We come here knowing that figuring it all out is a bit of a struggle. We come back because 

we find that it’s a bit easier to share the struggle with others who are also trying to figure it 

all out. 

 

Even if charting a course through life in a complex world is not simple, it does not mean 

there is nothing we can do. There are tools to help stay centered and grounded in life. 

There are ways to help strengthen our capacity for navigating life while keeping us 

connected to our values. 

 

In short, I think this is the wisdom behind spiritual practices.  

 

When I think of the phrase, spiritual practice, I think of my dad. When I was a kid, you 

would daily find my dad at his at his desk studying his Bible and praying. The desk was at 

the bottom of the stairs to the finished basement. Unfortunately, if you needed to grab 

something from the laundry room before school, you would have to walk by the desk. And 

so, you would quietly open the door to the basement and peak. Was he at the desk reading 

or was his head fully bowed in prayer? Was it ok to interrupt or did you have to wait?  

 

This was the story of every morning in my childhood. Day after day you would find my dad. 

Only after these morning devotions would he finish getting ready to leave for work. 

 

For a time in high school, I tried to emulate him by reading my Bible and praying.  While I 

did read a fair amount of the Bible, ultimately the practice didn’t stick as my relationship to 

God and Christianity shifted.  

 

Traditionally, spiritual practices have been understood as actions taken to strengthen one’s 

relationship with the divine or otherwise move a person along a path towards a religious 

goal such as salvation, enlightenment, or liberation.  In other words, spiritual practices are 

rooted in religious frameworks that shape one’s understanding of how the world works, 

who we are, and how we are to live. Spiritual practices have long been intended to guide a 

person in living more aligned to their highest values and deepest commitments.  

 

More recently, as we have seen more of a cultural split between being religious and being 
spiritual, you may have noticed the rise of secular spirituality.  Recast as inner work or 
mindfulness or self-care, the care of the spirit and one’s inner resources need not have any 
connection to God, the gods, or any religious tradition. Just as we all need to eat, sleep, and 
brush our teeth, we all have a ‘spiritual’ nature in need of care. This may sound pretty good 
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to those of us who struggle with belief in God or our history in more rigid religious 
traditions.   
 

And yet, in the book, Selling Spirituality: The Silent Takeover of Religion, authors Jeremy 

Carrette and Richard King argue that the split between religion and spirituality has allowed 

the latter to be coopted in service of capitalism.  They write, 

 

“Instead of the more traditional emphasis upon self-sacrifice, the disciplining of 

desire and a recognition of community, we find productivity, work-efficiency and 

the accumulation of profit put forward as the new goals. … The ‘spiritual’ become 

instrumental to the market rather than oriented towards a wider social and ethical 

framework, and its primary function becomes a perpetuation of the consumerist 

status quo rather than a critical reflection upon it.” (23)  

 

The meaning of this quote became clear to me when watching an episode of the Showtiem 

drama  “Billions.” In the show, Chuck Rhoades, the U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of 

New York, attempts to investigate and charge billionaire Bobby Axelrod for financial 

crimes.  Notably, the show includes scenes of both the attorney Rhoades and the billionaire 

Axelrod spending time in meditation.  Given the fictional context, it seems pretty clear that 

neither has inner, spiritual growth to feel more ethically connected to the shared world as 

their top goal. Rather, meditation appears as a tool for an individual to be more efficacious 

in their high-powered world of capital and power. 

 

So what am I saying? Is it ok for spirituality be split off from tradition religious 

understandings? Can an atheist or a humanist or a UU be spiritual? Or is all spirituality 

divorced from traditional religion a sham in service of the consumerist values of modern 

capitalism?  

 

I did warn you that I would not hand you a simple answer… 

 

To untangle some of this complexity, let’s go back to the (alleged) distinction between  

religion and spirituality.  While religion is widely seen as a dealing with questions of God 

and gods, I understand religion more broadly as dealing with questions of meaning, 

purpose, and values. For some of us, we will answer these questions of meaning, purpose, 

and values through faith in a God or gods. For others of us, we will answer these questions 

of meaning, purpose, and values primarily through commitments to a purely humanistic 

plane without reference to any kind of divine. But, however we answer these questions, we 

are all trying to make sense of what it means to be human, how best to live, and how to 

relate to the people and the planet upon which we find ourselves.  And if you’re wondering 
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if this doesn’t make us all religious in some sense, then, yes, that’s how I see things.  We 

may not all choose to attend or belong to a religious community or tradition, but I think we 

all wrestle with questions that are broadly religious.  

 

From this point of view, spirituality is not as easily divorced from religion. Like the spiritual 

practices of traditional religion, spirituality in this sense is pursing the path that best 

expresses your religious values.  For example, perhaps the meditating billionaire is in fact 

expressing his religious viewpoint that an individual amassing capital is what matters 

most.   

 

What then is your religion? How do you live this out? How do you remind yourself of what 

really matters to you? How do you stay centered and grounded in these values when there 

is an ongoing stream of competing values and viewpoints flooding your awareness? 

 

This is the work of spiritual practices:  reminding you of what really matters. When my dad 

read his Bible and prayed every day, he did so because of his faith that following the life 

and teachings of Jesus was what mattered most . . . and his belief that he would be able to 

access this knowledge by reading the Bible and prayer. 

 

Spiritual practices help to connect us with our values. They can help to cut through the 

noise of a complex world to remind us of our ultimate commitments. They can help quiet 

our minds so that we are able to again notice what matters in this life. 

 

But what exactly is a ‘spiritual practice’? What does one do? Answering this question as a 

Unitarian Universalist means there is no one right answer.  How we remind ourselves of 

our values or perhaps even discover and articulate what really matters to us will vary. For 

me, journaling is a key spiritual practice.  

 

Remember those high school days when I tried reading the Bible every day? Well, during 

that same time period, I also began writing down my reflections, questions, and challenges 

in a journal.  After thirty-some years, I have a pile of more than one hundred and thirty 

journals. I have not always been consistent in daily writing. I have gone weeks, even 

months without writing. But, when I need it, writing in my journal always brings me back 

to who I am, what I value, and to what and to whom I am faithful to in my life.  

 

In a few moments, we will be hosting a Spiritual Practices Symposium. You will have the 

opportunity to explore multiple possible ways to feed your spirit, to quiet the noise, and to 

reconnect with a steady sense of who you are, what you value, and what really matters.  
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I suspect many of us already have practices that feed our spirit . . . although we may not call 

these ‘spiritual practices.’ I wonder what changes if we add this frame and, perhaps, add a 

bit of intentionality to these actions? What might happen if we did approach our spiritual 

health with as much diligence as we did our physical, mental, or dental health? What might 

happen if we did devote ourselves to a daily spiritual practice of some kind? Or, if you 

already have one, are you being called to deepen it in some way?  

 

Whatever our methods for feeding our spirit may be, committing ourselves to our spiritual 

health can help counter the ugliness and hate of our world. As we heard in our reading 

from Erik Walker Wikstrom, the spiritual transition from not-life to life is not easy and 

takes reinforcement. Regularly and intentionally reminding ourselves of what is good and 

just and worth living and fighting for is the work of spiritual practices.  If we commit 

ourselves to this path, perhaps we might be able to someday join Peter Mayer in swimming 

in a sea of the holy, walking through the world with a reverent air, and seeing miracles 

everywhere. (cf. “Holy Now”) 

 

May it be so.    

https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/21f828_b056590ac6864b9a87d487e027a1a004.pdf

