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“Divinity in the World” 

Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 
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May 9, 2021 

 

Dedicated to the foremothers of Feminist Studies in Religion 

 

Why do we believe what we believe about the nature of divinity?  

 

Because of what we were told as kids? 

Because of what we have learned as adults? 

Because of intellectual analysis?  

Because of personal experience? 

 

Or, maybe, all of the above?! 

 

In their book, Goddess and God, Carol Christ and Judith Plaskow wrestle with these questions. 

What makes their questioning particularly engaging is that they blend personal narrative with 

theological analysis. After all, they are both theological scholars: Dr. Christ and Dr. Plaskow. 

They are also a kind of mother to me—intellectual and religious foremothers. Because of them 

and the many other women of their generation, there was a path for me to follow when I went 

looking for another way to think about theology, about religion, about God.  

 

I’ve met them both. Carol in person only once. But we traded multiple emails when I worked as 

the managing editor of the Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion during grad school. Judith, a 

co-founder of the Journal, was still a co-editor when I first began my job.  

 

Carol and Judith met in grad school at Yale during the 1960’s. Both were studying Protestant 

Christian theology because that’s the kind of theology taught at Yale. Indeed, both chafed 

against the strictures of expectations about what kind of theology and theological questions 

were or were not allowed in classes and by their male professors. Apart from their intellectual 

interests, their very presence as women disconcerted many of the men of the department. 

Even so, Carol and Judith embraced the emerging feminist movement and began to ask 

questions about how the experiences of sexism and the patriarchy intersected with the 

religious traditions in which they had been raised.  

 

In order to tell their story of shifting theological understandings, their book recounts each of 

their experiences growing up, in grad school, and in the years following grad school as their 
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professional lives expanded and their religious lives shifted.  

 

For Carol, she felt compelled to leave the Christianity of her childhood—finding it’s patriarchal 

images and themes of subordination of women and warfare untenable. Rather, she embraced 

the emerging community of women’s spirituality, feminine images of the divine, and Goddess. 

After years of academic teaching and publishing, she moved to Greece where she continues to 

lead Goddess pilgrimages. 

 

Judith, however, stayed within the Jewish faith in which she had been raised, choosing instead 

to challenge the tradition by writing books from a Jewish feminist perspective.  Even so, her 

understanding of God shifted from an omnipotent, all-powerful God “out there” to an 

understanding of God within the world.  

 

On this point, Carol agrees. Both reject an understanding of an omnipotent, transcendent God 

who has the power to intervene in this world, our lives. In other words, they reject the idea of 

God as an old white man in the sky dominating us. And they both embrace a notion of divinity 

that is panentheistic. 

 

Here’s where we get to have a 60 second chat about theological language for divinity.  

Theism is belief in God—the root of the word is from the Greek Theo which means god. 

Atheism, with the addition of that one little ‘a’, conveys the opposite—belief there is no god. 

Pantheism is the belief that all IS God or the expression of the divine.  The universe and the 

divine are one. Panentheism sounds similar to pantheism but adds the Greek preposition “en”, 

which shifts the meaning to belief that the divine is in the world. This subtle difference creates 

a distinction between the divine and the world while also insisting there is no divine beyond the 

world—a very different perspective than traditional theological understandings of the divine in 

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.  

 

And yet, even though both Judith and Carol embrace a panentheistic understanding of the 

divine, they also believe differently. For Judith, God is an impersonal divine energy that 

encompasses all that is in the world, good and evil. She writes, “I see God as the creative energy 

that underlies, animates, and sustains all existence; God is the Ground of Being, the source of all 

that is, the power of life, death, and regeneration in the universe.” (p184) For Carol, Goddess is 

a personal divine presence of love—or, as she writes, “Goddess is “the intelligent, embodied 

love that is in all being.” (p261) Despite decades of discussion and debate as friends and 

professional theologians, they cannot convince the other to shift to the other’s position.  

 

THIS is the real story of the book—our differences in beliefs about divinity. Why do we believe 
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what we do about the divine? In the end, Carol and Judith are themselves not certain about 

this, although they point to the differences in their respective childhood experiences of love in 

their families as well as to their varied religious experiences.  They also note how they 

processed and remember their shared years at Yale slightly differently. They recognize their 

differences in personality and preferences as well as differing levels of tolerance for 

encountering remnants of patriarchy within a religious tradition. While they both did change 

their religious mind as they learned more from their academic study and from personal 

experience, they changed differently from the other. 

 

What about you? Have your beliefs about divinity shifted over the years? Why or why not?  

If you have changed, what changed you? Was it something you read or learned? An experience 

you had?  How are our ideas about divinity shaped and reshaped throughout our lifetime?  

 

In the introduction to their book, Carol and Judith write that “Revealing our deepest convictions 

can leave us feeling vulnerable and exposed.” To speak of what we believe about the nature of 

divinity can reveal something about us, they argue. To speak of divinity, after all, is to speak of 

ultimate matters. It is, as they write, to speak of “questions that trouble us in the night, about 

whether life has purpose and what that purpose might be.” 

 

After this past year of travail, I wonder if you have been asking questions about life, death, and 

divinity in the middle of the night? I know I have.  

 

Some of you have noticed that I’ve been using language of God more frequently lately. And 

while I can point to the need to foster the inclusive theological tent of Unitarian Universalism as 

a reason for this, that is not the whole story. The truth is that sometimes I find language of God 

and the divine useful and helpful in naming my understanding and experience of the world.  

 

For a long time, I resisted language of God because in my mind it was so closely associated with 

that transcendent, all-powerful, all-knowing male deity of the Christian tradition in which I was 

raised. And, like Carol and Judith, as I became a young adult and a feminist, I found this 

understanding of God to be ill-fitting for my mind and experience. As I started moving towards 

a notion of the divine as a life-giving energy rather than a personal being, I hesitated to use 

“God” to name this since it felt as if “God” only meant the one thing, the thing I no longer 

believed.  

 

When choosing to become a Unitarian Universalist, I did embrace the theological roots of both 

traditions—a Unitarian God that was one (no triune God of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit that was 

impossible to really “get”) and a Universalist God who was understood simply as Love. And I 
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certainly embraced the theological freedom of Unitarian Universalism to make sense of what I 

did or did not believe. 

 

And so, even as a minister, I have continued to wrestle with what I believe about divinity, about 

God—and the language of “God” which I still struggle to fully disassociate with a traditional 

theistic understanding of divinity. So, I have kept silent. Avoiding God language for my own sake 

as well as for the sake of many in this congregation that I knew also wrestled with or just 

rejected such language. 

 

But during a year that has pushed me to the limits of my resilience and to places of great fear, I 

have longed to feel as if I could reach out and recharge from a power, hope, and love beyond 

myself. I have felt a longing for a source of Life and renewal, a source of hope and sustenance. I 

have felt a longing for God. 

 

Still, I wonder whether “God” is the right language to name this longing, to describe that for 

which I long. And while I increasingly connect with earth-based spirituality, I realize that 

Goddess language does not (yet?) resonate with me. While many questions remain, what I do 

know is that I’m searching for better ways of expressing my longing as well as a deeper 

understanding of what I am longing for.  

 

I also know that neither “atheist” or “humanist” fits for me. Atheist holds a firmness of 

conviction that does not capture my questions. Humanist conveys a value of human life that I 

hold. But by centering the human, I fear humanism risks diminishing the multitude of other 

forms and structures within the interconnecting web of life.  

 

Identifying as panentheist feels closest. But as Carol’s and Judith’s disagreement about the 

nature of a panentheist divinity reveals, this term still leaves open many possibilities and 

questions about divinity.  

 

I love that Carol and Judith openly agree and disagree on the nature of the divinity. At our best, 

this kind of open minds to thinking and believing differently is what we aim to do as Unitarian 

Universalists, as members and friends of this community. I wonder if we might risk being more 

open and vulnerable with one another in sharing what we do—or do not—believe and why? I 

wonder what it might look like to listen to one another across our shared ground and our 

differences as Carol and Judith have done? 

 

Together Carol and Judith write,  
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“Whether we situate ourselves within or outside of traditional religions, we as 

individuals and as members of communities must still decide which aspects of our 

traditions we wish to bring forward into the future, which we wish to transform, and 

which we prefer to leave behind.” (135) 

 

Whatever ou religious and personal journey has been over our lifetimes, we all face these 

questions of what we do—and do not—believe about the divine. In this community of open 

minds and loving hearts, may we embrace our questions as well as the ways we agree and 

disagree on the nature of the divine. Perhaps, even if we disagree, we still might remain friends 

as Carol and Judith have. 

 

So may it be. 

Amen.  

 


