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Are we many or are we one?

This is an ancient philosophical question, which, | believe, still has the power to shake and sort
our sense of who we are and our place in the world. It's a question that matters for how we
understand the differences and the connections among us.

So, are we many or are we one?

Sitting here in this sanctuary or watching online, we are aware that we are not alone. There are
many of us in this shared space. And we differ. We've dressed differently. We vary in age. We
bring particular experiences, skills, knowledge, and perspectives. We are many.

And yet, we are also one in our human nature, right? But what does it mean to be human?
What do we share? An essential nature? A set of unique capacities (like ‘reason’)? Or, perhaps,
an infinite, immortal Soul?

In teaching about the many and the one, philosophers ask us to think about a cloud in a blue
sky. From a distance, here on the ground, the cloud is one thing. A cloud. But a cloud is far
from a solid, singular entity. Comprised of many, many water droplets the edges of a cloud are
in fact hard to define. When does the density of the water particles cease to become cloud and
instead become sky? When does a cloud cease to become one thing?

The same question of determining the boundaries of a single entity appears again and again.
And not just as a philosophical question. The question of the many and the one can be a matter
of belonging, equity, and even survival. It is a question whose answers determine how we
understand our relationship to one another. In what ways are we the same or different as
others? And how do we treat those who are the same as us and/or different than us?

As part of our year of "Encountering Difference” through world religions, we have been
exploring Hinduism this month. As | suggested a few weeks ago, we might speak of the Hindu

traditions in the plural, because there is not a clean, clear boundary defining what is *Hindu.”
As renowned religion scholar Wendy Doniger writes,

Although there are a number of things that have been characteristic of many Hindus
over the ages (the worship of many gods, belief in karma and rebirth and in the caste
system), none have been true of all Hindus. What we need instead of a definite list of
shared factors, therefore, is something more like a Venn diagram, a set of intersecting
circles of concepts, beliefs and practices, some of which are held and done by some
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Hindus, others by other Hindus, and still others shared not only by Hindus but also by
members of other South Asian religions, such as Buddhism or Jainism. (On Hinduism, 4)

Doniger characterizes the Hindu traditions as holding both recognizable shape and real
differences.

Admittedly, as someone with very little knowledge of Hinduism, the panoply of divine images,
colors, holidays, and rituals has sometimes felt overwhelming to me in its multiplicity. Perhaps
to you as well? Or could the difficulty just lie in the unfamiliarity of the names and the stories,
the relationships and their meaning? Because while many of us may be unfamiliar with the
principal deities, stories, and practices within Hinduism, | suspect at least some of us could
readily explain the complex stories and characters in Star Wars, Lord of the Rings, Game of
Thrones, or another series that is meaningful to us.

So perhaps we are familiar with navigating complex systems of many, many parts. And yet,
how often do we seek to simplify the complex, to find the unifying thread within the disparate
fragments? How often do we seek to transition the many into a one?

In an essay entitled, “Are Hindus Monotheists or Polytheists?”, Doniger begins with a line from
the ancient Rig Veda: “The wise speak of what is One in many ways.” In using this verse,
Doniger anticipates her argument that like Hinduism itself the theism answer may not be a
simple either/or. Tracing the historical record, Doniger argues for the presence of both
polytheism and, yes, a kind of monotheism in Hinduism, often existing side by side.

There is undoubtedly the polytheistic presence of many different deities within Hindu texts,
including in the early Vedas. And yet, Doniger follows Vedic scholar Max Miller in also noting
the practice of a “serial monotheism” in which a series of gods are worshipped one at a time,
each as the supreme or even the only god while talking to that god. Then, in the later texts of
the philosophical Upanishads, Doniger traces what she describes as monism—the idea that “all
living beings are elements of a single, universal being (often called brahman).” However, even
where the idea of a universal brahman exists, Hindus speak more of the god Shiva or Vishnu or
a particular local form of the same in religious practices at temples and worship. In other
words, even when there is belief that all deities are part of one nature, the brahman, the
experience of that divinity manifests in many ways in religious practices.

The many and the one. Perhaps sometimes the answer does not have to be just one or the
other. Perhaps sometimes the answer can be both.

Doniger continues her question of polytheism and monotheism in Hinduism by raising
questions about the impact of British colonialism on the religious landscape in India. In her
telling, the British Christian bias towards monotheism led the British to be more comfortable

with Muslims in India. In this political context, pressure to highlight the monotheistic elements
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within Hinduism emerged. For example, the Bhagavad Gita with its emphasis on Vishnu as
Lord Krishna, Supreme Being, became seen as akin to the Christian Bible as a religious
evolution that moved Hinduism in the direction of monotheism.

In discussing these dynamics, she particularly notes the influence of Rammohan Roy (1772-
1833). Casting aside Hindu polytheism for monotheism, Roy’s sources for his reformed vision of
Hinduism, "Brahmo Samaj,” included Unitarian Christianity. Roy even traveled to England
where he interacted with British Unitarians—there is a statue of Roy in Bristol, England today.
Furthermore, according to Doniger, the influence of Brahmo Samaj expanded into other

reforms in Hinduism that are embraced to this day.

Even as Unitarian Christianity helped Roy to develop his monotheistic version of Hinduism,
Ralph Waldo Emerson was widely reading Hindu sacred texts from the Vedas to the Bhagavad
Gita. While not directly citing Roy, Emerson was clearly aware of Roy’s work, whose translation

of the Upanishad Emerson read in 1820.

Today’s reading from Emerson’s essay “"The Over-soul” shows this influence. Drawing on the
Hindu idea of every soul, or atman, as part of the brahman, Emerson likewise conveys a sense
of a shared soul, an eternal ONE, of which each human is a part.

In Emerson’s conception, this shared oneness of an individual soul with the Over-soul means
that each person is capable of direct religious experience. Indeed, for Emerson, such direct
religious experience bears more religious truth than the words and texts of any religious
tradition. If we are each part of the Over-soul, then it is through direct religious experience of
our own sublime encounters with truth and beauty that the Eternal light appears. This is the
Emerson that eschews religious form for lived experience. Just a few years before writing the
“Over-soul” in 1841, Emerson delivered an address to the 1838 graduating class of Harvard
Divinity School. He denounces formal Christian worship as spiritually lifeless, extoling the
would-be ministers to listen first to the experience of life and beauty to inspire awe and
worship.

Emerson’s "Divinity School Address” sparked a debate within Unitarian Christianity. Nearly
two centuries later, we inhabit the outcome of that debate. We continue to gather in formal
religious service while also embracing direct religious experience as a valid and good source of
spiritual insight.

It's always dangerous for a preacher to reference Emerson'’s “Divinity School Address” in a
sermon. Inevitably, | have to ask if this sermon is living up to Emerson’s call to those new
ministers to not kill the experience of truth with leaden words.

So let me try again to say why | think the question of the many and the one matters so much in
life.
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As cultural and religious inheritors of a monotheistic Christian tradition, | think our bias is to
seek the one. We like unifying theories that bring together all the parts. Even Emerson is
essentially doing this in how he embraces the Hindu ideas of the brahman to argue for a Over-
soul of which we are all a part.

But we live in a world of the many. Which is to say that our world is full of differences of
religion, racial identity, gender expression, ethnicity, and much, much more.

In the face of such diversity, one strategy is to find the common ground, the element of
sameness that connects us across difference. Such strategies have merit when they enable us
to connect with the fulness of another’s humanity—such as when we say “Black Lives Matter”
to emphasize that black folks are fully human. But such efforts at unity in sameness can also
backfire by eliding very real and powerful differences among us—such as those who would only
say “All Lives Matter” without wrestling with the reality that in this nation, Black lives have not
and still do not matter in the ways that white lives matter.

The more | have learned about the differences among us as humans, | have become
increasingly convinced of the merit of models of pluralism and multiculturalism. Such models
seek to retain awareness of differences even as we learn how to live together across difference.
Like the resplendent variety of life in the animal and plant world, retaining an emphasis on
human diversity and difference enables the possibility of wonder and joy.

By exploring the theme of “Encountering Difference” this year, my hope is that we deepen our
capacity to live within a world of many. | hope we learn how to appreciate if not always fully
understand the ways we differ from others. And | hope that we also strengthen our capacity to
navigate conflicting points of view, an inevitable aspect of being among those who are not all
the same. We are not all alike—not within this congregation, not within the wider communities
where we live, and not within the nation or globe which we share.

In my benediction each week, | call us to live out our values in a “shared world.” This phrase,
“shared world” emerges from the term planetarity which I learned in grad school. Coined by
Indian scholar Gayatri Spivak, it is an academic term used to convey the ethical questions of
being rooted to the planet and to the living beings of this world. A shared world. Our one world
that we share with a glorious diversity of many expressions of Life.

| do not know whether or not we share one immortal nature with all beings. But | do know that
we live here and now on this shared planet with all manner of people and other creatures. In
short, we share one planet with many beings. As we live in this shared world, may we have the
courage to embrace both the one planet and the many beings as we seek to live values of
inclusive love and equitable justice.

So may it be. Amen.
4

© Stephanie May 2023



