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Good morning! My name is Stephen Bero, and I’ve been a member of this church for 4 years.

This morning I sing a song of myself in affirmation, a song sung humbly, with gratitude and with hope that you may, by hearing it, learn—learn about yourself as much as learn about me.

I begin my song by affirming religious affiliation. Religion, which provides the matrix of our lives, the warp of cosmology and the woof of morality, the how and the why of existence, the field and food for our quest to understand Ultimate Reality.
Roman Catholicism was the matrix of my childhood, and I learned well the catechism: We must know, love and serve God in this world to be happy with Him in the next. This, the mission statement of a good Catholic.

Taking this mission to heart, as I was entering into adulthood, I was about to enter also into an abbey to become a monk. My strong personal religious experiences, though, led me in another direction, indeed, signaled a birth out of my childhood matrix in my early twenties. The midwives at that birth were the great spiritual teachings of India: Hinduism and Buddhism.

Aided by the spiritual midwives of Hinduism and Buddhism, I emerged from the childhood matrix to become a spiritual man without religious affiliation. A-religious, by default I fell into the matrix of the New Age. After a good decade and a half, a New-Ager hidden even from myself, I awoke to the realization of my true religious condition.
Upon that realization I became a refugee from the New Age, from magical thinking and sterile morality, and sought refuge among the atheistic humanists.
Then, reason returned, and ethical culture, but my time was short in the humanist matrix, for it was all in the head and I longed for bodily and emotional practice.
To get back to religious practice I formally took refuge in the triple gem of Buddhism, a matrix nourishing me to this day.
When, a few years later, I met Lily, who is a Christian and who has since become my wife, I sought common ground for our interfaith marriage and was led on the Internet to Unitarian Universalism. By destiny I came to this Countryside Church, where I’ve found congenial fellowship and fulfillment of my need for religious affiliation.

Let me sing in affirmation, then, my mission statement couched in my present Buddhist-Unitarian-Universalist matrix: To grow in wisdom, compassion, and love in order to become enlightened, enlightenment being complete, unalloyed self-acceptance upon realization of Ultimate Reality.
Yes, I affirm Ultimate Reality, which could be called God. My understanding of Ultimate Reality cycles between a Buddhist agnosticism and a Spinozan panentheism. Call me an agnostic theist. A contradiction in terms? Not so! Think that the mystery of the Ultimate Reality cannot be fully comprehended by thought, but can be fully apprehended in experience.
I affirm the via negativa, the negative way to knowledge about Ultimate Reality, the core concern of religion. To affirm a negative: Is this a contradiction? Not so! For the first step on the way to truth is to negate what is not true. Thus, a double negative becomes a positive! We Unitarian-Universalists need not apologize for being negative in that way.
I affirm that there is no inerrant book: Neither the Bible, nor the Koran, nor the Bhagavad Gita, nor the Lotus Sutra, nor the Book of Mormon, nor the Guru Granth Sahib, nor the Urantia Book, nor any one of the other thousands of scriptures supposedly sacred.

I affirm that there is no infallible person; never has there been an infallible person: Neither Jesus, nor the Buddha, nor Lao Tzu, nor Mohammed, nor the Pope, nor the Dalai Lama, nor any one of the other thousands of rabbis, rimpoches, roshis, swamis, gurus, priests, parsons, or prophets purportedly holy.
I affirm the necessity of the mind in religion, of reason and of systematic doubt, the indispensable tools of the via negativa. I affirm a sacred understanding of the discoveries of science as the context of religious experience, for this Universe is God’s eternal exploration of His/Her/Its infinite self, and we human beings are God’s nerve endings for this exploration. The more we know of particular things, and of ourselves, the more we know of God.
I affirm the necessity of the body in religion, of physical, emotional practice, of faith in the quality of human experience. My practice consists of music and meditation.
I affirm the necessity of political activism in religion, for compassion without politics is sentimentality.

Finally I affirm the reality of religious experience, bodymind as one. The mind can take us only so far in our quest for the Ultimate Reality. The body is the springboard for the leap of faith needed to find the Ultimate Reality. "Taste and see how good the Lord is", wrote the psalmist, but his song was incomplete.  We are also to smell, hear, and feel how good the Lord is. The summum bonum, the highest good in life is not only the Beatific Vision, but also the Beatific Audition, Beatific Olfaction, Beatific Gustation, and the Beatific Sensation, all aspects of the jewel of religious experience.
And so I end my song as I began, in a reaffirmation of religious affiliation.
