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OPENING READING: from Crazy Wisdom

A special kind of wisdom is loose in the world…It is called crazy wisdom…

Crazy wisdom is the wisdom of the saint, the Zen master, the poet, the mad scientist, and the fool. Crazy wisdom sees that we live in a world of many illusions, that the Emperor has no clothes, and that much of human belief and behavior is ritualized nonsense. Crazy wisdom understands antimatter and old Sufi poetry; loves paradox and puns and pie fights and laughs at politicians. Crazy wisdom flips the world upside down and backward until everything becomes perfectly clear.

Wes “Scoop” Nisker
MEDITATION READING: “The Uses of the Intellect” from Pieces of Eight

Ordinary people underestimate the importance of the mind; extraordinary people, on the other hand, overestimate the importance of the mind. Few are able to put intelligence in its proper perspective…


…while intelligence may be a necessary condition, it is by no means a sufficient one to help unravel the perennial problems that afflict the human species.

Something more than mind is needed, and that something more has little to do with the intellectual level. It is how the mind is used, in conjunction with other parts of the personality, that makes the difference.

Most people use their minds, no matter how good, to confirm and reinforce their emotional defenses and their social prejudices. Rather than a probe to reach out to the unknown, the mind is used as a pike to repel the strange or the threatening or even the uncomfortable. The so-called best minds in any profession have generally rejected and condemned the innovators in their own field… 

“Extolling the human mind” is as futile and as fatuous as extolling the human body; both are simply tools and may be used gloriously or perverted to any purpose. The smartest people are not the best people, by any means nor even the wisest, in many important respects…

…while the intellect is a thing to be respected and cultivated, it is not a shrine to worship at… 
Sidney J. Harris

SERMON: “How To Be Wise”

Have you ever met a “wise” person? I never have, although I have searched for one all my life. But then perhaps I have been looking in all the wrong places!


I do know that I have had this longing to find someone who is wise; who, with his or her wisdom, will provide instructions for me so that I might blithely traverse this “vale of tears” (as Shakespeare refers to human existence); so that I might not be disturbed by all the nasty realities that are thrown in my path.


Ever feel this way? Ever seek someone who can be the mapmaker for your particular soul? Your spirit guide? Your main psychic squeeze? 


I do not experience this angst most of the time – that is during the humdrumness of my waking life. But there are those nighttime demons who relish flitting through my somewhat resting brainwaves as if they are attempting to deconstruct any sense of peace and harmony I have attempted to build during my conscious existence. 


Little demons can be so inconsiderate – whether we wake or sleep – but especially when Morpheus weaves his filmy web!


And in the middle of the night – or even in the middle of those rare daytime naps, I awake and wonder: 

Where are you, wise person? Come to me now, I need a little help! I need to know what to do, to think, to feel. Dip deeply into your well of wisdom and come up with a cup of advice for this pitiable mortal!
But you know, it is not only during the scary and rocky times, that I would like some wise spirit to be hovering over me and pointing the way toward a meaningful perspective, but also I would like such a guide during the high and celebrative times. Those, too, can be most disconcerting, lolling us into a belief that life will continue to be sweet and unencumbered.

It seems to me, that a wise person would be the supreme gift to receive. Someone who would give us a leg-up as we climb toward meaning and purpose.

So, why should you and I care about this need to have the wise one to always be there for us?
 

Because it is about survival. In truth, we need a wise person we can depend upon to guide us through this labyrinth of life, when we fear the Cyclops will grab us and gobble us up. 

For life is so unpredictable! 

So wonderful, too;

and so horrible. 

So this and that

and yin and yang;

and up and down,

and 

BANG! BANG!


We’re dead! 


Before we knew we were truly alive!


It is about survival, this desire to find a wise person to guide us. Survival – pure and simple and profound. Survival as foundational in providing a deeper quest – one that goes beyond the corporeal, the obvious, and the common way of survival. Survival that proclaims we are more than just creatures fulfilling our sensual needs. Survival that trumpets the nobility of the human mind and heart. 


How might we discover that wise person who can provide the way toward this enlightened state of being? 


At the outset, we must realize that we make a big mistake in evaluating whether or not someone is wise.


This occurs when we believe that because an individual knows something – or even a lot – the person is wise. Not so. 


They really are not necessarily wise because many people, having attained facts about something, make up their minds that these facts are all there is to reality or truth. So they choose to get stuck. Their minds close down. But neither the pure essence of science or religion posits a cramped position. Both are open-ended, flowing systems that represent ways of being in process. 


In the meditative reading by Sidney J. Harris, he challenges us all to keep our minds open:


Most people use their minds, no matter how good, to confirm and reinforce their emotional defenses and their social prejudices. Rather than a probe to reach out to the unknown, the mind is used as a pike to repel the strange or the threatening or even the uncomfortable.


I believe that the wise person we are seeking has a probing not a “piking” mind – but where is such an individual guide?


Here is a Sufi story to help us, one that I shall rephrase from its original telling, complete with my own editorializing along the way:


Once there was a stupid monarch who happened to be an idol worshiper. He also happened to be male, although he could have been female. Now, although personally I do not believe in worshipping idols – gold, silver, or protoplasmic ones – the monarch’s worshipping of a particular idol would not, in itself, constitute a reason for my referring to him as “stupid.” His stupidity came about because of what he expected others to do – to worship his particular idol.


You see, this guy was definitely not a Unitarian Universalist. We UUs each have our own idol or not – to worship or not. And that is not a question, but a statement of belief.


But let’s get on with the story…


So, this stupid man who inherited a throne from his father, expected everyone in his kingdom to worship this idol. And, having nothing better to do than declare battle against what he perceived to be the infidels, he had his army capture three random people who just happened to be passing by the castle.


One was a male scholar; one a holy man; one a female lawyer-astrophysicist-murder mystery writer-Nobel peace prize winner-Olympic Gold Medalist and move star who just happened to be a Unitarian Universalist coming back from the march on Washington calling for Reproductive Choice.  


There the threesome were – forced to be in the same room with the king, his guards, and the idol.


Kneel and worship my idol! demanded the monarch to the scholar.


The scholar replied: 


This situation undoubtedly comes within the doctrine of “majority rules”- at least in this room.  There are numerous precedents allowing anyone to appear to conform with custom if compelled, without real legal or moral culpability being in any way involved.


So the scholarly dude convinced himself that he should bow before the idol – in essence, faking his adoration of such.


Then the king said to the holy man: Kneel and worship my idol!

The fellow replied:


As a specially protected person, having in my veins the blood of the Holy Prophet, my actions themselves purify anything which is done, and therefore there is no bar to my acting as you demand.


So, the holy dude convinced himself that he should bow before the idol – in essence, faking his adoration of such.


Then the king said to the woman: Kneel and worship my idol!

The woman replied:


No way! 


The mad king’s malady was immediately banished by this remark. As if by magic he saw the deceit of the two worshippers of the image. He at once had the scholar and the holy man sent to Congress, and set the woman free to continue her own journey. (This is an almost totally re-written tale told by Idries Shah in his story “the Mad King’s Idol” from his book Wisdom of the Idiots)



Now here is an example of a wise person – the woman who refused to worship someone else’s idol! We don’t know why she refused to do this but we can certainly imagine.


She is wise because she follows her own conscience. She does not bow before an authority of which she does not approve. Such an act for her would be one that denies her inner authority. She sees beyond the superficial rules and regulations of this or any monarch; of any creed or custom. Such things are divisive for her because they refuse to accept the multiplicity of the human experience. Instead, they are mono-dimensional and coercive. So she refuses to accept the king’s ruling. 

No way!


She has that “crazy wisdom” mentioned in our opening reading by Wes “Scoop” Nisker:


Crazy wisdom is the wisdom of the saint, the Zen master, the poet, the mad scientist, and the fool. Crazy wisdom sees that we live in a world of many illusions, that the Emperor has not clothes, and that much of human belief and behavior is ritualized nonsense.



For us she can symbolize the Greek goddess of wisdom, Sophia. Frankly, the “Wise Men” as described by the Gospel writer Matthew, just don’t symbolize this essence – even if they are (supposedly) “magi” – holy men and keepers of deep secrets and ways – the ways of “magic.” They are just too tied into a system to be truly wise.


 But Sophia! Hear some of these meditative thoughts by Burl Hall:


Who is Sophia?

Beyond this world of time and space;


Sophia stands alone…


complete and whole unto Herself.

Sophia is not anything

or anybody


She just is.


Sophia is pure unconditioned Existence…


the Essence, or Nature, of all that lives.


In Her Essence,


Sophia is pure Virgin Consciousness.


No thought,


or conceptualization


can touch or fragment Her…


Sophia is nothing at all.


She is the primordial Abyss


existing before God.


Though She is nothing,


Sophia contains the All…


Sophia is the Hindu Ananda;


meaning Being, Consciousness and Bliss.


She is the Christian Jerusalem,


the City of Peace…


Sophia…


will be found as Lao Tzu’s Nameless Tao.


Even the names Sophia, Ananda, and Tao will dissolve into dust.


Why is Sophia nameless?


Because She is beyond all thoughts…


She is the Absolute and undivided Brahmin


To Whom


Thought goeth not.

Now, that’s a “wise” person! 


But how can we find one who is before us? In other words, what must we do to find wisdom?


We must stop looking! We must stop expecting to find any one person – or any one experience – to show us the way to wisdom, and begin to understand that who or what might symbolize wisdom (including our self) is merely a glimpse of that unknowable, eternal, nameless, formless essence of all existence (human or otherwise). For our quest in seeking wisdom, is really a spiritual one – even for those of us who are agnostics. 


That’s because it really does not matter in what category theologically or philosophically we might entrap ourselves. “Wisdom” – Sophia, Ananda, and the Tao cannot be imprisoned by our minds. At the same time, our minds are aspects of this “Wisdom.”   


As such, we need to realize that any dualistic way of thinking – even those sacrosanct premises of science, where a repeated experiment is verified via its consistent result (even those!) - are part of the non-dualistic nature of essence, of Wisdom. 


So, our quest for one person to lead us through this maze of human existence needs to be understood as our own need to dance with the unknowable, the life force, the ineffable, the mysterium tremendum, the holy, that which, for want of a word that could ever truly describe it, we say “Wisdom.” 


This quest after truth, meaning, and purpose, really is our survival mechanism as Unitarian Universalists. We feel that only on our own particular open road – not one prescribed by a monarch, a priest, a legalist, or other “authority” figure – can we get closer to the destination we seek: wisdom. 


And historically, we have sought wisdom in the belief that each of us is part of that interdependent web of all existence.


Symbolically, that is the message of that Gnostic teacher, Jesus of Nazareth – one who held that the path toward “salvation” (let us think of it as “enlightenment” or attainment of “wisdom”) was to directly, personally experience the Divine – not to have to obtain it by bowing down to some monarch’s idol.


Jesus said as much in these words from the Gospel of Luke (17:20-21):


And when he was demanded of the Pharisees, when the kingdom of God should come, he answered them and said, “The kingdom of God cometh not with observation: Neither shall they say, Lo here, lo there! For, behold, the kingdom of God is within you.


You see, my friends, look no further for that “wise” person. S/he is within you! And may each of us express our particular slant of that wisdom from Sophia. 

CLOSING READING: “No matter how much restriction civilization imposes on the individual…”

No matter how much restriction civilization imposes on the individual, he nevertheless finds some way to circumvent it. Wit is the best safety valve modern man has evolved; the more civilization, the more repression, the more need there is for wit.”
Sigmund Freud

