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A common core of every religion is to address the question---- “Is the universe friendly?”  Am I safe in this universe? 
Am I physically safe?

Am I emotionally safe?

Am I spiritually safe?


Our Universalist forebearers believed that God was a friendly God, and if everyone would choose love in their hearts then this would be a safe world. The early Universalists rebelled against the theology of Calvin. They rebelled against a theology that said that everything is pre-determined including who gets saved. They rebelled against an unsafe universe. They believed that a loving God would not condemn people to hell for eternity. All will be saved. Love is the motive, transforming force in the Universe. Love is spiritually safe. Forgiveness is spiritually safe. We do not need to think alike in order to love alike.

Our Unitarian forebearers believed that god was a reasonable God, and that if everyone used dispassionate reason in human affairs then the world would be a friendly safe one. The early Unitarians in this country also rebelled against Calvinism, feeling unsafe in a universe where human reason had no power and no use. They believed that God provided us with reason in order to create a safe world, and that reason was more important than tradition, or clergy authority, or the Bible. Reason is spiritually safe.
And many people come to UU congregations after feeling spiritually or emotionally unsafe in previous faiths. While we hold great promise as a religion, we too create environments that feel emotionally or spiritually unsafe for others. Intentional or unintentional remarks in worship, or in the parish hall, or in committee meetings chip away at trust. What are we to do when  we feel emotionally or spiritually unsafe? 

Safety requires trust. Sometimes people simply walk away. Spiritual and emotional safety requires  a covenant, an agreement. Not to be perfect. Not to work against each other. Not to rely upon defensive anger. But rather to use language of authenticity. When the heart is angry or hurt, it is because we need emotional and spiritual safety. And we can request that of one another. Let our trust be in this agreement.  
Henry David Thoreau spent his time living on Walden Pond, determined to discern if the universe is friendly or not. Before building his cabin, Thoreau wrote: “I wish to learn what life has to teach….Nor do I wish to practice resignation unless it is quite necessary. I want…to drive life into a corner and reduce it to its lowest terms. If it proves mean, then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world. Or if it is sublime…to give a true account of it.” He wished for time to ponder the spiritual and philosophical question: Is the universe mean, or is it sublime?

Philosophically, the universe could be considered friendly, with or without a supernatural power, because life was forged out of matter and energy, and we are the grateful recipients of this cosmic forging. 


Paul Davies, a cosmologist and physicist addresses this question in his book; “The Goldilocks Enigma: Why is the Universe Just Right For Life?” He argues that we have hit the ‘cosmic jackpot’, much as Goldilocks tested the porridges that were too hot and too cold, but finally found the porridge that was just right. We have the planet, and possibly the universe that is just right.
Whether I am one of the 80% of the world’s peoples who believe in a supernatural force or forces, or the 20% who are non-supernaturalist, I have to live by certain guidelines in order to be accorded a friendly pat on the back. Yet, I know that bad things happen. People engage in acts that are evil. Illness and misfortune come to all with little discrimination. We try to explain why life is unsafe in language that describes broken covenants with God, or bad luck, or bad choices, or ill intent.  

The question of a safe universe comes up most often when people are caught up in war. I could not imagine how the Syrians, or Afghans at this moment in time imagine a friendly, safe universe. In the middle of warfare, violence, danger and death, there is the question: is the universe friendly enough to provide safety through this danger? 

When I look out over the brightly colored mountain s of new Hampshire on an autumn day….or look at pictures taken from space of the our stunningly beautiful blue earth, I think to myself….”How could the universe not be friendly?” But I live in a fairly safe environment. War is not raging in the Monadnock area. Crime is low. We do not live in the way of most tornados and hurricanes, although they occasionally come to us. 

No, the real issue is this life with which we have been graced. What is within us that resonates with the life providing forces of the universe calls to be thanked without ceasing. And yet, this grace, this belief in a friendly universe is often “difficult to sustain in the face of experience and facts….is Reality  ultimately on our side? If, in the last resort the universe is friendly; we can feel at home in it.” And this is where the hunger to belong comes in to play. We are wired to want to belong to the universe. Part of our brain circuitry practically glows when we feel we belong to a friendly universe. And, “we want our religion to say that the best things are the more eternal things, the great truths of love and justice, the things in the universe that we hope and pray and bet our lives upon…that they will be the last word coming from a friendly universe.” (adapted from Huston Smith.) p93.


This is spiritual safety. It is what James Luther Adams describes in the reading earlier, “liberalism holds that the resources (divine and human) that are available for the achievement of meaning and meaningful change justify an attitude of ultimate optimism. It does not involve immediate optimism. Mass man is easily barbarized. Values dissolve. Demons are both collective and individual. The affirmative answer of prophetic religion, which may be heard in the very midst of the doom that threatens like thunder, is that history is a struggle  in dead earnest between justice and injustice, looking toward the ultimate victory in the promise  and the fulfillment of grace.” 


He may be too optimistic in his use of the phrase, ultimate victory, but that is what keeps us moving forward. The stories that we heard today remind me how important this is. Elsa Voelcker reminded us that even the littlest belong. As Susan Stanbury reminds us, to those of us who have benefited or for members of our families who have benefited from government research into treatments for cancer…the universe is a bit more friendly in the face of cellular evidence that challenges our faith and safety. 

On the one hand, the 20th century was the most unsafe century in the history of human life. On the other hand, it amazes me with unimaginable grace that we continue to be gifted with opportunity to create a safer world. 

Do good.

Love mercy. 

