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Have you seen the movie Shrek?  It’s an animated movie, from 2001, it won an Oscar, and, as they say these days, it’s “very funny.”  Well, really, it is.  Shrek himself is an ogre—one with Mike Myers’s voice, and he’s green, with trumpets for ears and other strange accoutrements that make him somewhat less than a ladies’ man.  He lives alone.  He doesn’t like company.  He’s been chased back to his swamp by some bad men, and in escaping he has inadvertently been thrown together with a fellow-chasee, a donkey . . . an impertinent, gadfly donkey at that!, one with Eddie Murphy’s voice.  Shrek doesn’t suffer the donkey gladly and rebuffs his bonhomie efforts to befriend Shrek.

    

When they bed down for the night—Shrek has reluctantly invited the donkey to stay over at his house, but “just for this one night”—the donkey effuses over his new relationship, looks around at Shrek’s digs, and . . . encouraging Shrek . . . says enthusiastically, “We can stay up late, swapping manly stories . . . and in the morning, I’m making waffles.”  
  

The donkey needs someone, and so, too, does Shrek.  The donkey can see this, but Shrek can’t—and that’s the whole story . . . Shrek awakening to his, well, his humanity! 


“So where’s this going?”, you might ask.  Ah, it’s NOT plain?! . . . Let me continue with Shrek, and all will become known.  


Later the next day—perhaps after the waffles—Shrek and the donkey are outside, walking, beginning their trek that is the movie, their Don Quixote and Sancho Panza adventures to save the Princess Fiona—Cameron Diaz . . . and Shrek is grumbling, as always: 

Shrek. For your information, there's a lot more to ogres than people think. 
Donkey: Example? 
Shrek: Example... uh... ogres are like onions! 
[holds up an onion, which Donkey sniffs] 
Donkey: They stink? 
Shrek: Yes... No! 
Donkey: Oh, they make you cry? 
Shrek: No! 
Donkey: Oh, you leave 'em out in the sun, they get all brown, start sproutin' little white hairs... 
Shrek: [peels an onion] NO! Layers. Onions have layers. Ogres have layers. Onions have layers. You get it? We both have layers. 
[walks off] 
Donkey: Oh, you both have LAYERS. Oh. You know, not everybody like onions. What about cake? Everybody loves cake! 
Shrek: I don't care what everyone else likes! Ogres are not like cakes. 
Donkey: You know what ELSE everybody likes? Parfaits! Have you ever met a person, you say, "Let's get some parfait," they say, "Hell no, I don't like no parfait"? Parfaits are delicious! 
Shrek: NO! You dense, irritating, miniature beast of burden! Ogres are like onions! End of story! Bye-bye! See ya later. 
Donkey: Parfait's gotta be the most delicious thing on the whole damn planet! 
  

And there you have it!  Layers.  And here’s why they matter.  Shrek’s layers get peeled away so that the donkey, and then Princess Fiona, can know him and come to love him.  There are layers to ogres, there are layers to people . . . the outside ones and the hidden, important inside ones.    

 
And, not surprisingly, it’s like that in religion too—there are layers there too, the ones that are open for public viewing and the ones that are inside, hidden a bit.  These outside ones, I think, are the ones we hear the most of—particularly of other people’s religions, and these outside ones are the ones that, if we’re not careful, can become the be all and end all of our own beliefs about those religions . . . others’ religions.



At this level, Shrek becomes a lesson against a kind of arrogance that can creep into religionists, of all stripes . . . for in their parochial enthusiasm, in our parochial enthusiasm, they . . . we . . . all of us . . . can forget that there are layers, that what really motivates others’ religions are the hidden layers, the ones that are lived out, from day to day, the ones that form the core of their . . . of our . . . beliefs, the ones that make sense of all the good that they . . . that we . . . do!



Let’s call the outside layer “the what?” layer . . . as in, “What do you believe?”  The next layer down is “the how” layer, as in “How do you worship?”  The last layer—the one the donkey’s trying to get to, the one that Princess Fiona falls in love with—is “the why” layer . . . as in, “Why do you come together to form a community, to form a congregation?  . . . Why do we?”


The what and the how are important, but they get far too much attention.  Perhaps that’s because looking at them, talking about them, writing about them, is relatively easy to do—they’re on the outside. After all, religions have had a lot of time to build up traditions that, from the outside, seem to an edge on more modern alternatives.   Let’s skip right through them, let’s get down to the best part of Eddie Murphy’s parfait.  Let’s get down to the part that asks us . . . “Why?”


Now, why do I think this is sermon-worthy?  For two reasons.  First, because it’s important to understand why we are here, why we are a congregation.  And, second, because it’s important to keep in mind that other religions have their own “whys” too, and that the best way to figure out what their “whys” are is to see what their believers actually do on a day-to-day basis.  


Let me look at this last point first.  Some time ago, Katy and I were invited to a party that was thrown to honor a man whom we both had known for a long time.  He’s someone we know well, and he’s someone we respect.  The party was to honor him for work he had done on the board of the Phillips Theological Seminary, in Tulsa—a place I know well, because I took a night class there before I went to divinity school, and a place that is very Christian.  It’s a first-rate place, run by the Disciples of Christ.  



Most of the people at the party were, as you might imagine, Christians.  It was a joyous affair, and we were having a good time.  Then it was time to honor the man for whom the party was being given—and, to be sure, he was indeed honored, and fairly so.  All of the brief speeches about him extolled the work he had done, or that others there had done, with him, for the lasting benefit of needy people throughout the community, and all of the speeches explained that the work had been done in the name of Christ.



Standing there, among all the revelers and speech-makers and people honoring him in the name of Christ, this is the thought that occurred to me:  the “what” and the “how” of this other religion didn’t really matter as much as I had often thought.  What mattered was that these people were working together . . . as they said . . . as they believed . . . in the name of Christ, to do an awful lot of serious good!  And in that instant, it occurred to me too that, although I could not believe, as they did, in the immaculate conception, or the resuscitation of the flesh, or Jesus’s literal ascension into heaven, I could believe in the value and worth and beauty of what they were doing . . . regardless of the “what” of Christianity.  


Their “why” was awfully fruitful—they came together to do what they did because, in doing so, they honored their own beliefs.  The “what” and the “how” didn’t seem to make much difference, from a practical point of view, from an empirical point of view, from an ethical point of view.  I saw I could put practice above doctrine.  A refined religion could take the doctrines themselves to be profound metaphors rather than straightforward literal claims.  Seen this way, the ultimate concern of religion becomes value—or perhaps, for some, a sacred reality that cannot be put into words.  Seen this way, many religious doctrines can be understood as poetic attempts to express the inexpressible.  


And so I thought, later that night, to always try to honor the “whys” and, much more significantly, to sincerely appreciate the work done by other religionists in service to their beliefs.



All of a sudden, the “what” or the “how” just didn’t matter—it certainly didn’t matter to the needy people they were helping, and so why—why?, I ask!!!—should it matter to me?  I needed to be for my own “why.”   I needed to make sure I didn’t define my own beliefs by my opposition to others’ “whats” or “hows.”
*

*

*



Well, let me stop there, on that question, and go back to the first one—the more fundamental question:  what is our “why,” why are we here, why did we form and why do we keep on forming this congregation?  For me, the answer is this.  It is an answer found, in part, in the way we act as a group, in the things we do for others, for our sick, for our needy, for our children . . . and for ourselves.
  

Our “why” is to bear witness to the need for justice and equity in this world, to be heard, out loud, so others can hear, to stand up for people who are oppressed, who are the subject of invidious discrimination, who cannot stand up for themselves.  

  

Our “why” is to be prophetic, to say how the world should be and, having done so, to work to make the evidence catch up to our aspirations.  This is what ministers do—and by that term, ministers, I mean specifically to include everyone in this sanctuary, everyone in this congregation.  We all serve in the ways that are open to us, and that is to me the very definition of ministry.  
  

Unitarian Universalism, like ministry, calls each of us to be better than we want to be.  Our own re-dedication, to justice and equity, is made in the name of everything we hold dear.  If this can be called God, for you, then so be it.  Call what you treasure, what you hold to be of ultimate concern, by whatever name you want, it matters not.  This is, of course, Paul Tillich’s formulation:  your faith beliefs, if any, are personal.  It is Walt Whitman in his poem, in this morning’s meditation, “For You.”  

 

What matters is your being re-dedicated to what you treasure, to the reasons this congregation was formed, to the “why” that explains what we have chosen to express through our lives, every day.  
  

Our “why” is the certainty that love has the power to transform people.  That love is the foundation of this congregation is the “why” that causes us, transformed by it, to do then what we can to transform the world.  Love is why we do what we do.  And in helping others, we discover that the goodness inside us is nurtured—and it needs it, from time to time! . . . and we discover that being better ourselves can, itself, help us in turn to serve someone else better.  



Our “why” is a call to align ourselves with goodness—it’s why we do what we do.  This is the sense of personal integrity that’s there for each of us.  And our “why” is a call to be open to others, to the next person, to our friends here and to others in our larger community.  This is our sense of congregational hospitality.  Each depends on the other.  It’s a positive feedback loop, you see, our personal integrity and the congregation’s hospitality.  We need both!



So keep in mind the parfait.  Keep in mind the layers.  Keep in mind that the “why” is the most important layer of all, for us and for religionists of all faiths.  Keep in mind the importance of breaking on through to the other side, to the most important layer, the one that is our reason for being here, for doing what we do, for our Unitarian Congregation of Taos.

  

Amen.  
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