ETHICS AND SPIRITUALITY IN HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS





Victor Ashear


Unitarian Universalist Fellowship


Of Sheridan





	This year’s program committee includes Liz Howell as co-chair along with me, Ted Lapis, Jolynn Andrews, and Bill Bradshaw.  The committee considered your responses to the survey in preparing programs for this year. You said you wanted programs on a variety of topics including some on social action, much as we had last year. You also indicated that you would like to have a theme for the year but allow for programs that are not part of the theme as well.  What the committee has planned as a broad theme for this year is the subject of ethics and spirituality in human relationships which I will introduce this morning. Liz is planning programming on the subject of ethics in politics. As we know, politics is about power.  Ethical politics is concerned with the use of power to advance the cause of justice and human need as opposed to selfish need. Ted is planning for some programming on the subject of inter-religious conflict and its destructive impact on world peace.  The committee is also planning a program on each of the seven Unitarian Universalist Principles and their relevance to relationships. I will be doing a program later on the psychology and spirituality of intimate relationships.


            Ronn will do a program on gay marriage and Leila will give us some Buddhist perspectives on relationships.





            I do not claim any personal superiority regarding personal relationship skills.  What I can fairly say is that I have had a life-long interest in the subject of how, and why, people relate to one another as they do.  So when I was asked to serve on the program committee this year I had the idea of doing something with this topic. Shortly after that, I saw the motion picture “House of Sand and Fog” and found it to be a commentary on what is wrong with our relationships on a personal, societal and international level. For those of you planning to see the movie or read the book I will try not to spoil its impact for you.  The story involves conflict between a young, divorced, depressed woman, the city in California where she lives, and an Iranian Army General and his family who recently emigrated to this country.  The woman has been receiving notices from the city claiming that taxes are owed and if they are not paid the house will be confiscated and auctioned to recover the debt. The woman ignores the notices because she is depressed and because she believes the tax debt was an error that has been corrected. One morning city officials arrive and evict her from her home in a rather aggressive way. The Iranian General purchases the house with a very low bid.  Each of these three parties to this conflict believes they are in the “right,” and therefore justified, in treating the others in the dispute in an disrespectful manner.  I believe what makes this story especially destrubing is that it is easy to see ourselves in it.  The message of the story for me is that we won't solve our problems be they family related, societal, or international until we make a fundamental shift in how we communicate with one another.  Too many of us feel justified in our abrasive actions and we don’t acknowledge the rights and feelings of others as much as we need to.  The story is filled with tragedy and I believe is a very sad commentary on contemporary society.  





            The same process that we see in the story we observe in religious conflicts. Many Christians refer to "one way." There is no tolerence for alternatives. Those who haven't been "saved" are regarded as agents of the devil. In turn, the "non-believer" feels justified in renouncing the fundamentalist. We can look at the political dispute over the Iraq War in a similar way. Those who favor the war point out  Sadam's deplorable actions and his despotism. Those who oppose the war point to the misleading information regarding WMD and the oil and other buisness interests, etc. 





            Our nation is divided, our world is in conflict, and often our personal relationships are marred by discord. Ironically, even though religions are intended to offer a solution to conflict, religion itself is at the core of national and international disputes. 





            In his book Ethics for the New Millennium, the Dali Lama addresses the subject of ethics and spirituality in relationships. He states that today's major world problems, including conflict, war, murder, rape, poverty, divorce, drugs and alcohol, are fundamentally ethical and require a spiritual solution. He defines “ethical” as those actions that do no harm to others or for which no harm is intended.  He contends that to be “spiritual” is to be guided by love, compassion, patience, tolerance, forgiveness, contentment, a sense of responsibility, and a sense of harmony.  He believes that we can cultivate this kind of spirituality without practicing any particular religion.  However, as he points out,  religions do encourage these qualities.





            The “Golden Rule” is expressed in all the major religions of the world. There is a famous story in Jewish folklore about a man who went to see one of the two most renowned rabbis of the time. He requested to become a rabbinical student, but demanded that he be taught everything while standing on one foot! Even if you don't know much about Judaism you know this is an absurd request. That rabbi kicked him out while hollering at him. When the potential student went to the other rabbi,  Hillel, with the same request he was told to stand on one foot right then.  Hillel then stated to the man “Love thy neighbor as thy self.”  In Hebrew this is three words.  When the man responded “Is that all?” Hillel stated all the rest of the Torah is commentary and he could stay at the academy and learn more if he wished.  I have always loved this story because it shows Hillel demonstrating the principle of love in dealing with the petulant man. In Christianity the principle is stated, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”  In Islam, “…reject for others what you would reject for yourselves.” In Buddhism, “Hurt not others with that which pains yourself.”   Confucius stated, “What you do not yourself desire, do not put before others.” And  so on. 





            What I want to do in my talk this morning is to share the perspectives of the Dali Lama on the theme of ethics and spirituality in relationships and then relate that to the seven principles of Unitarian Universalism. I hope this will serve an introduction to the year's programs.





            In our culture we act as if believe that technology will solve all our problems. We seem to feel that if we acquire enough wealth and possessions we can detach ourselves from the world’s problems and be happy. The DL contends that possessions do not bring us happiness but ethical living does.  To become more ethical we must be less focused on ourselves and more focused on the needs of others. We must become aware that our actions have ramifications for others, what the Hindus call Karma. This is similar to the seventh UU principle about which I will say more later on.





            In the west we tend to define ourselves by our bodies, our occupations and our possessions.  In the Eastern religions such as Buddhism, the real self is defined as encompassing the world as a unity of which we are a part.  The DL believes that when we focus on ourselves alone, our relationships suffer.  Such a narrow focus will destroy families; spouses and children will languish. Also, when we focus on only on ourselves, we will not attain happiness. Happiness is the result of caring for others on a long-term basis.  The psychoanalyst Alfred Adler held the view that mental health was related to concern for the welfare of others.  A contemporary and very effective treatment for depression called “Interpersonal Psychotherapy” is based upon repairing relationships through, to some degree, improved empathy. 





            The DL regards love as the “supreme emotion” and he feels love is a biological instinct most powerfully observed in the care of mothers for their children. Love in turn is related to inner peace.  Regardless of whether one agrees with the DL about the instinctual basis of love, we can probably accept the proposal that it is possible for people to cultivate greater levels of compassion and empathy. And it follows that the more compassionate we become, the more ethically we behave and the more inner peace and happiness we experience.





              The DL offers what he calls a “two-pronged” approach to cultivating more compassion: on the one side we can work to cultivate more love, patience, empathy and tolerance for others.  On the other hand we can practice “inner restraint.”  For the DL  the lack of restraint is the root cause of unethical behavior.  For example, when we feel hatred we are more likely to behave aggressively. When we consider the likely consequences of our actions upon others we are likely to be more ethical. Negative emotions such as hatred, arrogance, and greed can be very destructive to ourselves and others. We must exercise caution in the way that we express our angry feelings. We must work to reduce negative thoughts and feelings because they tend to self-perpetuate.  These ideas of the DL are very compatible with modern cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy principles and assertiveness training.  We can reduce negative feelings by changing negative thoughts. In addition to reducing the negative we must learn to cultivate tolerance, patience and forbearance when we are faced with another person's problem behavior.  Lovingkindness meditation would be another helpful step.  In the words of the DL, the person who is harassing us, becomes our teacher in such situations!   The DL tells of a fellow monk who learned to eliminate animosity towrds the Chinese who exiled the Tibetans from their homeland.





            It is important that we spend some time each day thinking of the welfare of others. In the days before antidepressants, Adler would offer this suggestion to his depressed patients in an effort to alleviate their condition; and it was often effective.  Buddhism holds that compassion towards all, unconditionally, and concern for the suffering of others are the ideals for which we must strive. This is the way to inner peace, as well as harmony in our personal lives and the workplace.





            The DL states that suffering is a universal part of life. Awareness of suffering is the basis of empathy as well as spiritual growth. We are reminded of the psychoanalyst Carl Jung as well in this context.  Jung would tell his patients that as they addressed their suffering and came to terms with their losses they would grow emitonally and become stonger.  We must try to deal with suffering, be it our own or others, as best we can.  Some of us are prone to feeling overwhelmed by suffering and some tend to ignore it. Neither of these responses is helpful in the long run. The Buddha changed the course of his own life, and of history, by his positive response to suffering.  It is through our own suffering that we can develop empathy for the hardship of others.





            In order to be a force for good in the world, and to create a sense of meaning and purpose, we are urged to consider the short-term, as well as the long-term, consequences of our actions upon others. We must attempt to strike a balance between our own right to happiness and others' equal right. There is a consensus of opinion among the religions of the world: don't kill, steal, lie, or engage in sexual misconduct. Also we are urged avoid hatred, arrogance, malicious intent, envy, greed, lust, or harmful ideologies such as racism.  Further, according to the DL we must avoid neglecting others because of  religious, cultural, political, racial or gender-preference differences. We must strive to reduce the gap between rich and poor, and reduce needless consumption.  We must work for disarmament and world peace. We must raise children with compassion and ethics and we must become good role models.  We must never teach bigotry, racism, or narrow-minded nationalism. We must become more thoughtful about what is presented on television, motion pictures, musical recordings, video games and the like.





            I think it is fair to say our 7 UU principles coincide with the views of the DL and of the ethical core of the world's major religions. I would like to review each of them briefly and point out their convergence with the other religions, the view of the DL, and the ethics and spirituality of relationships.





            The first principle is, “We affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person.”   This means not only that we extend equal rights to those different from ourselves but also we work for the welfare of others regardless how they may differ. It says we are united with all others in the spirit of unconditional love. This principle it tied to the golden rule because if we affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of others we are more likely to practice the Golden Rule.





            The second principle states, “We promote justice, equity and compassion in human relationships.” In this principle we clearly see the link of ethics to spirituality in our dealings with one another. This is almost identical to what the DL is proposing. “Justice” and  “equity” are the ethical aspect, and “compassion” the spiritual.  Some of us may feel a “mystical connection” to all life and especially human life, which motivates us to treat our fellow human beings with equity and justice.  That means among other things, much as the DL stated, when we find inequity and injustice we are motivated to take action. This principle calls us to work towards improved education, universal health care, fair wages, a healthy environment, and wise use of the world's physical and economic resources.  We are also impelled to fight bigotry, genocide, racism, totalitarianism and other social evils.  This principle supplies us the tools we need to improve the world.





           The third principle is “Acceptance of one another and encouragement of spiritual growth in our congregations.”  This principle recognizes that we don't all think alike, feel alike or for that matter look alike. So we are asked to accept one another as people regardless of where we stand on theological, ethnic, or political grounds. We live in a very pluralistic society and world. We have seen how destructive political and religious divisions can be. Acceptance of one another is the only hope for the future. This is a badly needed message for our time.  This again is very much is keeping with what the DL has said. Of course, psychologically speaking, we must be able to accept our own individuality as a precondition of accepting others. 





            The fourth principle asks us to conduct “A free and responsible search for truth and meaning.”  We UU's don't expect to arrive at the truth but the search is nevertheless held up as a necessary and valid spiritual enterprise. Even though this principle doesn't speak directly to the spirituality and ethics of relationships there is still an ethical component to it.  Our “free and responsible search” is not intended to be done in isolation.  We need a faith community to serve as a “reality check” and to support the enterprise.  Indeed, we have an ethical obligation to one another to help with this most important task. 





            The fifth principle speaks to “The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process.”  UU's do not look to external authority to guide ethical action. We believe the highest moral authority rests within the confines of our own conscience.  Two of this nation's founding fathers, Thomas Jefferson and John Adams, were Unitarians. They helped promote the idea that there can be no political freedom without religious freedom. Democracy requires that the rights of the minority be to be respected. So in any democratic institution, which would include this fellowship there must be a balance between the rights of the individual and the rights of the group. The DL advanced the same idea that ethical behavior requires us to balance our own need with the need of others.





            The sixth principle advances “The goal of world community with peace, liberty and justice for all.”  We see a kind of progression across the 7 principles from a focus upon the individual to a focus upon the world at large. The concern for the world community logically follows from what has been said before. Again the idea is not that everyone must have the same religious convictions, but rather, that there are shared values that all for world peace, liberty and justice. This goal cannot be achieved without a feeling of kinship and compassion among the world's people. Our UU Service Committee is the social action arm of the UU Association that seeks to implement the goal of world community and I encourage all of you to support its work. Clearly, ethics and spirituality are the core of this principle as well.





            The last principle promotes “Respect for the independent web of existence of which we are all a part.”  It is an undeniable physical, biological, and social fact that events and actions have an impact on others and or the world. When we burn fossil fuel we add to the greenhouse gases in the atmosphere and increase the temperature of the earth. When parents fight and argue, it impacts their children. When trappers collect endangered species it drives them to extinction. There are an infinite number of examples of this principle which is related to the Hindu concept of Karma. We are part of the world, like it or not, and we have an ethical responsibility to not do harm and try to do good, again asn the DL also stated. Some have said this is the most mystical of all the UU principles. It is with out a doubt a spiritual one, for it tells us the world, and in deed the universe, is a unity and we are a part of it. As the psychoanalyst Erich Fromm stated in The Art of Loving, humans are the only creatures who conceive of themselves as apart from nature and it is through love that we overcome the separation. Some would say that part of what gives meaning and purpose to life is to overcome this separation, connect to the web of all life, and be guided by compassion and love.  For ourselves, our families, frinnds, Fellowhip, country and world, may it be so.  Thank you for listening.
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