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Asthe gaphic on the Order of Serviceindicates, this sermon is about “ Human Nature.” In some
way sthis could be understood as the norma ground | have covered in my previous sermons, if
one understands thisterm to mean the “ nature,” or environment, that humans have created and
dwdll in.

But today my emphasis is going to be on the normal meaning of this term, the* nature,” or
essence of humans. In particular, | will betalking about current research on the development and
state of the human brain and what this tells us about our faith and practice. Yet, as you will see,
and can certainly guess from title of this sermon, | will talk abit about the environment, but not
about the environment that we crested so much as how the environment created us.

The human brain, alongwith the development of multi-cdlular life, is arguably the most
influentia and amazing change ever brought about by evolution in the entire history of our
planet. With tha in mind, let us now get into Peabody and Sherman’s “ way -back” machine and
set itto Africa, intheyear 2 million BC, when our ancestors, the early hominids, began
developingthis bigbrain of ours.

First though, abig cavest for today’s sermon; no oneredly knows how our brain developed, and
consequently why the brains of other primate cousins did not. So today | will talk about theories
about how this hgppened, with an emphasis ontheories that provide gimpses into our capacity
for spiritua, or mystica, experiences. Then | will talk about resear ch into the wonders of our
brain and our capacity for siritua experiences.

Numerous scientists, philosophers, and theologans hav e speculated about what caused the
development of the modern human with our bigbrain. Darwin, of course, considered most
evolution to be carried out by natura sdection; which was encouraged by surviva of thefittest
amongother drivers. Generally spesaking, for our ancestors, being fit meant being better ableto
find food and reproduce our species. It has been shown that a mere 1% differencein reproductive
success could result in replacement of one species with another in 30 generations. In afossil
record, 30 generationsis abat of the eyeash, which iswhy findingtransitiona species, the so-
cdled “ missing links,” is not an easy proposition.

Ok, now back to two million BC, when our ancestors weretree dwdlers livingin dense junges
adongside of our primate cousins. As we move forward in time, we seethat the climate started to
change, and the trees began to thin, leaving more wide open savannas. Findingfood then became
much harder. Our ancestors adaptedto this change by comingdown from the trees, waking
upright, and learning how to hunt and gather communally .



M aerid theories of our evolution into the Homo genus focus on such things as the increasing
complexity of tools; the need to cregte “ menta maps” where sparse food sources were located,
how and when they areripe, how to eat them, etc; how eatingdiets rich in Omega-3 fatty acids
increased brain size; or how the change from occasional ly “cominginto heat” to near constant
reproductive availability alowed for increasing population size.

However, for our purposestoday, | want to look a socid theories of our evolution. In M acolm
Gladwel’s best sdler, “ The Tipping Point,” he taks about the importance of “ Dunbar’s
Number.” Robin Dunbar is aBritish anthropologst who has nated that among primates,
including humans, the larger the neocortex of our brain the larger the average size of the groups
in which they live. The neocortex is the part of the brain which processes dl conscious thought.

While our earliest ancestors and current non-human primates groom each other to maintain close
socid contact, early hominids developed language and ever | arger brains to handle the
complexities of ever larger socid groups. It has been shownthat even reatively smal increases
in group size creste exponentially more complex socia and intellectua burden in primates. So
our brains grew to ded with this complexity.

We did, however, reach alimit for the number of peoplein agroup that our human brains can
deal with and this number, 148, is called “ Dunbar’s Number,” but is usudly rounded by

Gladweéll and others to 150. Groups of less than 150 members usualy display aleve of intimacy,
interdependency, and efficiency that begns to fal gpart as soon asthe group’s size gets to be
over 150.

So what does this tell us about our faith and practice? First, because surviva meant that we
developed the ability and need to maintain close social networks, we are essentidly hard-wired
to form congregations of small, intentiona communities. Sncethe advent of agriculture, we
have become a largely urban species, often working in large or ganizations, so we are compeled
to seek the solace of asmall group of people workingtoward acommon god. In our case, our
goal is the pursuit of the divine within ourselves and others. This theory of brain development
aso speaks volumes about thepositive value of covenant groups and smaler services.

Now let’s climb back into the way back machine again and travel forward to around 90,000 years
ago, when Homo sapiens arrived and populated Africaand Eurasia, living in sma | bands of
hunter gathers. All of these societies shared common fundamental characteristics until about
10,000 BC and the beginnings of agriulture. We know how they lived through fossil records and
through studyingthelast remainingforaging bands.

Besides the similar way s in which they al obtained and prepared their food, there are more
interesting social commondiities that | want to exploreabit. Accordingto British historian Chris
Harman'’s terrific book, “ A People s Higory of the World,” these bands existed as smal |
egditarian groups with no rulers, bosses or class divisions —and amost no gender divisions.

Therewas no private land ownership and no gpecidization of labor. People made decisions about
the activities for which they were regponsible. Consensus was reached within whatever group
would be carrying out acollective activity. Generosity prevailed over selfishness. Individuals



helped each other. People shared whatever they had, especialy food. There was no greed
because there were no possessions.

As John Lennon sang: “ Imagne no possessions. | wonder if you can.”

Harman points out theimplications for human nature. We were molded by millennia of such
egditarian living. As ethnographer Richard Lee points out, “ Despite our seeming adaptationto
lifein hierarchical soci eties, and despite the rather dismal track record of human rights in many
parts of theworld, there are signs that humankind retains deep-rooted sense of egalitarianism, a
deep-rooted commitment to the norm of reciprocity, and degp-rooted sense of community.”

It would appear thd, as Joni M itchell sang, we* got to get ourselves back to the garden,” where
the garden is the primordia state of egalitarian human existence. Imagine, if you would, that the
biblicad Garden of Eden is a metaphor for thislog lifestyle in the woods and savannas. That the
“eating of thefruit of knowledge’ refers to the advent of agriculture, and al that came with it,
including the dominance of men over women, therise of class divisions, war, and subsequent
subjugetion of some people over others.

We gained knowledge, but lost our innocence.

This has implications for how we conduct business in our church and in therest of our lives, to
our liberal faith and persona activism, and to our connections to nature. Thereis areason why
nature-centered religous practices are common in our faith. We were forged in harmony with
nature and with each other, so we seek to return tothat falen state of grace. So “ gettingback to
the garden” is not just ametaphor. Gardening, and other way's to connect with nature, in fact
connects us to our deep seated iritud roots; to our human nature.

Now | want to switch gears to current areas of resear ch specifically about the brain and
spiritudity. | jud finished afascinatingbook by NPR reporter BarbaraBradley Hagerty, cdled
“The Fingerprints of God: The Search for the Science of Spirituaity,” where she seeks to answer
such questions as whether siritua experience is red, whether consciousness depends entirely on
our brain, and when we pray or meditate what hgppens?

Her findings show that science does not dismiss the existence of the divine so much asit informs
it.

Sheuses “mydicd” and “ spiritud” experiences as synonyms, as | will. The attempt to describe a
my gica experience usingwords is somewhat of alesson in futility, because words away s fal
short of capturingfedings. It reminds of me of the saying, often attributed to musician Elvis
Costdlo; “ Writing about music is like dancing about architecture.”

What wefed in amysticd experience is somethingthat is* beyond” or better yd “ outside’ of
words. Nonetheless, if | do not atempt to describe such experiences, my sermon would haveto
end here, which while gratifying some of you, does not accomplish my goas for today .



Hagerty dgves numerous case examples of mystica experiences, including her own, and while
they vary wildly there are enough commondiities to be able to fold them into acommon set of
experiences. They dl include aloss of anxiety, afedingof purejoy and unconditiona love, and
profound loss of ego boundaries and subsequent feding of connection with everything. The
particulars, such as visions that people may or may na see, vary by aperson’s rdigous
upbringng. Some will have aconversation with Jesus while others see mandd as forming and
reforming. But all such experiences change someone's life forever.

Lookingback on my life, | have had numerous dimpses of the divine or what | would call mini-
my gica experiences, where the curtain of this mortal world was pulled back just enough to
know that what we see here before us with our eyesis nat dl that thereisto our world. Yet |
have not had the type of bed-rock shifting experience described in this book. Given that | grew
up in the 1970s, some of my experiences have been “ sy nthetic spiritudity” or “ medical

my gicism.” Such experiences gave me gimpses, but are fleeting, since oneis avarewhile
experiencing such phenomenathat the experienceis chemica ly induced. While Aldous Huxley,
Timothy Leary and others would heartily disagree, it is hard for meto imagnethe divine coming
inapill.

However, | would heartily agreethat whileit is not theway, it doespoint toward theway.

Like Hagerty, | amnot surel am ready for what may come of alife-changng mystica
experience. While | want to experience more of aspiritud life, | am not ready to let go of where
| am now. Becomingamystic strikes me as beingafull time gg. So, for now, my own siritua
quest is, admittedly, somewhat superficia. However, | look forward to atime when my lifeis
simpler; when | can pursue the divine with more gusto.

Despite my owntepid foraysinto the mygical experience, many people have experienced life-
changngmysticd experiences that they can tg into a any time, and we are dl in aplace now
where such peopletendto congregate. So | suspect there are my stics anong us now. As | was
writing this, | took time off to have lunch with my neighbor who told me how she cameto
embrace Catholicism so latein life. She had an astonishingly moving, mystica experiencewhile
staring a astaue of theVirgin M ary. It is an honor to hear such gories, because it means that we
aretrusted to ligen with an gpen heart and mind.

| am certain that some of you have had my stica experiences. Hopefully some of you would be
willingto shareyour experiences with us today, trugting that we will listen with an open heart
and mind to your gories. Out of regpect for athers who may want to share, please keep your
stories brief.

Given the commonality of such experiences, mainstream sci entists are now sudying mystics
with high-tech medical equipment and getting interesting results. They are sudying
neurotransmitter sysems, ecific areas of the brain, and diff erent brain waves.

What was interesting about this research is that thereis such athingas virtuoso spiritua brain. In
another bestsdling M dcolm Gladwe | book, “ Outliers,” hetaks about the 10,000 hour rule.
Peoplewho are amongthe best at whatever they do have gpent at least 10,000 practicingtheir



craft. Such is the case with the brain waves and scans of Franciscan nuns, Skhs, and Tibetan
Buddhist monks tha were studied while in meditative states. Not only werethey easily ableto
switch their brains into deep meditative staes, but their brains are permanently dtered by the
thousands of hours of meditationthey had dready done. Put blurtly, their brains are not like
mineand in al probability not likeyours ether.

What | found to beinterestingis that in the tess onthese brain areas and sy stems, there was no
difference between Christians, Buddhists, or other my gics in either contemplative prayer or
meditation. Thisis aprofoundly Unitarian Universdist finding. There are, as we profess, many
paths to enlightenment. And we have scienceto proveit, which certainly is appedingto such a
rationd fath like ours. But of course we are left, after readingabook like* The Fingerprints of
God,” with more questions than answers. Which, of course, is another comfortable place for
Unitarian Universaists, sincewetend to like questions more than answers.

Research on near death experiences dso leaves us with more questions than answers. Such
guestions include: arewe merely amest-sack full of quantifiable hard and squishy bits, or dowe
possess a segparate mind and/or asoul ? There have been so many reports of near degth
experiences, dl so very similar, that finally scienceis takingthe subject seriously. For hard-core
materidists, thereis no convincing them that the mind is aseparate entity than the body, because
thereis no way topeer into someone s thoughts. If they cannot measureit, then of courseit is not
red. Afterdl, we have only ther descriptions of what they have seento go by.

However, some of these descriptions defy any reasonable means of explanation, other than we
aremore than a coll ection of organic goo and scaffolding. Take the case of the woman who had
an otherwise inoperable brain aneurism. In order to get access to her brain, she had to be chilled
and drugged into astate of sugpended animation where there was no measurable brain activity .
Duringthis state she left her body and looked down on medica staff working hard to revive her.
Shewas ableto describe the procedures in detail, even though her eyes weretaped shut and her
ears were not only subjected to 90 decibels of sound but the eectrodes measuring her auditory
system showed no responseto tha noise. Hers ears were essentialy dead.

In another even more f ascinating case awoman had anear death experience and dso gavea
detailed account of the procedures that were doneto revive her. What made her descriptions even
more compellingwas that thiswoman had been profoundly blind from birth. She could not even
see shadows. Her visua nerves were, and had dway s been dead. Yet she described things which
she obviously had never seen before in her life.

These near death experiences | eft indelible fingerprints. They changed peopl€' s lives and ther
brains forever. A near death experience unfolds in the brain in much the sameway as a
meditative union with the divine. It lights up the same areas and travels the same neural
pathways. Of course, this cannot betested in the same way as meditation because thereis no way
to predict when someoneis goingto have such an experiencein order to hook them up ahead of
timeto tesing apparatus. However, many near desth experiencers are ableto recreatein alab the
same unconditional love and joy they felt while standingin thelight.



While | have been takingthis morning about “the divine,” the term many peoplein her book

use, including Hagerty hersdf, is“God.” Because | have not wanted youto squirm throughout
this sermon, | have not used that term, yd theterm “ God” is findingitself on thelips of more and
more scientists because of this research. But thisis aGod stripped of dl imagery. No flowing
white beard of M ichdangdo’s Sstine Chapel, but rather the functions of God with infinite
information, omnipresence, and the compassionate lovethat is avallableto al. | have cometo the
conclusion that in order to understand this sense of God, one needs to have and to hold onto a

my gica experience. And this redization is dawning on some scientists as well.

Some scientists understood this long ago. For example, Albert Einstein considered himself a
mygic. Hewrotetha “It is very difficult to ducidate this cosmic religous fedingto any one who
is entirely without it. . . Thereligous geniuses of all ages have been distinguished by this kind of
religous fedling, which knows no dogmaand no God conceived in man's image; so that there
can be no church whose central teachings are based on it ... In my view, it is the mog important
function of art and scienceto awaken this feelingand keep it divein those who arereceptiveto
it.”

| thank you for your dtention this morning. Namaste.



