Reason is Our Guide

July 28, 2019
Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson

Love is the spirit of this church . . . .  

and reason is its guide.  

 

This is the question that Diane, our auction winner, asked me address: 

what does it mean to say that reason is our guide, 

and what does reason mean.  

 

I can hardly think of a more timely and important question for us to ask as Unitarian Universalists. 

For we are in the midst of a great debate, 

within our faith tradition, 

and in the wider world, 

about the place of reason. 

 

Is reason a real thing?  

Or is it just what we call our feelings to make ourselves seem important and correct? 

Should we follow reason? How would we know? 

 

In a world were reason and facts: 

about the climate crisis, about health care, about money and social welfare –  

facts are very clear, but people put their hands over their ears 

and shout “na na na na na”  

what are we to do? 

 

When we have debates among ourselves about what counts as reasonable, 

when some among us say “I’m just being reasonable” 

when they actually refusing to engage in dialogue  

when public so-called intellectuals claim to be speaking for reason 

but are actually a gate-way to the far right, 

what are we to make of reason,  

how are we to be guided by it, 

and to defend it against those who would hijack it?  

 

There are vital questions.  

Really important questions.  

 

I want to start with a story from our past. 

A story about this man, Charles Chauncey.   

If you know a little about Unitarian and Universalist history, 

you might know names like James Reeb and Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

Susan B. Anthony and William Ellery Channing, maybe. 

If you were here last week you learned about Florence Buck. 

Lots of names, but one of the most important is this man, Charles Chauncy.   

He lived from 1705-1787, in Boston.   

His great-grandfather, who he was named after, was the second president of Harvard College, 

way back in the 1640’s. 

His family had come to new world as religious refugees, but they had become the social elite.  

Charles Chauncy, this one, was the minister of First Church, Boston, for 60 years. 

He was important.  

He was educated. 

He was reasonable.  

 

And while he was this important, reasonable person, 

leading a congregation of important reasonable people, 

out in the countryside,  

these other preachers – people like Jonathan Edwards –  

were leading revivals.  

It was scandal.  

They were crying out, waving their arms, 

fainting in the aisle.  

 

Chauncy wrote against it, he preached against it. 

It was unreasonable.  

More importantly to him, he thought it was a sham. 

He thought they were more like actors than preachers, 

using cheap emotion to get a so-called conversion, 

then moving on to the next town.  

He did not think that this show lead to a devout Christian life, 

that it cheapened the intellectual power of the Christian faith, 

that is was gauche and low-class and embarrassing.   

 

I’m deliberately mixing his critiques, because he did not disentangle them. 

We, today, we sort of ignore is classism, his elitism,  

and just talk about his defense of reason and his suspicious of showmanship –  

something most of us agree with; 

or, we throw him out as part of a white male rich supremacy and ignore his writing altogether. 

 

I don’t think either of those options work.  

I think we have to grapple with this complicated truth. 

 

Charles Chauncy made us who we are; it was his students and congregants,  

who, a few years after his death, founded the American Unitarian Association; 

he was the intellectual and spiritual predecessor of our faith, 

his commitment to reason was intermingled with his class status; 

like the other supporters of the American revolution –  

many of whom were also proto-Unitarians,  

his belief in freedom, conscience, democracy, and rational self-government 

was closely tied into his belief in his own self-worth,  

and the worth of his friends and neighbors –  

who were they to throw off the authority of the king, 

and make their own country? 

Why, they were children of God, thinkers of thoughts, 

they were cultured and smart and deserved to be free.   

 

This is the problem with reason.  

 

We are now clear about this, I think. 

 

So many who claim to be reasonable, to be guided by reason, 

who value reason, 

see and make reason something very culturally dependent;  

that it is a Northern European – or really, English and German –  

upper-class, cultured, male, protestant (or even atheist now); 

the “reasonable man” is a white man in an ivory tower, 

who doesn’t know that his particular viewpoint is particular at all, 

who mistakenly thinks that his cultural way of being in the world –  

on time for appointments, reserved in emotional display,  

dispassionate, quiet and fashionable –  

is “high” culture, and that everything else is wrong.  

 

This is the colonist on his veranda,  

the war-planner in the situation room, 

the theorist who’s never had to apply the theory.  

 

So one option is to throw reason out. 

To say that there’s no such thing. 

It’s all culture, and forget it.  

Or, to say, each culture has its own way of reasoning, 

and there’s no universal, at least.  

This is, more or less, the post-modern turn; 

from Neitchze onward; Derrida claiming it is language games, 

Foucault seeing reason as means of control,  

feminists like Mary Daly and Luce Irigaray who argued that even the structure of language 

was male, and could not be used to say what was “reasonable” 

and of course, the anti-colonialists and liberationists, 

Franz Fanon, Gustavo Gutierrez, W.E.B. DuBois, and thousands of others. 

They have all called into question the way “reason” is used by power 

to keep itself in power.   

To label brown and black people, poor people, indigenous people, women, glbtq people, 

as unreasonable: 

“they” are emotional, “close to the earth”, “hysterical”, more “primitive” 

while “we” are cool and collected.   

 

There’s a reason that men are taught not to cry. 

Stiff upper lip and all that.   

 

It’s nonsense.  

This “they” and “we”, this confusion between culture and reason.  

But it’s history, and it’s real,  

and so it is understandable that some folks who’ve been historically called “unreasonable” 

aren’t very interested in being guided by reason. 

Who see the very idea of “reason”, of strategies and calmness, 

of Robert’s rules and politeness and “white papers” as tools of patriarchy,  

white supremacy, and classism.  

 

We weren’t supposed to eat the full fruit. 

Small pinches. 

But instead we gorged ourselves on but and if and all the rest 

a kind of performance of intelligence, 

instead of actual wisdom.   

 

So some say throw it out.   

 

I’m not ready to do that.   

I want to hold on to something; 

to pull out the real reason from its cultural idiosyncrasies,  

to save the baby, drowning in the bathwater. 

I’m not ready to give it up. 

 

Because the alternative is terrifying. 

The alternative is that it is only power, oppression, 

the will of the strong,  

that facts, truth, questions, learning, are all nonsense. 

I don’t want to live in that world, 

so I want to save reason from itself, 

to extract it from its own illusions. 

 

The good news is that reason has always questioned itself.  

This isn’t new! 

 

Socrates walks around the agora, the marketplace in Athens.  

He runs into a famous thinker, someone so deft at using the language of logic, 

that everyone thinks he is very smart.  

He certainty thinks he is very smart.  

He is the Steven Pinker, the Sam Harris, the Ben Shapiro, the Jordan Peterson of his age: 

the self-important, self-identified reasonable man.  

And Socrates asks him questions. 

What is wisdom? How do you know?  

And it soon become clear that the self-important man isn’t very wise at all.   

It’s clichés and bluster, circular reasoning, scaffolding with no foundation.  

 

There’s a reason they sentence Socrates to death.  

He questioned our great society.  

Oh, they gave him the option: 

if you don’t like it here, you can be exiled. 

Love it or leave it, they said. 

 

He said, I do love it, which is why I question it.  

 

This isn’t new is what I’m saying.  

 

Reason has always challenged the presumption of Reason.  

Humanism in the 15th century, the Reformation in the 16th, the Enlightenment in the 17th,  

and, of course, even the postmodernists, the critics,  

use thought, reason, logic, questions, to challenge the assumptions of so-called reason.  

 

So I don’t want to give up on reason,  

I want to save it. 

I want us to save it: 

I want us to separate the idea of “reason” from a cultural context, 

and claim the deeper truth.   

 

So what is it? Reason, I mean. What is it?  

 

Heather’s definition is a good one. Making sense of things, 

using thought to understand new information. 

 

It’s responsible curiosity. It’s the scientific method, and asking questions, 

wondering about assumptions. 

It’s testing conclusions – not in a jerky way, not in a nihilistic way, 

but in a way that loves people and community and wants them to be honest. 

Reason is what Robin Wall Kimmerer describes, 

not just in the passage I read,  

about how wondering about beauty actually leads you to understand the world better, 

but in other work she does, where she writes about the intelligence of moss, 

of trees and all kinds of animals. 

Thinking, problem-solving, this isn’t just for humans, let alone a sub-set of humans.  

Reason, real reason, is interconnected, not isolated, 

it is embodied, not disembodied.  

It is not the single person thinking, not just that anyway, 

it is also the group learning a song, 

and the couple talking in through, 

and the children playing,  

it is the mind at work in the body.  

 

It is Spock and it is McCoy too.   

 

Reason is something you learn –  

and Levertov is right, it is better in pinches, 

ground to fine powders, 

not to be gorged on,  

and the music, the light, comes through. 

Use it gently.  

Balance the question-asking with care for the person before you; 

empathy and curiosity go together; 

study, learn, find out more. 

Not from watching you-tube videos. 

From books. From experts. 

From people whose lives are actually engaged –  

get off the tower and in the street. 

Hold conclusions tentatively.  

 

How can our faith teach reason?  

To children and adults? 

Well, first and foremost, we can teach both humility and openness: 

that faith isn’t a destination but a way of living; 

like Charles Chauncy argued almost 300 years ago, 

that the test of faith isn’t how emotional you get 

but how much you love your neighbor. 

Reason should move you to connection, to solidarity, to justice. 

And we should be humble about our reason; 

remember Socrates’ claim that if he could be counted wise, 

it was only because he did not think he knew what he did not know.  

 

Nature and science are great ways to learn about reason. 

I love seeing the little kids at church go out in the woods; 

just observing, asking questions, “why?” “why?” 

tell me more.  

Why do the flowers grow together?  

Why does that key make that sound?  

Why do the stars shine? 

Why do people love?  

 

Knowledge, they say, drives wonder from the world, 

but the dust’s ablaze with marvels, 

and knowledge turns to song, 

and the great sea of truth stretches before us. 

 

In other words, use reason as a doorway, not a shield.  

Use it to enter into relationship with yourself, each other, the world, 

and not as a barrier, telling you that you’re always right.   

Don’t use reason to question other people’s assumptions 

unless you’ve used it to question your own.  

 

Do not use reason as a cudgel, and be suspicious of anyone who does.  

Don’t permit the abasement of reason by those who would confuse  

reason and classism, or reason and elitism.   

At the same time, be wary of those who say reason  

has no place in the religious quest, or in the work of democracy: 

down that path leads disaster.  

It is an essential tool in our toolbox. 

But so is feeling, and awe, and mystery; 

dissent is important, but sometimes we just need to follow.  

Remember, a fine powder, used in pinches,  

don’t eat the whole fruit at once.   

 

I do believe that we can be an example,  

that we can save reason from its hijackers and opponents, 

that the curious, scientific, thoughtful approach to life can bear fruit. 

That thinking things through is good, 

that using facts to make decisions is better,  

that when we reason together, learn together, we do better 

than we just think for ourselves.   

And that it is worthy for reason to be our guide.  

 

Near the end of his ministry, and the end of his life, 

Charles Chauncy began a systemic analysis of his theology.  

Using the logic and reason that he valued so highly,  

he began to think through the implications of his first principles.  

Quoting now: 

“Towards the end of his life, Chauncy published his three major theological works, The Mystery Hid from Ages and Generations, The Benevolence of the Deity, and Five Dissertations on the Scripture Account of the Fall . . . He had held back publication because he recognized the rigorous logic of his arguments ended up affirming an innate moral sense in man, a belief in human free will, an affirmation of universal salvation and thus the spiritual equality of all. These claims undermined the doctrinal traditions of his own Calvinist faith tradition and the social hierarchy he extolled from the beginning to the end of his life.” 

 

Did you catch that? 

 

Committed to reason, he thought through the implications of his theology. 

The rigorous logic of it.  

And what he arrived at: 

that we humans have an innate moral sense, 

we know in our hearts what to do, how to care for each other, 

though we so often forget; 

yet we are free to choose,  

and God loves us – loves our freedom, our mistakes and our goodness, 

and that this love of God, and this innate beautiful humanity 

does not belong to some, 

but to all. 

To all. 

And that what is demanded of us is to work for that equality in the world, 

this world.  

 

Which is to say, his logic, his reason, 

led him to question his assumptions of class privilege, 

and to image a beloved community, a society, 

that was founded on a deeper love, a wider care.  

 

How do you know it is reason, and not self-justification? 

That’s how – when it leads you to work for justice, 

instead of ratify your own social standing.  

When it disturbs your priors,  

when it makes you stop and reconsider. 

When it makes you love wider than you did before.  

 

That’s reason.  

 

It’s a doorway, a way of making sense,  

it should take our sensations, our feelings, our intuitions,  

and refine them, deepen them, and lead us not away from our hearts 

but back to them, 

not away from the world, but into it, 

with more connection, more desire to learn, more love for each other; 

reason is a doorway, a doorway to thanksgiving, 

for thoughts that quicken, for each new thing we learn, 

for the wonder of this world. 

 

I do not wish to live in a world where reason is only the province of the powerful. 

I do not wish to live in a world where reason is abandoned.  

I wish, instead, to live in a world where reason, science, discovery, thoughtfulness 

makes us better people; more truthful, more caring, more grateful, more alive. 

More humble and more curious.  

That is the world we seek, 

and the world we build. 

May that world come to be, 

day by day, 

thought by thought, 

song by song. 
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