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If one wanted to make the case that the human race would be better off without religion, one need not look far. There is lots of evidence readily at hand. Recent events like the attacks of September 11 come to mind. Historic periods like the Spanish Inquisition provide lots of support. Religion has been at the center of many unspeakable horrors throughout the ages. How many people have died because they were labeled heretics or infidels? How many millions have been oppressed in the name of religion? In my home hemisphere, religion was an integral part of colonial oppression for centuries.
In the last decade a number of books and movies have attacked all religion. I think of books like The End of Faith and The God Delusion, each of which became best sellers and the subject of endless television discussions. A leading comedian produced a feature film entitled Religulous, which ridiculed commonly held religious beliefs. The common position in all these is that religion is the product of ignorance and fear, religion contributes to violence and hatred, and that humanity would be better off without religion. 
Of course, the opposite is also true. That is, religious leaders have been at forefront of movements that advance human rights and human dignity. In my home country, religious leaders, including some from my own Unitarian and Universalist forebears, were leading voices in the movement to end slavery, the long struggle to bring rights to women, and in the Civil Rights movement that sought equal rights for all. 
We can immediately think of heroic contributions of people of faith all over the world: Christians, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, etc Many people of faith—far too many—have died as martyrs while struggling heroically for the rights of others. 
So, which is true? Is religion a cultural force that instills fear, ignorance and hatred, and that supports dehumanization and oppression? Or is religion the source of source of teachings that call have inspired some of humanity’s greatest humanitarian leaders—people like Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr?
The answer, of course, is that religion is both. To see religion as an evil force that justifies murder is only part of the picture. To see religion as the source of enlightenment and compassion is also to see only part of the picture. 
Our great challenge, as religious leaders who are committed to furthering understanding, freedom, partnership and dialog, is how to help make religion—including the religious traditions we represent here today—act out of its highest impulses? 
Let’s look more closely at the different roles religion has played and see how that might help us understand how to make our religious traditions powerful forces for human good. 
If we return to the role that religion played much earlier in human history, at a time when most people lived as hunters and gatherers, we see religion playing a very different role. The most striking thing is that the boundary between the religious and what we call the “secular” is blurred—if it exists at all. Religion is science. Religion is philosophy. Religion is myth and cosmology. Religion is culture. Religion is a way for expressing the common history and identity of the group. This role, in expressing tribal identity, is critical for understanding how religion can be used to justify all manor of violence and warfare. Interestingly, religion in hunting and gathering communities had relatively little to do with morality and ethics. In fact, ancient cultures are filled with gods and goddesses who behave rather badly.
As societies developed into more complex forms, with larger and permanent agricultural settlements, what we would call “governments” emerged. Religion came to play a larger and larger role in giving legitimacy to the rulers. Imagine a new king taking on the throne without priests, without religious ceremony. Unthinkable! Another key change occurred. Religion more and more took on the role of teaching ethical standards and the fundamental human values of compassion, kindness, reciprocity, honesty, fidelity and generosity. 
Here we have the seeds of the great tension in religious traditions. This tension has done much to shape human history for good and for ill. The tension, in a nutshell, is that religion is both legitimizer of power and the moral critic. 
On the one hand, religion gives divine authority to the rulers. Consider how many rulers in early civilizations were seen as gods. Think of the idea of the divine right of kings, where the rulers were not gods, but held their position of power as an expression of God’s will. It is a very short step to having religion declare the enemies of the state to be the enemies of the gods or, in monotheistic religion, the enemies of God. If our king is ambitious and aggressive, the enemies he makes become not only his enemies, and not only my enemies, but enemies of God. Soldiers always fight for God and country. 
And yet, if religion has been the great legitimizer, it has also been the great liberator. Every major religion and every culture values compassion and sharing. Every culture sees causing pain and suffering to another human being as wrong. Every culture has a code of fairness and justice that is founded upon reciprocity. These core values of how we should relate to one another are in every human heart. 
Every mother who has ever loved her child and who has modeled sacrifice has sewn the seed of social revolution. Every family who has taken in an orphan child or who has shared food with hungry neighbors has implanted a vision of human community where everyone is loved, where everyone has a place, where everyone is treated with respect. For when we take the core values of compassion, generosity and justice to heart we cannot be indifferent to oppression, to dehumanization, to discrimination. Every person who has ever experienced being loved, being cared for, being respected, carries in his or her heart the seeds of vision for human community. 
The great religious figures—think of the Buddha, of Jesus, of Muhammed, all shared this common vision of human possibility. Consider the Buddha’s emphasis on compassion and awareness, of that tradition’s core teaching that when we awaken we will see that what divides us is an illusion that causes great suffering. What connects us is what is ultimately real. Consider the teaching of Jesus that to feed or clothe the most humble and wretched person has the same moral standing as doing unto him. What more radical statement of equality could there be? Think about what it must have been like to hear the Prophet Mohammed declare that there is no God but God in a culture where every tribal group had its own god. His statement was a radical departure. It said, in effect, these gods, these symbols of our separation and of our divisive allegiances to kin and place, are all false. To declare that there is but one God is to declare that all of us linked to one source and one destiny. 
Where I live, in the United States, long dominated by Protestant Christianity, the first question people ask about a different religion or even a different denomination of Protestantism, is “What do they believe.” This is so much part of our culture that most people think this way of classifying religions is natural and universal. 
Ours is a religious culture with a long history of theological argument. Usually these arguments, which I personally find tedious in the extreme, are supported by selected and very selective references to scripture. Each side has its own texts and arguments. So many think that the central religious question before us is to believe the right things. Many religious groups have statements of belief embodied in creeds. 
Members of my own religious movement, Unitarian Universalism, often get trapped in awkward religious discussions. Our own movement has no statement of belief and has long been adamantly opposed to one. We accept that good people are going to have different opinions. However, we are at a terrible disadvantage in a culture in which people ask you what Unitarian Universalists (or “UU” for short) believe. My advice to you is never to ask one of my fellow UU’s what he or she believes. You are likely to get an answer that is long, meandering, boring, and confusing. This is especially true because we are a wordy people, and so just because we find the question awkward and unsatisfactory does not mean we won’t spend the better part of an hour trying to answer it.
I now have the answer. Luckily, it is very brief. Today if someone asks me what Unitarian Universalists believe, I tell them we believe they have asked the wrong question. Religion is less about what we believe than about what we love. And if you and I love the same things, then at some profound level we have the same religion. 
Now, as pleased as I would be if all of you immediately declared yourselves to be Unitarian Universalists, I do not expect that. 
But I do believe that if we are to make religion—no, if we are to make our religions—a powerful force human rights, then you and I have to ask the right questions. We so easily get caught up in answering the wrong questions. 
In the little example I gave about focusing upon belief, I think it is the wrong question because of where it leads. When we focus on areas on which we disagree, we become defensive and argumentative. 
I have a short list of questions that are absolutely the wrong questions we can ask each other about our religious traditions.
· What is it that divides us?
· Who has injured whom?
· Who has suffered more?
· What are your grievances? 
I do not suggest denial of differences, nor am I suggesting that we ignore suffering or grievances. I do suggest that these are not ways of opening dialogue across traditions. These questions take us to a place of defending a position and will put us in immediate contact with our pain.
A better set of questions for us would be:
· What do you find most inspiring and meaningful in your tradition?
· What is the core of spirituality and religious experience in your tradition?
· Where do our separate traditions most closely coincide? 
· What visions of the future do we share?
Questions like these open us to one another They allow us to see our common humanity, feel our common experience and revisit our common aspirations. They emphasize what connects us. They lead, as we have all experienced in our own lives or we would not be here today, to mutual appreciation, respect and affection. Eventually questions such as these help us to envision a common future in which we celebrate our different histories while creating a history we can all share.
This discovery of our connections and this vision of new possibilities is what unites the great religious teachers throughout the ages. They have seen that the violence, the suffering, hatred, the brokenness of this world is not necessary. 
When we approach one another with questions that open us to one another, we naturally and easily move toward the side of religion that has always been a liberating force in human history. When we explore what we hold in common, we always discover core values like compassion, reverence, community and peace. 
But make no mistake, when we turn away from the aspects of our religious traditions that are narrow, tribal, and that give legitimacy to rulers and to their agendas to gather more power we will unleash a powerful force for change. None of our religious traditions teaches a moral vision that makes it all right for a tiny fraction of people to control the vast majority of the world’s wealth. None of our traditions teaches us to subjugate and mistreat others. 
I began by reciting the obvious: religion has been used again and again to justify and motivate horrors. Millions have died and hundreds of millions have suffered in the name of God. It is also true that each time religion has been misused to do great harm in the world religious leaders have allowed it to happen. Sometimes the religious leaders have actively and visibly supported murder, torture and theft. More often, but just as culpably, religious leaders have given tacit support by failing to speak out. 
If our religious traditions, these traditions that we cherish and teach, are to be a force for advancing human rights in the world it will only happen if religious leaders are faithful to the best that resides in their tradition. The temptation to garner the favor of the powerful is always there. Our true calling, however, is to speak for what is compassionate and what is just. And there is always going to be risk in standing for what is right. Let us not deceive ourselves about that. Think of all the leaders we admire who have been killed, who have been jailed, who have been vilified. 
Can religion be a force for human good and for human rights. Absolutely! This is beyond doubt. But we can only move as fast and as far as our collective courage will take us. We are leaders; we must lead. 
You and I are bearers of precious traditions, of beautiful visions of harmony, love, awareness, and true peace. Let us resolve once more to be passionate, stubborn, relentless, kind, vocal, and effective religious voices. 
Thank you.
