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 I disagree with Gandhi.  I disagree with the hymns I had us sing this morning.  I also disagree with 
that Kabir poem, and, since I guess I’m feeling a little disagreeable this morning, I’ll do my best to disagree 
with that story about the elephant.  Whitman might be the only one left standing, but we’ll see.  I may even 
disagree with myself. 
 Let me explain.  The idea I’m disagreeing with is an idea I have found quite attractive. Still do, 
actually. Here’s the idea:  
 Deep down, we’re all the same.   
 I really like that idea.  It can be quite comforting, especially when people feel really different.  Like, 
imagine if it was an election year and things were really polarized and people were saying things and seem 
that you just can’t believe, like they’re from some other parallel universe or something.  Can you imagine 
what that might be like?  If we didn’t believe that deep down we’re all the same, could we all attend a 
dinner party together?  
 When it comes to religion, we do the same thing.  There are lots of metaphors that get used here, but 
the most popular one seems to be this:  There are many paths up the mountain.  Religions are just different 
ways of getting to the same goal.  The standard introductory text on world religions was written by a 
philosopher of religion named Huston Smith, and he uses this metaphor. The book was published in 1958 
and is still in print and widely used today.  In that text, Huston Smith wrote: “It is possible to climb life’s 
mountain from any side, but when the top is reached the trails converge.”1   
 Stephen Prothero, a professor of religion at Boston University, points out in his book God Is Not One, 
that the main reason why people use this metaphor is to find a way to quell the sense of conflict, violent 
conflict, between religions.  Religious differences are involved in such strife and violence, if followers of 
different religious could see that they are all, deep down, the same, then maybe we could get along.  This 
desire to end religious strife is probably one of the reasons why Gandhi used a similar metaphor to the 
many-paths-up-the-mountain one.   

Gandhi wrote, “Religions are different roads converging to the same point,” and asked, “What does it 
matter if we take different roads to long as we reach the same goal? Wherein is the cause for 
quarreling?” To which we may well ask: What should it matter were we to reach different goals? 
Wherein is the cause for quarreling?2 

 Those questions in response to Gandhi were written by my theology professor at Andover Newton 
Theological School, Mark Heim.  He is a Baptist scholar and has been very involved with interfaith work.  I 
found his ideas about religious pluralism fascinating.  He explains that when people try to deal with the fact 
that there are more religions than one on the planet, there are three main ways that they’ve done this.  The 
first is to say that my religion is the right one and all the rest of them have it wrong.  This is called 
exclusivism.  The second is to say, you other religions have some things right, you’ve taken some steps down 
the path. And what you’ve been looking for is fulfilled in my religion.  This is inclusivism.  Christianity has 
looked on Judaism this way.  And Islam has looked at Christianity and Judaism this way.  The third way is 
pluralism.  All religions are valid.  But the way we’ve justified thinking that all religions are valid is by 
saying that they are all headed toward the same thing.  The different religions just have different names for 
God, but they are all worshipping God.   

                                                
1 Quoted in Stephen Prothero, God Is Not One (HarperOne, 2010). 1. 
2 S. Mark Heim.  Salvations: Truth and Difference in Religion.  (Orbis Books, 1995). 130. 
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 The hymns we’ve sung today seem to think of pluralism this way.  In the first hymn “It sounds along 
the ages.” “From Sinai’s cliffs it echoed, it breathed from Buddha’s tree, it charmed in Athens’ market, it 
hallowed Galilee; the hammer stroke of Luther, the Pilgrims’ seaside prayer, the oracles of Concord one holy 
word declare.”3 And in the second hymn, “Confucian wisdom, Christian Care, the Buddhist way of self-
control, the Muslim’s daily call to prayer are proven pathways to the goal.”4 
 World religions professor Huston Smith, continues the many-pathways-up-the-mountain metaphor 
in this way: 

At base, in the foothills of theology, ritual, and organizational structure, the religions are distinct. 
Differences in culture, history, geography, and collective temperament all make for diverse starting 
points. . . . But beyond these differences, the same goal beckons.5   

 
 Why do we assume that we’re all after the same thing?  What if, instead of “It sounds along the ages” 
we sang “They sound along the ages”?  See, the problem with thinking of religions as different pathways up 
the same mountain is that it discounts what is probably the most interesting thing about those religions: the 
ways they are different!  
 Stephen Prothero starts his book God Is Not One by saying: 

At least since the first petals of the counterculture bloomed across Europe and the United States in 
the 1960s, it has been fashionable to affirm that all religions are beautiful and all are true. This claim, 
which reaches back to All Religions Are One (1795) by the English poet, printmaker, and prophet 
William Blake, is as odd as it is intriguing. No one argues that different economic systems or political 
regimes are one and the same.6 

 
 The error I think we make is illustrated by what I offered as the “thought to ponder” in the order of 
service.  In a play about baseball I called Take Me Out by Richard Greenberg, the main character is a big-time 
baseball star who has come out as gay.  He can't understand why people are making a big fuss about it.  He 
can't understand why people seem more interested in his sexuality than in baseball.  He's feels much more 
interested in baseball.  A little self-absorbed, he hasn't really noticed that others might feel differently.  He 
confesses that he has gone through his life understanding others as if they were just like himself.  He says, “I 
assume everybody in the world is just a version of me.”7 What if, instead, we celebrated difference? What 
would that be like? 
 Trying to think up a different metaphor than the mountain, I thought about the riot of colors that is 
autumn in a place like Mount Pleasant.  Reds and golds and browns and yellows and the blue of the sky and 
wow! Amazing. 
 I also think of when I was a kid.  One of my favorite things about my growing up came about as a 
result of my family being involved in something called the International Institute of Minnesota.  My 
grandmother worked there and after she retired, my aunt Gloria succeeded her.  The International Institute 
is an amazing organization that helps immigrants and refugees to Minnesota. They helped settle displaced 
person after WWII, they helped refugees from Poland who were forced to leave because of their 
involvement in the Solidarity movement.  After WWII, soldiers came back with Japanese wives, and they 
faced a lot of prejudice.  The institute gave them a place to gather.  They’ve been helping a lot of refugees 
from Somalia recently.   

                                                
3 #187 in Singing the Living Tradition 
4 #193 in Singing the Living Tradition 
5 Quoted in Stephen Prothero, God Is Not One (HarperOne, 2010). 1. 
6 Prothero, 1. 
7 Richard Greenberg, Take Me Out (Faber and Faber, 2003). 9. 
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 They help with English classes and they help the refugees get citizenship.  But what was really cool 
was the Institute didn’t just try to turn them into being the same as every other American.  It was also a 
place for people to share their ethnic food and music and dance.  My grandmother had started a Polish folk 
dancing group with my grandfather.  At the institute, she helped start all kinds of other groups.  Danish, 
German, Mexican, Russian, Filipino.  She could teach all these dances.   
 The big event though was something called The Festival of Nations.  It happened every third year or 
something like that when I was a kid.  It’s every year, now.  It takes over the St. Paul Civic Center, two big 
arenas and more.  My folks and family were busy running things, so my brother and I had the run of the 
whole place.  There was the food in the huge new area.  I’d get mango lassi from the India booth and 
aebleskivers from the Danish booth and that fried tortilla with sugar and cinnamon from the Mexican booth.  
There were exhibits all over with crafts and people sewing and carving and more.  And there was dancing.  
My dad was the MC for a big dance program that happened several times each day.  All these different 
ethnic groups, all in costume.  I just remember colors swirling everywhere.  We didn’t travel much outside 
the bounds of Minnesota when I was growing up, but going to the festival was like going all over the world.  
My Aunt Gloria says that the festival is like a homecoming for all the immigrants and refugees.  They can 
get together with others who speak their language.  They can eat food from their home countries.  It makes 
them feel like they’re at home, my aunt says.   
 The festival did make it feel like the whole world is one family.  And we were all the same in lots of 
ways -- there were lots of values we had in common.  But I don’t think it was the sameness that made it all 
so wonderful.  It was all the wild variety.  All the ways the people and cultures and religions were different.  
We weren’t trying to make everyone the same as everyone else.  We were trying to celebrate diversity.  I 
loved it.   
 I think about the festival often and it informs how I think about Unitarian Universalism.  One of the 
reasons I feel so at home in Unitarian Universalism is because it’s trying to be like the festival.  Unitarian 
Universalism tries to welcome difference and strives to be pluralistic.  The member congregations of the 
Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations enter into a covenant with each other -- a copy of that 
covenant is printed in the front of the hymnal.  Go ahead and take a look.  It’s just a couple pages before the 
first hymn.  It articulates seven principles but doesn’t stop there.  It articulates six different sources.  That's 
pluralism.  And the sentence after that articulation of pluralism: “Grateful for the religious pluralism which 
enriches and ennobles our faith, we are inspired to deepen our understanding and expand our vision.”  I 
think that’s what Unitarian Universalism is about. We are inspired by plurality to deepen our 
understanding and expand our vision. 
 
 It is difficult to maintain a celebration of religious pluralism of the sort I’m suggesting here.  It’s easy 
to fall back into the habit of everything is heading up the same mountain.  When we Unitarian Universalists 
combine bits from various cultures, for example, in a worship service like the one you're sitting in right now, 
it can seem like there are no differences worth noting between those cultures.  A little Islam, a little Hindi, a 
few unitarian hymns, and they are all working toward the same thing.  Or are they?   
 That story about the elephant in the dark room.  Often it’s told as a story of blind men and an 
elephant.  Each only touches part of the elephant and tells the truth about that part.  Rumi has it with each of 
us going in with our own candle.  It’s often taken as a story about the unity of all religions.  We’re all trying 
to understand the elephant in the room.  It’s also taken as a story about how silly religions are — don’t they 
know it’s an elephant they’re touching?  I’ve been given to understand that when this story was first making 
the rounds in India, it was a story about how my religion is able to see the whole elephant while all the 
others only see a part of the elephant.  I think Unitarian Universalism can fall into this trap.  We can think 
we see the whole of the elephant.  After all, we’re trying to get everyone in that dark room with their 
candles.  We’re walking in together, respecting everyone’s viewpoint. We see the elephant.   
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 Yes, let’s celebrate different viewpoints and look for insight from a plurality of sources, but let’s use 
that fable as a story about the limits of human knowledge.  We’re not standing back, looking at the elephant 
lit up by all these candles.  We’re in the room with our one candle.  We can’t see everything, though we can 
help each other see what we can’t see on our own.  We can see a little more because of the candles of others, 
and others can see more because of our candle.  From what we Unitarian Universalists can see, it looks like 
an elephant.  But who knows, maybe we’re holding our candle a little too close to our eyes. Maybe there’s 
another animal in the room, in addition to the elephant.  Maybe there’s a donkey there, too.  And maybe in 
the corner, there’s a water-pipe, a big fan, and a porcelain spear. 
 Or think about the fact that we just had an election, a vote.  One of those UU principles affirms the 
democratic process.  Switching from sight to sound, what we want, what we need are lots of voices.  We 
don’t want democracy so that we might all speak with one voice, but so that we might speak in all our many 
voices.  And those voices that are pushed to the side, being drowned out, we’re going to work to lift them 
up and be sure they get heard, too.  Ring all the bells!  Let the cacophony sound!  Let the raucous tumult of 
many voices wash over the land!  May it be a beautiful noise.  Amen. 
 


