
1 
 

The Great Work 
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Given the crisis in American capitalism, the growing recognition of the gap between the 
wealthiest 1% and everyone else, it is possible, and perhaps logical, to fall into pessimism and 
even despair. The American century is ending and it isn’t ending well. We are an often unjust 
and ungrounded society unwilling and unable to care for those in need among us.  
 
Yet there is more to life than despair. Since becoming consciously self-aware, I have been on a 
journey to find deeper purpose and meaning in my life.  My wife and children are part of my 
journey, as was building and funding the emergence of new companies. Seminary was part of 
that journey and now this congregation in many ways represents the major focus of my life’s 
work. 
 
This is a great work, since by engaging it I become more fully my best self.  The nature of great 
work is to become more fully human -- not just any human, but the human being we each were 
born to be. I am not called to be Mother Teresa, as much as the world needs Mother Teresa, but I 
am called to be the best Jim Sherblom I can be.  
 
At its best, my sabbatical of the next five months will help contribute to my ability to do great 
work with this community for many years to come.    
 
A Jungian says to more fully understand any person one must explore their shadow side as 
thoroughly as their light.  I like to be in control, I often need to feel in control, so in my personal 
spiritual journey I am called to learn how and when to give up control.  
 
These last seven years I was called into co-leadership of this community with Rev. Martha 
Niebanck, and serving this community has brought forth many of our gifts in co-ministry; now 
before engaging discernment whether I am the right senior minister for this congregation’s next 
seven years, it feels right for me to be apart for these next five months, to fulfill a part of my own 
independent spiritual journey, while this congregation prepares to engage the big questions of 
who we will be as a community. We are engaged with each other but need to avoid being too 
tightly enmeshed. 
 
In the year 93 CE, the Roman Emperor Domitian banished all philosophers from Rome, 
including the Greek Stoic Epictetus, because they taught that the beginning of wisdom was to 
truly know oneself more fully. 
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Epictetus taught: “Happiness and freedom begin with a clear understanding of one principle: 
some things are within our control, and some things are not.  It is only after [we] have faced up 
to this fundamental rule and learned to distinguish between what [we] can and can’t control that 
inner tranquility and outer effectiveness become possible. Within our control are our opinions, 
aspirations, desires, and the things that repel us. These areas are quite rightly our concern 
because they are directly subject to our influence. We always have a choice about the contents 
and character of our inner lives. Outside our control, however, are such things as what kind of 
body we have, whether we are born into wealth or strike it rich, how we are regarded by others, 
and our status in society.  We must remember that those things are externals and are therefore not 
our concern.  Trying to control or to change what we can’t only results in torment… your 
pursuits will be thwarted and you will become a frustrated, anxious, and fault-finding person.” 
 
Ha! No wonder the Emperor sent the philosophers away!    
 
I was born into a large, working-class family that valued education highly and valued financial 
security hardly at all. As a child I felt a deep yearning toward divine mystery as expressed in 
every religion, but not if it required a life of poverty. I noted that Jesus proclaimed: “I came that 
you may have life, and have it abundantly!”  
 
So like the ancient Stoics I sought my happiness and freedom, tranquility and effectiveness, 
striving to be better while content to be as I am. My Yale and Harvard educations helped lift me 
and my family out of any financial insecurity. My wife’s and my entrepreneurial successes 
offered us happiness and freedom to pursue our most authentic selves, a journey which led me 
here to serve as one of your ministers. Yet I had known from my college days that there were 
stories of ancient spiritual traditions, called the Great Work, that were said to help transform the 
common metals of existence into pure gold.  
 
In Islam they are called Sufis, in Judaism Hasidic, in Christianity Alchemists; Hindus have 
Upanishads, Buddhists have yogis, Chinese Taoists have sages, native faiths have shaman, and 
many names for people engaged in the great work of becoming fully human.  
 
When Islam turned hostile to the work, the Sufis took their schools underground and expressed 
themselves only through love poetry to the divine mystery. When Christianity became hostile to 
the work, secret societies grew up: the Knights Templar, Rosicrucian, Freemasons, and such.  
When this congregation was founded, freemasonry was on the rise, so that George Washington, 
John Goddard, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and many others participated in the great work 
through their local Freemason lodges. You still see the lodges dotted around many New England 
towns. 
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In some ways the great work was taken up in the 19th Century by the American 
Transcendentalists, including most prominently our minister Rev. Dr. Frederic Henry Hedge, and 
perhaps continues today in transformative scientific work by evolutionary cosmologists, 
theoretical physicists, process theologians and philosophers.    
 
The earth is in the midst of a vast transition and humanity’s role in the cosmos has never been 
more in doubt. We have entered a new world, in which we require a new mind, in order to make 
sense of becoming more fully human in this globalized world in which America is no longer the 
dominant power, financially or militarily, and becoming the ultimate consumer is no longer a 
fulfilling path to happiness or finding meaning in one’s life.  
 
On Tuesday I will fly to Istanbul to join a group of Islamic Sufis who gather for five days every 
year in ecstatic celebration of the 13th century Jelaluddin Rumi, and his union with the divine 
mystery. Rumi wrote: “Not Christian or Jew or Muslim, not Hindu, Buddhist, Sufi or Zen.  Not 
any religion or cultural system. I am not from the East or the West, or out of the ocean or up 
from the ground, not natural or ethereal, not composed of elements at all. I do not exist, am not 
an entity in this world or the next, did not descend from Adam and Eve or any origin story. My 
place is placeless, a trace of the traceless; neither body nor soul. I belong to the beloved (divine 
mystery), have seen two worlds as one and that one call to be and know, first, last, outer, inner, 
only that breath breathing human being.”  
 
I think these ancient wisdom paths hold much for our new world situation. 
 
Rumi, teaching his disciples, said: “The human being who can do without God and makes no 
effort to realize [the divine mystery] is not a [fully developed] human being at all; while if he 
were able to understand God, then that [which he understood] would not be [authentic] God.  
The authentic human being, then, is one who is never free from striving, who turns restlessly and 
endlessly about the light of the Majesty of God.”  
 
As a process theologian I am seeking occasions of authentic experience more than I am seeking 
rational explanations of how it works. Professor Dr. Ibrahim Farajaje, an Islamic scholar who 
teaches at our UU Starr King seminary in California, will lead me and a few other UU’s on this 
spiritual adventure.  We are seeking to connect within ourselves some of the oldest underground 
streams of this great work with some of the newest emerging from biology, cosmology and 
neuroscience.  
 
Now, I don’t know what God is, so I cannot tell you what God is, but I have experienced divine 
mystery. So I have always been suspicious of anyone who says they can define God, or the 
divine mystery, completely. There are many approximations, some of which work well or less 
well in various contexts, but all remain metaphors for the inexplicable. 
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Karen Armstrong, a religious historian, suggests the earliest recorded description of divine being 
was the Aryan’s Rig Veda of three thousand years ago, where she says God “was identical with 
the universe; he was the life force that sustained it, the seed of consciousness, and the light that 
emerged from the waters of unconscious matter.” She says the divine mystery’s real name was a 
question: “Who?”  Can you imagine addressing the ground of being as who?   
 
Armstrong also says: “In the course of my studies, I have discovered that the religious quest is 
not about discovering the truth or the meaning of life but about living as intensely as possible 
here and now. The idea is not to latch on to some superhuman personality or to get to heaven, but 
[rather] to discover how to be fully human.” That is the spiritual quest I will pursue on these 
journeys of my sabbatical. 
 
For thousands of years, the masters of that quest have been the Chinese Taoists, who seek the 
Way of Life with Integrity without reference to any divine being. For Taoists divinity is a 
perpetual process of becoming, never fully mastered, never finally arrived upon, yet filling 
humans with a deep yearning for something more in life. I will spend the month of February as a 
visiting scholar at the Tao Fung Shan Centre in Hong Kong, with perhaps a side trip to their 
sister monastery in Yunnan China (where my father-in-law grew up in a village on the ancient 
Silk Road).  
 
Over 2500 years ago, Lao Tzu, known as the old one, described those adept in the Way.  He 
wrote: “Those of old who were adept in the Way were subtly profound and mysteriously 
perceptive, so deep they could not be recognized. Now, because they could not be recognized, 
one can describe them only by appearance: hesitant, as though crossing a stream in winter; 
cautious, as though fearful of their neighbors all around; dignified, as though guests in someone 
else’s house; shrinking, as ice when it melts; plain, as an uncut log; muddled, as turbid waters; 
expansive, as a broad valley.”  
 
I think it may take me more than a month to come to understand their way of being. Yet from my 
father-in-law I already perceive value in their intense non-attachment to outcomes as they 
proceed.  
 
Their great teacher Chuang Tzu described being authentically human thusly: “What do I mean by 
an authentic human? The fully human being of ancient times did not rebel against want, did not 
grow proud in plenty, and did not plan his affairs [far in advance]. Being like this, he could 
commit an error and not regret it, could meet with success and not make a show. Being like this, 
he could climb the high places and not be frightened, could enter the water and not get wet, could 
enter the fire and not get burned. His learning brought him deep within the Tao.” 
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I have always been fascinated by mystical descriptions of how engaging in the great work could 
bring about transformation, a change of mind certainly, but much more so a change of heart. I 
want to swim in these waters without getting wet. Explore both my shadow side and where the 
light is leading me now.   
 
God, or the divine mystery, figures prominently in traditional western descriptions of the Way, 
yet it is referenced little or not at all in most eastern descriptions. God is perhaps a metaphor, a 
filter or prism through which to view the divine mystery, which would surely blind us if we 
viewed it directly; a small light to guide our way through the deep darkness of the abyss.   
 
Unitarian Universalist Humanists in the 20th Century described a process of human emergence 
that draws upon the 19th century Transcendentalists but develops without reference to God. The 
great UU Humanist minister John Dietrich said: “The task of humanism is to unfold the 
personality of men and women, to fit and qualify them for the best use of their natural powers, 
and the fullest enjoyment of the natural world and the human society around them.  It conceives 
religion as spiritual enthusiasm directed toward the enrichment of the individual life and the 
improvement of the social order.” I engage this spiritual journey as a pilgrimage.   
 
Alan Taylor, Senior Minister at Unity Temple UU in Oak Park, Illinois, writes: “All religious 
traditions encourage pilgrimages. They ask the faithful to leave familiar surroundings and daily 
routine, to travel unencumbered on a journey that can reveal both wisdom and insight.” He says 
the purpose of such a journey is to find “to what should I devote my life?” 
 
Taylor describes four essential elements for pilgrimages: “First, intentionally set aside time for  a 
journey whose goal is to move you closer to that which you believe to be of ultimate importance.  
Second, prepare yourself for the journey by taking along as little as possible. Third, be open to 
encounters and people that present themselves, no matter how seemingly mundane. Allow the 
journey to work on you. Engage with whatever and whomever comes your way. Fourth, allow 
the truth and wisdom of the situation to reveal itself, which may not happen during the journey 
itself. Don’t go with the expectation of being immediately transformed.  Meaningful learning 
may take weeks, months, or even years to emerge.” 
 
It is that beginner’s mind that I bring on this journey.  
 
I am trying to be quite intentional as I cast myself into the void.  I am trying to become more 
comfortable not being in control. That old Taoist master Lao Tzu begins the Tao Te Ching with 
these instructions: “There are ways but the Way is uncharted…  nameless indeed is the source of 
creation…  the secret waits for the insight of eyes unclouded by longing; those who are bound by 
desire see only the outer container.”  
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So I launch forth on the journey, treading ancient wisdom paths in search of a new way of 
perceiving the world we are entering in upon, drinking deeply of the powers of the universe, 
hoping for a new mind, as humanity becomes a human form of the universe, beginning to know 
how we belong and where we belong so we collectively enhance the flourishing of this earth 
community. I love you all dearly, and so I will miss you all dearly. Blessed Be and Amen.  
 


