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Two plus two equals five.  This is a true statement.  
What if welcoming the sacred is about welcoming the radically new?

 
One of the claims the Hebrew Bible makes about God is in the book named 

Isaiah:  At one point, God says: “Forget about what's happened; don't keep going over 
old history. Be alert, be present. I'm about to do something brand-new. It's bursting out! 
Don't you see it?” (Isaiah 43.18-19)  If we can be alert and present to what is now, there 
is a brand new world to be discovered, a whole new way of being that is emerging, 
bursting out, even, right now.  Don’t you see it?  To be aware of the sacred is to achieve 
an awareness of the bursting out brand new.  To be present to the emergence of a new 
world, a new being, is to be in the presence of the sacred, to participate in the sacred.

The concept I’m trying to understand is emergence, and I’m wondering if 
emergence names how the world works.

So what is emergence? 

Emergence has something to do with change.  If something has emerged, there 
has been a change.  A dictionary definition of emergence will talk about ‘the process of 
coming into view’ — something previously hidden, covered, is in the process of coming 
out into the open.  This can be a profound kind of change.  It has me recalling the 
coming out stories that LGBT friends and congregants have shared with me.  There is a 
trying to live while hiding one’s true self, covering and repressing that true self, 
denying that true self.  And then, a decision, an opportunity, an invitation, a realization 
that sometimes happens quickly, and other times is experienced as a process, and a true 
self emerges.  It’s a miracle.  

One of the videos that landed in my social media feed recently that brought tears 
to my eyes is about a transgender child named Rebekah.  Rebekah’s mother describes 
how Rebekah was getting more stressed and anxious when being grouped with boys.  
She was depressed and suicidal.  “Here was this seven year old kid who wanted to die,” 
the mother says.  Once, she punched out the screen of her second-story bedroom 
window and tried to jump out.  Rebekah couldn’t be the boy that people were telling 
her she was.  She knew she was a girl.  And when her true girl self was allowed to 
emerge, she was, her mother says, “the happiest I’d ever seen her.  It was like this new 
kid.”  
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Emergence is about becoming visible.  It is about coming into being.  It’s about 
always making a new beginning, making way for a new beginning.  

Allowing, and participating in the coming into being of Rebekah is sacred work.  
In one sense, Rebekah was already there and just needed to be welcomed.  But I think 
about that process of welcoming and what had to happen for this new world I’m going 
to call Rebekah to come into being.  Rebekah’s parents had to have already cultivated an 
openness to compassion, an openness to openness.  They talked with psychologists and 
others who have studied gender identity.  They were in relationship with and came into 
relationship with others.  They cultivated those relationships with others, with openness 
compassion and love and something new, some new world, Rebekah, emerged.

A Methodist minister tells a parable about a lobster as a way of understanding 
how the world works.  A lobster who never changed their shell would become a pretty 
uncomfortable lobster.  Life is about a process of growth and change.  You have cast off 
old shells that have thickened and hardened in order to emerge as your full, true self.  

But this process of emergence isn’t just about individuals.  What emergence names 
is a way to understand individual parts in relation to a new whole.

If you’ve known me for any length of time, you’ve probably heard me talking 
about that moment of recognition that something is greater than the sum of its parts.  
Two plus two equals five.  The whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  That’s the 
common expression in English.  And it turns out that it’s a mis-translation of a famous 
phrase by the German Gestalt psychologist Kurt Koffka.  What he said was: The whole 
is other than the sum of its parts.  Gestalt psychologists are looking at the way people 
make sense of a complicated, chaotic world, the ways that we assemble wholes out of a 
mess of information.  That’s not what I’m trying to look at at the moment.  But this is 
still a good way to understand emergence and things that are emergent.  Something that 
is emergent is other than the constituent parts.  You might not even have been able to 
predict it from those constituent parts because it has different qualities than those 
constituent parts have.  The activist and organizer adrienne maree brown says:

“Emergence is beyond what the sum of its parts could even imagine.”1

The scientist and religious naturalist Ursula Goodenough describes emergence as 
“Something more from nothing but.”   Nothing but this gives rise to something 2

completely different.
An emergent thing is different from the things it emerged from.  It has a different 

set of laws that order it that don’t apply to its individual constituents.  
So what’s an example of an emergent something?  Think about the media.  The 

media affects our ideas and actions and is a real force in our lives.  But what is it?  It’s an 
emergent phenomenon.  Combine Facebook and television and the internet and 
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newspapers and magazines and books and movies and whatnot and the something that 
emerges from all that we call “the media.”  It plays a role in our lives, we even pass laws 
about it.

Or what about music?  Music is something that I love, but it’s clearly an 
emergent thing.  There’s notes and rhythms and tones and none of those things on their 
own is music.  But when they get into relationship with one another: music.

Or think of something like viscosity in water.  No individual water molecule has 
viscosity.  Viscosity is a trait that emerges from the relationships that develop between 
these molecules that have particular shapes.  A water molecule does not have 
“hardness” as a trait, but change the relationships between a bunch of water molecules 
by freezing them and you get hardness.  

When it comes to living things and animals, just about every trait you can think 
of turns out to be an emergent phenomenon.  Consciousness, intelligence — even life — 
everything that has evolved is emergent.  Atoms and molecules don’t evolve.  What 
happens is that they come together into different and more and more complex 
relationship and from those relationships, traits and qualities emerge.  And that’s 
evolution.

Nancy Ellen Abrams, a philosopher of science, describes it like this:
Emergence is the source of most of the creativity of this universe. At its 
simplest it works like this: When the complexity of any interacting system 
increases enough, the system turns into something completely new. The 
individual parts remain what they are, but seen together they merge, and 
something radically original emerges, and it follows new laws. As the 
physicist Phil Anderson summed it up, “More is different.”3

I’m fascinated by using the idea of emergence to understand how the world 
works.  It’s how change happens.  Justice, love, community — these are emergent 
things.  And how do they come about? They emerge from sets of complex relationships.  
If we want to shape change, the way to do that is through shaping the relationships that 
we enter into with one another.  When we come together in a worshipful, reverent way, 
as we do every Sunday, something emerges.  A community emerges.  Something new.  

This is a way of understanding movements.  The #MeToo movement that has 
been able to demand some accountability of men who have sexually abused women — 
it’s an emergent thing: It emerged from an idea of activist Tarana Burke and a tweet by 
an actress Alyssa Milano and more and more women speaking, supporting one another, 
getting heard and building networks of connection.  —An evolution of relationships 
from which something emerges, something real that in a sense brings a new world with 
new rules into being.  The world in which a sexual predator like Harvey Weinstein 
could be safe, permitted, facilitated — that world doesn’t exist anymore.  It’s not 
emerged into as full and comprehensive a manifestation to change all of American 
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society as I would like it, but it’s still emerging.  And how? Through the cultivation and 
maintenance of different relationships and relatedness between people, the media, and 
more. 

To bring people into relationship is to hope is for something new to emerge.  
That’s why I think that vigils like the one we had here last Wednesday to honor the life 
and legacy of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., are important.  Hopefully, people realized 
a new relatedness with the hundreds of people who showed up.  Community emerges 
— not a sense of community, but community: to keep that community emerging, we 
need to keep nurturing those relationships.  A community, a congregation is an 
emergent thing.  No one of us can control how or what emerges, but we can each play a 
part in shaping emergence.  As long as we’re in relationship, we’re playing a part.

Change happens through emergence.  The story we like tell about Martin Luther 
King, Jr., and Rosa Parks and other civil rights heroes hides this fact.  The historian 
Jeanne Theoharis has written a really important book called A More Beautiful and Terrible 
History: The Uses and Misuses of Civil Rights History.  She says:

The modern Black freedom struggle remains one of the most important 
examples of the power of ordinary people to change the course of the nation.  
But the popular stories we get impoverish our ability to see how change 
happens.  4

Theoharis doesn’t use the word emergence, —she describes how the fable we tell 
about MLK is hiding the emergent nature of change.  There is a story that a nice black 
woman was too tired to give up her seat to a white person and move to the back of the 
bus.  The country saw that she was tired and went, oh, that shouldn’t be. And 
segregation was ended.  It’s the self-cleaning oven version of American history.  The 
way that change actually happens is more beautiful and more terrible than that.  (That 
phrase comes from James Baldwin.)  Parks was part of a community and the movement 
that emerged didn’t emerge all at once and just from Parks or just from King.  It was a 
handful and another handful and a church-full and a community-full of people coming 
together into new relationships with lots of messiness and lots of setbacks and steps 
forward — out of all that, the Montgomery movement emerged.  

The story of emergence isn’t a great man or even a great person version of 
history.  It’s more beautiful and terrible than that.  The conditions for the emergence of 
justice and love are cultivated through the cultivation of relationships of justice and love 
between seemingly insignificant individuals.  And it’s from those new relationships that 
a new reality, a new quality, a new world, a new being, emerges.

So try this as a way to look for sources of wonder and connectedness in the days 
ahead:  Pause once or twice one day this week, look around, listen, and ask yourself: 
What is emerging here?  What could emerge?  How could I, little as I am, even I, be part 
of shaping that emergence, even just a little?  
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Hear these words from emergent change shaper adrienne maree brown:

i look to the sky 
taste the wind on my tongue 
and fling myself 
into the pattern 
when i forget— 
when i think the end is near 
i realize my insignificance [is]
as important as yours 
and begin 
to love 
again5

May it be so.
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