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We are all well-informed 21st-century people here.  We know that the observer 
shapes what is observed.  What we see depends on who we are and where and when 
we are.  Seeing is not a passive activity.  We are not just receptors of sights and sounds 
and smells.  But all the religious gurus and the self-help gurus and leadership gurus say 
you’re supposed to have a vision.  But what does that mean?  And if I’m having visions, 
what does it mean to see clearly?  And how does this help me to understand or come 
into harmony with the divine, as we say in our covenant?

If I told you I’ve had a vision, how would you react?
If I told you I had just had a vision, would your body stiffen? Would you squinch 

your eyes up a little bit, wary of whatever is going to come out of my mouth next?  
And yet, we humans also have a tradition of admiring, being in awe of, even 

venerating those who have reported that they’ve had visions.  For they have 
experienced communion with God, with the divine.

For example, the first book that we know was written by a woman was a record 
and explanation of a set of visions.  This is about 1395 in England and the woman is 
Julian of Norwich.  If you know a line from Julian, it’s this:  “all shall be well, and all shall 
be well, and all manner of things shall be well.” In her vision, she hears these words spoken 
to her by Jesus.  A reassuring auditory vision.  The question she’s asking is, how with 
sin being part of being human and being in the world, shall all be well?  The answer 
seems to be that Jesus just tells her that God can make all well.  In fact, God thirsts and 
longs for all to be well.   Part of what Julian of Norwich sees is that God is linked to 1

nature, to sensual being.  But her vision still draws distinctions between a base 
sensuality, the realm of nature, and a higher realm of the soul.  Here’s one of her visions:

And in this time I saw a body lying on the earth, which body showed 
heavy and fearful and without shape and for me, as it were a swollen, stinking 
mire. And suddenly out of this body sprang a full fair creature, a little child, full 
shaped and formed, swift and lively and whiter than the lily, which swiftly 
glided up to heaven. The swollenness of the body betokens great wretchedness 
of our mortal flesh, and the littleness of the child betokens the cleanness and 

 ”For as truly as ther is a property in God of truth and piety, as verily there is a property in God of thirst 1

and longing.” The Showings of Julian of Norwich. Edited by Denise N. Baker.  Norton Critical Edition 2005. 
Page 44.
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purity of our soul. And I thought with this body there is none of the fairness of 
this child, nor in this child dwells any foulness of the body.2

Is that a helpful vision?  with a child suddenly popping out of some fetid body like 
some crime show horror movie sort of thing? 

People would come to meet and speak with Julian, as she was renowned for her 
wisdom and insight into the workings of God.  Julia comes to the conclusion that what 
God is trying to teach her through these visions is all about love.  And that’s reassuring, 
at least, and we all need to be assured now and then.  “all shall be well, and all shall be 
well, and all manner of things shall be well.”

In this Christian tradition at least, this is how vision seems to work:  a vision is 
something that an individual has and then shares with others.  The rest of us don’t 
really get a chance to see God one on one like that.  And the vision is something that 
happens to you.  

It’s a very different system in Hinduism.  Diana Eck, scholar of religion at 
Harvard, explains that “The central act of Hindu worship, from the point of view of the 
lay person, is to stand in the presence of the deity and to behold the image with one’s 
own eyes, to see and be seen by the deity.” . I can’t hear that phrase “to see and be seen” 3

without thinking of the historic hotels of Saratoga Springs and their big porches, and 
even now of all the events of the Season just ended here.  What dominates our scene is a 
very secular sort of seeing.  At the core of Hinduism is a very religious sort of seeing 
and image-making “in which the sacred is seen as present in the visible world—the 
world we see in multiple images and deities, in sacred places, and in people.”   The 4

word for this sacred seeing is darsan.  Eck says 
When Hindus go to a temple, they do not commonly say, “I am going to 
worship,” but rather, “I am going for darsan.” [3]

Darsan is a reciprocal kind of seeing — it is a seeing and being seen in return.  In 
Hinduism, the holy is very physical, very visible.  Rather than an abstract mysticism, 
Eck explains that, “The day to day life and ritual of Hindus is based not upon abstract 
interior truths, but upon the charged, concrete, and particular appearances of the divine 
in the substance of the material world.”   A god, like Vishnu or Ganesha willingly 5

incarnates the image, statue, icon, as one of the forms of the god, to be cared for by 

 Ibid., 100.2

 Diana L. Eck.  Darsan: Seeing the Divine Image in India. Third Edition.  Columbia University Press, 1998.  3
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people.  A god gives themself to be seen and the person takes in that seeing.  It’s a 
participatory visioning.  There is a give and take.

And maybe this is the insight into vision that Unitarian Universalism offers.  Our 
faith tradition tries to be open to new understandings, new insight, new visions.  There 
isn’t just one vision that we cling to and will never be persuaded otherwise.  We have a 
vision, but what it looks like, well, that changes and details get filled in and the shape of 
it can shift a bit.  It makes me think of what happens for most of us when we read a 
novel.  What I remember, when I think back on a novel, isn’t words.  I remember 
pictures.  

I remember the two people on the ice in The Left Hand of Darkness.  I remember 
Victor Frankenstein floating around in a boat on a lake with his beloved cousin, trying 
desperately not to think of his creature.  I remember Offred crouching in her closet to 
find the words nolite te bastardes carborundorum.  I remember Lincoln cradling the dead 
body of his son in the graveyard crypt in George Saunders’ Lincoln in the Bardo.  

But if you ask me what a character looks like, as vivid a memory as they often 
are, it’s really only an impression.  I’m remembering a feeling, aspects of people, of 
scenes.  It’s not comprehensive.  I can see Starr and Khalil riding in the car together after 
escaping the party at the beginning of the amazing book The Hate U Give that you really 
should read before the movie version comes out next month—but what do these two 
characters look like, in every detail?  I mostly am thinking of —what i’m feeling—is 
their presence, the concern they have for each other.  And I’m a little worried that after I 
see the movie next month, that my imagination will get attached to particular faces and 
ossify.  In his book What We See When We Read, Peter Mendelsund says: “Characters are 
cyphers. And narratives are made richer by omission.”

Visions need to be growing, living things.  They should and will shift as we 
pursue that vision.  The emergent change activist adrienne maree brown says, “you 
may be setting your vision based on the horizon you can see, and as you move towards 
it, it will change.”  

One of my ministers, the Rev. Scott Tayler puts it this way: “Our calling [as 
Unitarian Universalists] is not to be a stern-faced people sticking to their single vision 
through thick and thin, but a playful people exchanging visions and helping each other 
encounter new and larger worlds.”  

So may this be our vision: that we are and we create venues for the playful 
exchange of visions so that all might encounter new and larger worlds.  What does that 
look like?  I don’t have all the details.  And what I think it’s going to look like is going to 
shift.   But I feel it, and it calls me on.


