
2017-1-29  "What the Hell?" w/ Joseph Bednarik 
 

Bell 
 

Prelude   Night on Bald Mountain 1867 (excerpt)                               Eileen Soskin, piano 
  Modest Mussorgsky (1839-1881) 
 
Welcome and Introductions                               Mavis Cauffman 
Good morning and a warm welcome to our worship service -- our time of "worth-shaping" 
together.  As UUs we have no set creed, believing that we can find wisdom from many 
sources and that there is no single path for our spiritual life.  Instead, we are guided by our 
UU principles and our Covenant of Right Relations (you can find both on the back of your 
OS)  Our principles and covenant in essence direct us to care for and about each other and 
the earth.  I personally believe that whether we identify most with a Buddhist, Christian, 
pagan, humanist or other perspective is less important that we speak out and take actions to 
help each other.   
 
You will, indeed, find a spectrum of beliefs here in this congregation.  One of our favorite 
quotes is "We need not think alike to love alike, " which beautifully describes our diversity.  
For years I've read and heard that that quote was by Francis Dávid, a Unitarian preacher in 
16th century Transylvania.  But I just ran across a 2012 article in UUWorld which says 
there has never been an original source cited for this and no scholar of the Transylvanian 
Reformation has ever mentioned it.  The quote was never attributed to Dávid until the 
1960s.   This idea is more likely actually from Methodist founder, John Wesley, who asked 
in a sermon, "Though we cannot think alike, may we not love alike?" (1771)   If we are true 
to our principle of affirming a "responsible search for truth", then we need to give credit 
where credit is due.  So that's my history trivia for the day.  This experience will also 
encourage me - and perhaps you! - to read more of the articles in UUWorld. 
 
Speaking of diversity -- one area where we likely have a wide range of ideas is our concepts 
about heaven and hell, and I'm looking forward to hearing what Joseph has to say about 
that. 
Joseph Bio 
Welcome Guests 
 
Chalice Lighting 
We light this chalice as a reminder of our principles and covenant; 
a reminder to treat each other with kindness and compassion; 
a reminder to be slow to anger and quick to forgiveness as a way to move us closer to a 
heavenly community on earth. 
 
* Affirmation 
 
* Hymn #38  Morning Has Broken 



 
 
Story for All Ages: Heaven and Hell: A Zen Parable 

     Long ago in Japan, a great samurai—a noble warrior of those ancient times—went 
to visit a monk named Hakuin. The samurai was elaborately dressed in armor, and by 
his side swung a gleaming, sharp sword. He was a big, proud fellow, used to getting 
whatever he wanted. 
     “Hakuin!” The samurai bellowed at the temple door, “I want to have a word with 
you right now!” 
     Unruffled, the monk ended his meditation with a slow bow. He rose from his 
meditation bench and took some time to stretch his legs before turning toward his 
visitor. The large figure of the impatient samurai blocked the temple entrance. 
     “Well, monk,” grunted the samurai, “If you know so much and are so wise, tell me 
all you know about heaven and hell!” 
     Hakuin inspected the fierce-looking samurai closely. Finally he replied, “You 
disrupted my meditation to ask something every fool knows? What kind of second-
rate soldier are you? You look like a tramp in that outfit! Did you steal that sword 
from a child? It wouldn’t slice a cucumber! Leave this temple and never bother me 
again!” 
     If you can picture the reddest plum you’ve ever seen in your life, you can picture 
the color of the insulted samurai’s face. He was furious! No one ever dared to speak 
to a samurai rudely—they would surely lose their life before they had time to 
apologize! In a flash the samurai unsheathed his sword and raised it high over 
Hakuin’s head. “You will die for those words little monk!” he roared. 
     Hakuin looked directly at the warrior. “This is what hell feels like,” said the monk 
calmly. The samurai froze, his sword poised in mid-air. In an instant he understood 
that his anger did feel like fire—the fires of a terrible place! In a flash of insight, the 
samurai, who was an intelligent fellow, realized the importance of the lesson the 
monk was teaching him.  The samurai slowly lowered his sword to his side and 
resheathed it. By the time his gaze met the monk’s, his anger had vanished and he had 
relaxed. He felt as if cool water had extinguished the fire: he was grateful and calm. 
     “And this is what heaven feels like,” said Hakuin, looking at the samurai’s 
peaceful face. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Poem: The Time Before Death by Kabir 

Friend, hope for the Guest while you are alive.  
Jump into experience while you are alive! 
Think... and think... while you are alive. 
What you call "salvation" belongs to the time before death. 
 

If you don't break your ropes while you're alive, 
do you think ghosts will do it after? 
 

The idea that the soul will join with the ecstatic just because the body is rotten -that is 
all fantasy. 
What is found now is found then. 
If you find nothing now, 
you will simply end up with an apartment in the City of Death. 
 

Hopefully in community here we can help each other live more fully by supporting each 
other in times of joy and sorrow. 
 

Joys & Sorrows 
 

Omid Safi, columnist for On Being 
What if we have gotten Heaven all wrong? 
Many think of heaven as a place of serenity and tranquility, yet argue about who can and 
cannot have access it -- arguing in ways that are in no way serene or tranquil. 
Others realize that heaven is not a place, but a heavenly state of being - a state of the heart. 
Heaven is not a place - it is not a zip code.  Heaven is found inside the hearts of those who 
are already at peace.   
What if we can cultivate an awareness of heaven not as a place that we go to after death, but 
rather as a state of having a tranquil heart that we can — and must — achieve here and 
now? 
What if what we are meant to do is not to get into heaven but to get heaven into us? 
Hopefully this UUCWI community can help us create that heaven on earth.  I hope you 
think so and will help us in that effort. 
 

Offering and Offertory                                                                Claudia Mitchell, soprano 
  Ave Maria, op. 52, 1825 (excerpt) 
   Franz Schubert (1797-1928) 
 

* Hymn #1008 When Our Heart Is In a Holy Place 
 

Sermon:  What the Hell?                                          Joseph Bednarik 
 
* Hymn #121 We'll Build a Land 
 
Benediction and Extinguishing of the Chalice, 



 
Postlude                      
  At the Devil's Ball (1913) 
   Irving Berlin (1888-1989) 
Today's Speaker: 
Joseph Bednarik serves as the Pulpit Assistant at Quimper Unitarian Universalist 
Fellowship in Port Townsend.  His day-job is as Co-Publisher of Copper Canyon Press, a 
nonprofit literary publisher dedicated to poetry. 
 
Music Notes: 
Mussorgsky's music (our prelude) was famously used in Fantasia where its depiction of a 
witches' sabbath (a gathering on Walpurgis Night) was rendered as if the gates of hell had 
opened up and released grotesque and horrible creatures bent on wreaking havoc.  It 
concludes with the tolling of bells that coincide with the coming of light and the beginning 
of All Saint's Day that is musically paired with Schubert's heavenly Ave Maria (our 
offertory).  As long as we were portraying "hell" musically and in today's sermon, we 
thought it fair to offer a glimpse of "heaven"!   
 
The postlude takes a much more lighthearted approach to what goes on in hell and who is 
there enjoying it! 
 
-ES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Time Before Death by Kabir (translated by Robert Bly) 
 
Friend, hope for the Guest while you are alive.  
Jump into experience while you are alive! 
Think... and think... while you are alive. 
What you call "salvation" belongs to the time  
            before death. 
 
If you don't break your ropes while you're alive, 
do you think ghosts will do it after? 
 
The idea that the soul will join with the ecstatic 
just because the body is rotten --  
that is all fantasy. 
What is found now is found then. 
If you find nothing now, 
you will simply end up with an apartment in the City of Death. 
If you make love with the divine now, in the next  
life you will have the face of satisfied desire. 
 
So plunge into the truth, find out who the Teacher is, 
Believe in the Great Sound! 
 
Kabir says this: When the Guest is being searched for, 
it is the intensity of the longing for the Guest 
that does all the work. 
 
Look at me, and you will see a slave of that intensity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Let Us Make this Earth a Heaven 
By Tess Baumberger  
 
Let us make this earth a heaven, right here, right now. 
Who knows what existences death will bring? 
Let us create a heaven here on earth 
where love and truth and justice reign. 
Let us welcome all at our Pearly Gates, our Freedom Table, 
amid singing and great rejoicing, 
black, white, yellow, red, and all our lovely colors, 
straight, gay, transgendered, bisexual, and all the ways 
we were created. 
Blind, deaf, mute, healthy, sick, variously-abled, 
Young, old, fat, thin, gentle, cranky, joyous, sorrowing. 
Let no one feel excluded, let no one feel alone. 
May the rich let loose their wealth to rain upon the poor. 
May the poor share their riches with those too used to money. 
May we come to venerate the Earth, our mother, 
and tend her with wisdom and compassion. 
May we make our earth an Eden, a paradise. 
May no one wish to leave her. 
May hate and warfare cease to clash in causes 
too old and tired to name; religion, nationalism, 
the false false god of gold, deep-rooted ethnic hatreds. 
May these all disperse and wane, may we see each others' true selves. 
May we all dwell together in peace and joy and understanding. 
Let us make a heaven here on earth, before it is too late. 
Let us make this earth a heaven, for each other's sake. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Heaven is Not a Zip Code by Omid Safi 

What if we have gotten Heaven all wrong? 

Many Christians, Muslims, and some Buddhists imagine a heavenly place as an 
eternal reward for the faithful. While this place is often described as a garden of 
serenity and tranquility, we often see many faithful arguing about who can and 
cannot have access to this place in ways that are in no way serene and tranquil. 
Not only do we argue about the place, we also argue about who can get in, and 
who is locked out. 

What if we have it all wrong? 

Some mystics have actually dared to ponder that. They realize that it is not about 
heaven as a place, but about a heavenly state of being, a state of the heart. 

One of these mystics, a famous 8th-century Iraqi lover of God, Rabia, is 
remembered as having gone through a city in the middle of the bright day with a 
lit torch in one hand and a bucket of water in the other. It’s a paradoxical image, 
this woman who combines the two opposites (water and fire). The puzzled 
people of the city asked Rabia what she was doing. Rabia responded that with 
the lit torch she was going to burn down heaven, and with the bucket of water 
she was going to quench the fires of hell — so that people would have no reason 
left to worship a god other than God. 

There have always been, and remain, a few who are in it not for the garden, but 
for the Gardner; not for heaven, but for the Lord of Heaven. 

How do we get back to looking beyond salvation, getting into Heaven, and 
arguing over who can (and cannot) get into Heaven, and reflecting more about 
being in a heavenly state here and now, already in union with the Divine 
Beloved? 

One mystic who did so was the great, incomparable Rumi. Rumi, the great 
master of love poetry, was also a deep lover of the Qur’an. In fact, he called his 
masterpiece (the Masnavi) the “Unveiler of the Qur’an” (kashshaf al-Qur’an), 
an erotic metaphor that compares the scripture to a beautiful veiled bride. The 
bride of scripture has to be unveiled (kashf) before a love-union can take place. 



In his masterpiece, Rumi offers a brilliant reading of the Qur’an, in which he 
imagines heaven to be not a “place” that we enter, but nothing short of a state of 
being taken inside the heart of another fellow human being. He focuses on a 
beautiful passage of the scripture in which God addresses the tranquil souls of 
those who are about to enter Paradise: 

O soul at peace! 
Return to your Lord, 
You well-pleased with God, 
God well-pleased with You. 
Enter in my servants 
And enter My heavenly garden 
(89:27-30) 

It’s a simple and beautiful passage, often recited in funerals to offer a prayer that 
the departed will be among those who are pleasing to God, God-pleased-with-
them, and will enter the heavenly garden (Jannat). 

There is the beautiful reciprocity of a humanity reaching a state of joy and 
tranquility with God: we’re pleased with God, God’s pleased with us. This state 
is characterized by pleasure. 

The magical mystical twist, the “Rumi take,” comes in a brilliant mystical 
reading of the simple Arabic preposition “in” contained in the phrase, “Enter in 
my servants and enter My heavenly garden.” Yes, it really does depend on what 
definition of “in” (Arabic, fi) is. 

Most people read the verse as “Enter in, my servants.” In other words: Come on 
in, y’all… and enter God’s Heavenly garden. 

Rumi reads the same verse literally: “Enter in my servants, and enter my 
Garden.” As in “Enter into my servants, and you’ve entered my Garden.” Enter 
inside my servants, and you’re already in Heaven. 

In Rumi’s poetry, there are dozens of references to “come on in,” “come inside,” 
and many of them harken back to this beautiful interpretation. 



Heaven is not a place. Heaven is to be found inside the hearts of those who are 
already at peace with God. When one of these souls loves us and takes us inside 
their hearts, we are taken into a heavenly state. 

Heaven is not a place. Heaven is not a zip code. Heaven is a not a place with 
walls and pearly gates. No guardians to keep us in, or out. We ourselves are the 
guardians keeping ourselves out of that heavenly state. 

Heaven is about a state of peaceful tranquility. If and when we achieve it, 
including here and now, we are already in the Garden. 

We alone can reach this state, yet we do not reach it alone. It is possible that we 
cannot reach it alone. We reach it when we take in other human beings into our 
hearts’ inner paradise, and when others take us in to their hearts. 

There’s a beautiful tale of a man who went to see a sage. The sage lived on top 
of a hard-to-get-to mountain. When the man climbed the mountain, he saw the 
sage sitting in meditation, in a blissful state of serenity. He approached the sage 
and asked: “What is hell?” 

The sage looked at the man, still huffing and puffing from the climb, and said, 
“Why would I reveal such secrets to someone as fat, ugly, and immature as 
you?” 

The man turned red in anger, and uttered some nasty words to the sage. The sage 
took a deep breath and said to the man, “Feel the heat rising from inside you. 
That heat, that anger, that resentment — that is hell.” 

The man understood what the sage had done. He sat down next to the sage, and 
took in a deep breath. He felt the breath enter in his heart center, and come out 
of the heart center. His complexion changed. His heart’s beating slowed down to 
a tranquil state. The sage put his hand on the man’s arm, looked at him with the 
glance of compassion, and said, “This feeling of tranquility, this calm, this 
peace, my friend, this is heaven.” 

What if we can cultivate an awareness of heaven not as a place that we must go 
to somewhere after death, but rather as a state of having a tranquil heart that we 
can — and must — achieve here and now? 



What if what we are meant to do is not to get into heaven but to get heaven into 
us? 

 


