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The fall of the Berlin Wall  in 1989 lead me to be an accepting agnostic. I had 

tried other paths before. 

To connect myself to that momentous event is no doubt arrogant--  but I am 

speaking from my own small personal world.  The fall of the Berlin Wall sent 

me here, to this Unitarian church.  

I had been brought up in my mother’s Methodist church, and I am quite 

content with that foundation. Later I enjoyed the fellowship of the Student 

Christian Movement that with the guidance of Lloyd Geering  that led to the 

Sea of Faith and the acceptance that religion was man- made and was 

important. I walked out of a Presbyterian service when the minister spoke 

frequently of ‘the ultimate predestined goal of heaven above’ and  all I could 

envision was the Calman cartoon. Calman pictures God sitting on a cloud, 

looking down on earth and the caption reads” What if I had had a daughter”. I 

liked the ritual and music of the Anglican service, but it was an annual cycle 

of set readings that I could enjoy at home. 

The Sunday after the fall of the Berlin Wall I wanted to acknowledge the fact 

in some way, in a sense of gratitude. In a  bus tour of Berlin in 1978 I sat next 

to a young woman who wept silently as we drove towards the Wall. She 

explained that in 1960, when a child, she and her siblings had been thrown 

from a window across the growing wall to relatives on the western side. So in 

that frame of mind I came for the first time to this church. Max Moss had 

spoken of this, his church at a Sea of Faith meeting the previous year. 

During the service, the chalice candle was lit as it has been today and people 

were invited to light a candle in joy or concern. Two young men sprang up 

and actually ran down the side aisles to the chalice table. David ( Fougere)on 

that side, Robert (Fergusson) on that. They looked at each other and shouted 

the Berlin Wall is down. Then every body, there were not many here, but 

they all stood, and laughed and shouted and hugged each other. I was 

thrilled—here was a group looking out into the present world and rejoicing 

for others, they were not looking only at their own comfort and wellbeing. 

So I have continued to come to the Unitarian Church. 

 

That first morning we sang hymn 123 with those words ‘roots hold me close, 

wings set me free---roots hold me close, wings  set me free. Isn’t that the 

attitude of  one seeking the Truth, a world view, asking those  questions—

why is there something, rather than nothing,--is science really going to 

answer that, why are we here, can we not just live well and accept death as 

the end, is there such a thing as absolute Truth.  

  

Science/knowledge is always proving another theory false.  The atom was 

once considered the smallest particle possible, then it was split and now the 



uncertainties of Quantum Physics have described volatile strings as the basic 

form of matter---Those are changes in our understanding of our physical 

world.  They do influence our attitude to that other dimension of our living,  

the non physical,  the way we view the world. We can not leave our brains 

outside the church doors.  

A theist has answers that an atheist strongly denies, an agnostic doubts the 

certitude of both. The agnostic is not  idly sitting on the fence, ignoring 

doubts. The agnostic doubts the possibility of certainty,  that unwarranted 

certainty that both atheism and theism offer.  Are atheists making a religion 

of science, are  theists seeking security in what they hold to be the ‘revealed 

words of God’?    

 

Agnosticism is an attitude fully engaged in living, sensing that what we don’t 

know is as thrilling as what we do know.  But not attributing what we don’t 

know to the realm of a transcendent all-powerful being. The agnostic accepts 

we can not prove the existence or non-existence of God. It is often put forth 

as a middle ground between theism and atheism. For me the agnostic holds 

that human knowledge and understanding are limited to the vast wonderful  

awe inspiring natural world, and  accepts there are other dimensions to 

consciousness that add greatly to the richness of living but are not directed by 

a personal god. Our choices , not a preordained destiny, direct our lives. 

 

Agnosticism is not new. Thucydides was possibly one of the first to question 

the influence of the supernatural—though the word was not coined till 

centuries later. He lived 460-395 BC. He wrote a book about the Peloponesus 

War between Sparta and Athens 411BC. And because of his strict standard of 

gathering evidence and analysing his data for that book he is  dubbed the 

‘father of scientific history’. He judged events in terms of cause and effect –

cause and effect-without referring in any way to intervention by the gods. 

This was in the time when Zeus and Athene, Mars and Neptune dictated daily 

living.  Thucydides  questioned the powers of the supernatural to interfere 

and direct daily life--therefore he is listed with the agnostics. 

 On Google—there are long lists, divided into categories of those who take 

on the agnostic label. 

In the list of agnostic theologians is a Roman Catholic priest,, Kenny who  

returned to the lay state in 1963. In his book, ‘What I Believe’, published 

2006—he explains why he is not a theist and why he is not an atheist. He 

writes “There are many definitions for the word ‘God’. Given this fact 

atheism makes a much stronger claim than theism does. The atheist says no 

matter what definition you choose, the phrase ‘God exists’ is always false. 

The theist claims however that with some definitions, that phrase ‘God 

exists’ is true. Neither claim has been convincingly established. The true 

default position is agnosticism, agnosticism-that’s not indifference. The claim 



to knowledge needs to be substantiated, ignorance needs only to be 

confessed.’ 

 

 

Another in the list of agnostic writers is Borges. He comments ‘Being an 

agnostic means all things are possible even God, even the Holy Trinity. This 

world is so strange that anything may happen or may not happen. Being an 

agnostic makes me live in a larger, a more fantastic world. And it makes me 

more tolerant.’  More tolerant because of uncertainity? 

 

Agnosticism does not fear uncertainty. It was our Unitarian, Ralph Waldo 

Emerson who said “Certitude leads to violence.’ Every day our news media 

reports that fact ‘certitude leads to violence’.  

Agnosticism is not saying there are no certainties, it simply resists 

unwarranted, untested and untestable certainties. 

Agnosticism respects and celebrates uncertainty and has been doing so,  well 

before quantum physics revealed the uncertainty that lies at the very heart of 

existence. 

 The word ‘agnostic’ was coined by Thomas Henry Huxley. He suggested the  

word ‘agnostic’  to describe what he thought made him unique among his 

fellow thinkers of the time, second half of the C19—Hume and Kant 

especially. They , Hume and Kant were quite sure they had attained a certain 

‘gnosis’—knowledge, understanding, acceptance-and had more or less 

successfully solved the problem of existence. While  Huxley was quite sure 

they had not and he also had a pretty strong conviction that that problem, the 

problem of existence,  was unsoluable. The term ‘agnostic’ came to his mind, 

Huxley says, because the term was suggestively opposite to ‘gnostic’ of 

church history, the gnostics who professed to know so much about the very 

things  that Huxley questioned.  

I think it is interesting to note that Thomas Henry Huxley was known as 

Darwin’s bulldog, as he defended Darwin’s ideas of evolution—so the word 

‘agnostic’was coined in an environment of observation and experiment in the 

context of the natural  world  and is now taken very much in reference to the 

super-natural world. 

 

 We humans, because of our limited mental capacity, will possibly always 

need a multiplicity of ways of looking at the world in order to understand it. 

There may be two or more complementary descriptions of the same 

phenomennon, not unlike the concept of the wave-particle duality in quantum 

mechanics. Having a multiplicity of ways of looking at the world  though 

does not mean that all world views are equally good, some simply don’t hold 

up under the scrutiny. World views are not founded on logic so the most one 

can ask is that they be consistent with what science has discovered.  



 

We each have our own view of the world. Are we lonely sinners –therefore 

concentrate our efforts on earning a better life after death? Are we members 

of a cooperative brotherhood, aware of the inequalities in this world so 

concentrate our efforts on achieving justice and peace for all?  Where do we 

stand on that continuum, what beliefs do we hold,  what faith do we have in 

those ideas, and in other people? 

Our world view is determined  by our beliefs and faith.  Roots-beliefs- hold 

me close; wings-faith set me free. I know many of you don’t like the word 

‘faith’; perhaps substitute the word ‘attitude’ as in  ‘it’s not what happens that 

matters, it’s the way we react to what happens, that matters’ – that ‘reaction’ 

is the product of our attitude to life, the outcome of our faith. And our daily 

living is fashioned by that faith and our beliefs, what can we count on---? 

 

What beliefs we hold depend first on the culture that has shaped us and 

secondly on our own particular experience. If we lived 1000 years ago  

we would have believed the earth was flat, probably in three layers  heaven, 

earth and hell. Science has given us other insights and changed our beliefs 

and thus our culture though theists and atheists still offer differing definitive 

views. Is the universe  the way it is because of God—or is it the way it  is 

because of something other than God, or is there  no reason it is the way it is.  

 

Faith/attitude is something altogether different from belief. Faith is related to 

doubt. The capacity to doubt plays a very important role in both personal and 

cultural growth. Doubt is a tool in gaining maturity and wisdom. To doubt 

that Santa Claus can visit every child on Christmas Eve  is a sign of growing 

maturity. To puzzle about how God decides which side should win a war, 

when there are equally devout followers in both armies is a sign of maturing 

wisdom. In his diary written in the trenches in France in 1917, surrounded by 

‘blasted bodies and scattered limbs’ my father wrote—“Resurrection of the 

body?—that must be a joke”. 

 

The capacity to doubt, to question beliefs, to seek one’s own truth is the basis 

of agnosticism. It is good—and uncomfortable, -- to continually subject 

beliefs to doubt and critical examination in the light of new evidence. If a 

belief is found inadequate consider replacing it by some other, more 

convincing. Thus we grow, mature —we shouldn’t be holding the same 

views now as we did decades, or now days, half a decade ago. It takes a lot of 

courage to doubt. Doubt breaks the comfort zone, it undermines ability, it 

produces irritating procrastination- in others. I’m not procrastinating, I’m just 

thinking about it.  

 



The scientific revolution that began in the C16 with its rationality and 

experimentation replaced what we call the superstition and speculation of the 

Middle Ages—but their world view was courageous and appropriate for their 

time. Is the view that God created humans in the last 6000 years an 

appropriate view for the C21? 

 

Don Cupitt founder of the Sea of Faith, uses the equator metaphor to explain 

his world view. He uses the terms Realist,  and Non-Realist. When a Realist 

crosses the equator he’ll expect to see a vivid black line across the ocean;  a 

Non-Realist on the other hand knows that the system of lines of longitude 

and latitude, imposed by us on the earth, exist only in our heads and are a 

great help in finding our way around the world. The same goes for religion. It 

is a system of myths to guide us how to live. Cupitt and the Sea of Faith 

advise us to use religion, its art, its music, rejoice in its poetry and spirituality 

to give a richness and depth, a wholeness to our living. Just don’t waste time 

looking for that big black line in the sea.  

 

 Truly we are living in exciting uncertain times. 

Has the Hadron Collider produced the Higgs Boson, the God particle, matter 

created from energy?  Has the string theory given insight to so much more of 

the currently unknown?  So much that was in the mystery list is now moving 

over to the possible/ probable list, and for me that increases the awe and 

wonder, the glory of the universe—or should I say multiverses now?   

 

Universe or multiverse I am fascinated by “the interdependent web of all 

existence of which we are a part’. 

I have tried to show that I ‘promote a free and responsible search for truth 

and meaning’. 

And I do believe in the inherent worth and dignity of every person—to have 

their own ideas.’   And I concur too with those other principles listed there on 

the back of your order of service sheets so I feel comfortable here in the 

Unitarian Fellowship---finding our own answers to living well. And I thank 

you all.  

 We do not need  labels, agnostic, atheist, theist, pantheist, humanist etc. But 

I do think we need to be aware of the way we view the world, for that 

determines the way we live.  

I marvel at the mystery and wonder of the cosmos. I acknowledge the 

resilience and selflessness, the courage and endurance, the compassion, 

patience and love of people. I am aware too of the cruelty and dishonesty, the 

greed and false power, the accidents and insecurity that hurt people. 

 I do not know how or why the world works the way it does. I give thanks 

that it does work. I am grateful. I say ‘yes’ to life. Enjoy! 

 


